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Background 

Stephen George + Partners (SGP) assembled an expert panel from across the property industry, each of 

whom perform a role in the realisation of Neighbourhood Centres at the heart of new residential 

developments and urban extensions. Panels were formed of three roundtables where three key questions 

were presented:  

1. What are the stakeholder expectations and how can these be met?   

2. How can we add value to the process - commercial and social?  

3. What is the legacy and governance? 

 

Executive Summary 

Recognition for the importance of the neighbourhood centre is growing. However, where traditional 

neighbourhood centres used to mean retail, there is a developing shift towards a mix of uses, including 

residential, workspace, healthcare and other community facilities.  

Whilst SGP’s panels were conducted just prior to the coronavirus pandemic, it is possible to theorise that 

both the financial impacts of the outbreak and the resulting changes in the way we live, work, shop and 

communicate will further influence the mix of uses going forward. 

Understanding what the demand is for different uses from the beginning and ensuring that the 

neighbourhood centre is relevant to the scale of the residential development is key to its success. Early 

engagement is also essential to placemaking and creating real lasting social value for the neighbourhood 

centre.  

Often, this will entail working from the bottom up, bringing together community groups, developers and 

councils to achieve a consensus about the neighbourhood centre and finely tuning it to the needs of the local 

community. Understanding the ownership and legacy from the beginning is equally critical.  

We are therefore calling for expressions of interest for the formation of panels to allow for early engagement 

with landowners, whilst also educating and offering support to local authorities to create a more deliverable 

product that satisfies stakeholders and assists in speeding up the delivery process. 

We are also mindful that, whilst the social benefits of such schemes are well documented, demonstrating a 

commercial benefit to investing in the right “place” remains challenging. There is some anecdotal evidence of 

the value that a good centre can bring to quicker house sales and improved values, but we would like to see 

clearer research-based evidence commissioned to properly demonstrate commercial value.  

That said, whilst there may still be a lack of evidence to demonstrate what does and doesn’t work, there are 

enough examples from which to draw some conclusions. Our panels, therefore, sought to identify the most 

important elements for us to build upon. 
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The Report 

The roles 

Our roundtables comprised representatives from across the property industry. During discussions, each 

outlined their roles and the challenges they face in the realisation of Neighbourhood Centres. 

The Architect – faces a disconnect between the masterplan and delivery. This means they are often faced 

with trying to deliver an unviable neighbourhood centre that cannot fulfil everyone’s expectations.  

The Housebuilder – some are on the “placemaking journey” and recognise the importance that community 

hubs have. Whilst housebuilders have an interest in better managing and integrating communities, they 

require better proof that a neighbourhood centre means they can sell houses quicker or at a higher price.    

The Planner – there is a dichotomy. On the one hand, some stakeholders want greater involvement and 

control of the masterplan by the planning authority at an early stage but providing flexibility as the scheme 

takes shape. But then planners are criticised for controlling too much so that the political agenda of the last 

10 years has been de-regulation. 

The Developer – there is a feeling that the market has long-term resilience and investment potential that is 

not yet recognised, but that the regionalised and fragmented nature of the product makes it less attractive to 

investors.   

Housing Association – creating a sense of place and sustainable community will involve creating a mix of 

incomes and a mix of tenures. Cutting affordable out of this will have an impact. To make it possible we need 

to work back and accommodate this through the land value.   

Land Agent – looking on behalf of retailers for the right opportunities. The agents understand what works for 

the retailer, but to their frustration the masterplan is often set before they have an input. 

Landowners – naturally they are looking to achieve the best value for their investment, however some are 

also looking to hold a longer-term interest and where this is the case they will want to see a centre that 

works.  

Local authorities – lacking resources, they need to be more commercial but are then expected to take the 

higher ground and non-commercial view when it comes to placemaking and community.  

Regeneration experts – recognise the value that centres bring and get them up and running early, as well 

as committing a significant amount of investment to their management. The role regeneration developers 

play means they are in a better position to balance commercial and social value: they see the commercial 

value of creating a sense of place.  

Location 

Roundtable participants agreed that determining the best location for the centre at an early stage is critical. 

However, it was recognised that, in balancing community preferences and commercial viability, a dichotomy 

exists: centrally locating the neighbourhood centre is often socially preferred, but may be less commercially 

viable as it can impact on opening hours and the ability to capture passing trade and delivery. 
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Much will depend on scale and there is an expectation that a 1000+ unit scheme may support a 

neighbourhood centre in the centre of a scheme and not on the edge. 

Wherever the centre is located, permeability needs to be created despite resident objections. Residents 

need to be educated on the value of permeability, understanding that it permits ease of movement and 

avoids isolating neighbourhoods, whilst also tackling problems with antisocial behaviour at night. Equally, 

there will be demand from some retailers in terms of delivery vehicle access; and access to the centre, if not 

well planned, could be problematic.  

When should the centre open? 

Participants generally agreed that, in an ideal world, the neighbourhood centre would be built and operate 

from Day One. However, how could this be made financially viable? 

Some of the suggestions presented were:  

• The centre to be used as show rooms and sales suites for housebuilders and to promote a lifestyle for 

their residents; 

• Flexible spaces could be set up as pop-up shops serving those working on the development in the 

early days;  

• Soft deals could be agreed with local retailers and other local operators; at the end of the lease, and 

as the development grows, it could be flipped to a larger retailer. 

Opening a neighbourhood centre from Day One is also essential to placemaking; rather than allow people to 

create patterns in the absence of the neighbourhood centre, the centre can set the tone for the rest of the 

development and start to build a community. 

Retailer interest 

In developments below 1000 houses, it is understood that interest in the neighbourhood centre from any of 

the UK’s main retailers would be unlikely. Furthermore, retailers have a set of conditions that they need to 

fulfil in order for them to be interested in the site – for example, access and opening times.  

Proposed solutions to get retailers to commit early, such as soft rents, would still not offset the cost 

implications for the big retailers; however, they may be of interest to smaller, local retailers who could sell on 

to the bigger retail businesses once the development is established. An exception to this may be when a 

number of smaller housing groups can be connected locally to form a larger group. 

Mixing it up 

Key to the success of the neighbourhood centre and its attractiveness to retail is its ability to draw people in, 

creating footfall throughout the day and maximising dwell time and spend.  

However, roundtable participants were in agreement that creating vitality is essential – our focus should not 

entirely be on the retail. With more shopping being carried out online, gone are the days when a certain size 

of community would sustain a convenience store plus multiple other shop units. This is where placemaking is 

key. 
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There need to be multiple reasons to be there – and there are clearly benefits in linking the neighbourhood 

centre with schools, nurseries, care homes, doctors’ surgery, leisure centre, gym, dry cleaning collection and 

the like. 

Indeed, it was widely agreed that the addition of public services is a great way of increasing footfall, but that 

there are frustrations in terms of the bureaucracy in bringing the likes of schools and doctors’ surgeries into 

the mix. There are equally concerns in regard to the liability of bringing together some uses, for instance the 

use of school halls for wider community activities.  

Residential above was also widely discussed. This is popular with local authorities from a planning 

perspective, but there are questions as to whether it can affect the redevelopment value later on. Each Local 

Authority will approach residential uses differently and much will depend on the location of the development, 

housing need and local demographics. 

Flexible space 

As noted earlier, centres need to be designed and built with flexibility in mind, allowing uses to change over 

time, responding not only to the demands of the local communities which they serve but also the changing 

landscape of retail and technology. This will ensure the future sustainability of the centre. 

Flexibility should also extend to uses through the day – for example, a unit operating as a coffee shop / co-

working facility in the morning and a pub or similar social venue in the evening. Spaces should also be 

adaptable to multi-purposes – click and collect, storage, food and parcel delivery and office space were 

some of the purposes identified. The community centre could fulfil this function to act as a true focal point for 

the community. 

Funding, Ownership + Management 

Understanding funding, ownership and management of the neighbourhood centre is fundamental and will 

influence decisions about the development. Whether landlord investor or outside investment will, for 

instance, determine the need for covenants. 

The roundtable discussions raised some interesting questions: 

• whilst landowners want to get maximum value, might they retain ownership and therefore an interest?  

• How best do we balance the needs and preference of residents to the commercial demands of the 

developers and landowners?  

• Might the local Council invest in the context of social infrastructure, determine the sense of place and 

control the contents (for example, emphasis on local businesses), therefore not the same need for 

covenants?  

• But can we ask Local Authorities to take a social stance when we are demanding they are more 

commercial? 

• Can part of a S106 contribution be used to employ a centre manager at day one? 

The right decisions by all stakeholders at the outset can ensure the long-term legacy of a neighbourhood 

centre. They can often be difficult to manage – vacant space can lead to crime and anti-social behaviour. 
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Therefore, proper governance is considered to be critical. Discussing legacy, roundtable participants set-

about defining different stakeholder roles: 

Housing Associations: have a long-term interest in their properties and manage them and neighbouring 

open spaces. They have an interest in the ongoing success of the neighbourhood centre.  

Regeneration developers: experience associated with management companies providing poor service has 

seen developers growing their capabilities of managing the development and centres. The separation of and 

management of different elements of the development has been found not to work.  

Occupiers: freeholders and leaseholders may be responsible for the external space and car parks. 

However, major retailers will often want responsibility for the whole centre development as any perceived 

poor management of other areas will impact upon them. 

Landowners: where they hold on to the neighbourhood centre and sell off land, there is an incentive for 

landowners to make it work. Management by the landowner or residential developer will mean longer term 

value in the neighbourhood centre.  

Others: The Parish Council can act as an alternative to a commercial entity, some taking a far wider 

responsibility for the building of their thriving community and as such will run facilities such as the community 

halls and external community spaces to support this.  

Conclusions and next steps 

Over the course of the three roundtables, one key theme remained the same: the need for early engagement 

and collaboration.  

• It is better to understand the aspirations of those involved from the very beginning;  

• We need to consider the end goal so we get the brief right at the outset; 

• A meeting of all stakeholders early in the process would enable everyone to consider the wider views 

and ensure the masterplan considers overall viability; 

• Early engagement should set out not only the commercial value, but also the social value that is to be 

achieved. 

• Early discussions on the location of the Neighbourhood Centre is key and the education of planning 

officers in terms of the pros/cons of position would provide them with greater understanding when then 

faced with residents’ views; 

• Early involvement will mean we can get the right product approved at planning stage rather than giving 

lots of conditions and trying to sort them out later in the process.  

The next step will be to form a panel to allow for early engagement with landowners and work with local 

authorities on designing a workable masterplan. An early, collaborative approach can agree the right product 

for the scheme and ensure its future sustainability and value. 

We also acknowledge that there needs to be clearer research-based evidence to demonstrate the 

commercial benefit to investing in the right “place” and will explore opportunities to conduct detailed, fact-

based analysis of the market.  
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Thank you 

We would like to thank representatives from the following organisations who attended the Stephen George + 

Partners’ Neighbourhood Centre panels: Aspbury Planning Ltd, Charnwood Borough Council, Colliers 

International, EMH Group, GST Property, Hawksmoor, Henry Davidson Developments Ltd, Landmark 

Planning, Leicestershire County Council, Longhurst Group, LSP Developments, Newcrest, Padley, Pegasus 

Planning, Rapleys, Sainsburys, SL Consulting, St. Modwen Developments Ltd, Strutt & Parker, William Davis 

Ltd, Wimpey Strategic Land 

 

 

 

 


