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ULI Retail Healthy Places Roundtable  

As people live longer and many cities densify it is becoming more apparent that the urban environment plays an 

increasingly integral role in human health. ULI recently held a Retail focused Healthy Places Roundtable in 

Birmingham, bringing together key players (see attendees below) from across the urban life-cycle to understand 

and challenge how property and the urban environment could play a leadership role in improving citizen health.  

The roundtable also forms part of a growing programme across ULI with two earlier forums in the UK and the 
Health in Building Healthy Places Toolkit. The toolkit (see resources below) outlines evidence and strategies to 
enhance health through changes in approaches to buildings and projects for developers, owners, property 
managers, designers, investors, and others involved in real estate decision making. This roundtable therefore 
focused on how retail and its related sectors could further contribute to creating healthier people and 
communities by enhancing and meeting the growing desire for healthy urban environments.  
 

Key findings  

• Retail has a vital role to play in improving the health offer of our cities but arguably has lagged behind the 
innovation and change coming through in other sectors.  

• One reason for this is that the retail impact covers a lot of ground from staff to shoppers, from selling goods 
supporting and promoting a healthy lifestyle, to a shop fit out, location and design that does the same and 
aides sustainability? Therefore, there is a need to focus to get anything done. 

• Retail’s contribution can be as great in local/convenience locations as it is core destination centres 

• Fresh and up-to-date case studies are needed to illustrate the impact and best practice 

• Retailers, owners, planners, architects and the public sector need to work together to harness the potential 
upside. 

                    

The Rising Priority of Health  

Health is a rising priority for the public and private sectors however there is no single framework to address this 
challenge as it transcends all aspects of society.  

 
‘in the past, we focused on disease prevention but we are now in a new era of preventive health and wellbeing that focuses 
on a system approach that challenges current structures and reform is needed’ Justin Harris, Studio Principle, IBI Group 
 
Justin Harris who leads on IBI’s partnership of the NHS Healthy Towns (see below) initiative shared how the 
NHS is driving forward 10 exemplars across England as a blue print for addressing the systemic and structural 
health challenges facing the UK. Outcomes from the Healthy Towns initiative are expected later in 2018 and are 
eagerly anticipated as a blue print and a catalyst for prioritising healthy across our urban environment.  
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Health and Planning  

The scale of the health challenge was highlighted by Mark 
Teasdale from Indigo Planning who shared the integral role our 
urban environment plays to enable healthy life-styles and 
where retail can help tackle this challenge.  

The urban implications of health are complex and the health 

challenges that Birmingham face highlight the scale of wider 

UK challenges:   

• 25% of children are obese  

• Some areas have the highest infant mortality in 
England  

• Inequalities: Life expectancy in most deprived areas is 8% less than national average 

• Air quality plays a major influence in people’s health in Birmingham  

The UK Planning Framework does consider the implications of health as a priority yet interpretation and adoption 

by local planning authorities still limit wide spread best practice. Health Impact Assessments (HIA) provide a 

framework for local authorities to address health challenges and 20 London Boroughs require HIA’s for major 

planning applications.  

The roundtable highlighted that planning policy is often localised and the adoption of wide spread health 

frameworks are limited to leading councils. In addition, there is often a disconnect between policy aspirations and 

market delivery where developers are not always incentivised to deliver developments that support the health 

implications of the wider urban environment.  

 

Health + Retail (evidence - leadership) 

Leading retail organisations such as John Lewis and M&S are actively addressing health and wellbeing through 

active customer, staff and wider store initiatives. Interestingly Phil Birch shared how John Lewis who operate 390 

retail assets is founded on principles of Health, Wealth and Happiness which are not limited to the asset level but 

focus across the organisations mission, operations and wider supply chain. A recent appointment of a Head of 

Health and Wellbeing at John Lewis also demonstrates the priority of health and may raise this agenda within the 

retail field. Will such leadership see far reaching change in this agenda and the degree to which it impacts 

customers as well as staff?   

Sharing health best practices within the wider retail sustainability agenda is already active within large retail 

organisations but connecting the user, customer and viewer with the wider asset, investment and local 

government is still seen as a challenge. Interestingly there is limited research of health in retail with historical 

research sited as evidence for how the provision of daylight could increase sales, highlighting a key opportunity 

for improved understanding of urban health challenges.  

• The 2014 ULI Building for Wellness report highlights that good planning for health results in 

developments with a higher than expected ROI 

• Daylight was ‘highlighted’ as a clear benefit for both staff and customers however commercial pressures 

sometimes limited their ability to enable wider penetration across the stores.  

• Daylight delivers 40% increase in sales (2002 study at Walmart, USA)  

 

NHS Healthy Towns Initiative  

 

• Programme 2015 -2018  

• Spread across England over a mix of land tenures  

• To deliver best practice models and a blue print for 
further expanding the benefits  

• 42 topic areas  

• 115 submissions resulting in 10 demonstrator sites 
(healthy towns)  

Further details 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/innovation/healthy-
new-towns/  
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Creating Healthy Places 

Digitisation is fundamentally changing retail, health and our urban environment. Online retail and shorter lease 

terms are altering the utilisation of assets, resulting in a more dynamic environment where assets are more 

connected to their location, community and user experience. Technology such as VR and Integrated 

Management Software are allowing for a greater scrutiny of resources but ultimately provide a tool to better plan 

the function of the urban environment.  

Integrated software also allows asset owners to adopt more service driven processes where demand, 

connectivity and access can be optimised to create vibrant locations. However, digital urban or asset 

management tools are often limited to urban centres or specific developments and often do not consider the 

wider health or vibrancy of the wider community.   

Vibrant and healthy locations are not just created by software but are places that offer a good balance of 

buildings and urban amenity (landscape and civic space). Many cities and large-scale developments across the 

UK are already adopting a balanced approach to retail and urban amenity. However, many UK high streets are 

still predominately made up of a retail monoculture and this provides a huge opportunity where coordinated 

leadership and the use of digital tools could create far reaching health benefits.  

The responsibility of health is also a topic that transcends across all areas of the urban realm where coordinated 

leadership is required. Locations such as shopping centres and Business Improvement Districts (BID) were seen 

to be ideally placed to address the health agenda on a local level as they already play a coordinating role across 

business and community with a vested interest in improving a regions vibrancy. Two organisations leading on 

health include:  

• Business in The Community – long-term focus on lasting benefits of business and health for the wider 

community  

• London’s West End Company (BID) supporting the improvement of air quality across Oxford and 

Regent Street, two areas with the worst air pollution in the UK but also the busiest high street.  

Beyond air quality and vibrancy there is also a wider momentum in the importance of health as the awareness of 

health across society is rising. Policies and best practice have seen a continual improvement in health across the 

construction sector where healthy choices and healthy materials are becoming more prominent. In addition, 

personal health awareness is also rising as a result of the increasing use of personal fitness technology (apps, 

fitness monitoring, social media etc), highlighting the complex factors driving health across retail and the urban 

environment.  

Public Sector Leadership 

Birmingham like many UK cities is challenged with improving the health, density and vibrancy of their region. To 

better understand these urban challenges the council has been actively engaging with ULI to address the future 

growth implications of the City with a range of transformational initiatives taking place, such as the review of the 

city’s design guide. Anne Shaw, Assistant Director Transportation and Connectivity, Birmingham City Council 

shared how the Council is challenged to gain investment for local and tier 2 or 3 urban centres which are vital to 

the community but often overlooked by highly visited locations such as city or destination centres.  

To address the challenge of secondary locations Birmingham City has 76 local centres at various scales and is 

considering how these can be regenerated as key nodes within neighbourhoods and better utilise connectivity, 

reduce vehicle pollution and increase pedestrianisation. Improvements to the community and its health are 

already being realised with the decluttering of streets resulting in higher pedestrianisation, vibrant communities 

and active retail.   
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Highest Impact Areas 

Focusing on vibrant and connected centres is important but the roundtable also highlighted that the regeneration 

of non-city centre high streets possibly provide the greatest health impact, as these areas are often located on 

polluted roads with fragmented ownership and a lack of coordinated leadership. When combined with areas of 

deprivation non-city centre areas were seen to be the greatest opportunity for coordinated health leadership 

where the local government, the investment community, insurance, health and wider urban realm practitioners 

could come together to provide lasting benefits.   

Unfortunately, in many cases current policies and 

financial structures limit the ability for far reaching 

health benefits to be realised across our urban realm. 

Government and Local Authorities need to underpin the 

investment schemes to support delivery. Interestingly 

investment in infrastructure such as HS2 provide a 

catalyst for urban regeneration and the improvement of 

a regions health. In Birmingham, HS2 is creating a blue 

print opportunity for the city to regenerate where urban 

planning and improved place making where mixed and 

increased walkability could transform the vibrancy of 

the city.   

The Future of Health 

The roundtable highlighted that retail is uniquely placed at the health nexus between buildings, occupiers and the 

community with signs that some organisations and local authorities are actively addressing significant 

challenges. Online retail and technology is rapidly changing the purpose and utilisation of assets with human 

experience at the heart of this offering however, for health to be a priority there is a need for a more-coordinated 

approach that allows for greater knowledge sharing to ensure wide spread best practice and collaboration across 

sectors and industries, an area that ULI could actively support.  

Further references highlighted by the roundtable include:  

• Building Healthy Places Toolkit: Strategies of enhancing Health in the Built Environment  

• UK Green Building Council’s Health Wellbeing and Productivity in Retail initiative  

• Future planning of city centres: Glasgow Chamber of Commerce and ULI Tomorrow’s City Centre Report  

• The Density Dividends: Solutions for Growing and Shrinking Cities: Birmingham Case Study  
 

ULI Retail Healthy Places Roundtable Attendees 

David Allen Highways England 
Phil Birch John Lewis 
Adrian Bland Shakespeare Martineau 
Tony Christie Aviva Investors 
Robert de Jong ULI UK 
Stelios Demetriou CBRE 
Surindar Dhesi University of Birmingham 
David Ellis Benoy 
Christopher Fannin HOK 
Martin Guest CBRE-Ltd 
Eric Hallquist AECOM 
Justin Harris IBI Group 

David Hutchings   Cushman & Wakefield-UK 
Julie Pears       Intu Properties plc 
Alistair Reason       Reason Consulting (UK) Limited 
Tom Reid       Appear Here 
Simon Samuels     Brockton Capital 
Samantha Sen       Revo 
Anne Shaw          Birmingham City Council 
Kyle Stott       Birmingham City Council 
Mark Teasdale    Indigo Planning Limited 
Rebecca Teasdale    E.ON  
Zoe Young       M&S 

 
 

For further details about ULI and related health initiatives please contact us at +44 (0) 208 487 9570 or uk@uli.org  

The Common UK High Street - Source Steve Smith Flikr. 


