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1. Changing urban landscapes of retail and consumption

The choice of a shopping street in UK as the cover picture gives me the
opportunity to introduce this special issue: in this country, the health of town
centres and high streets has been under scrutiny for the past ten years, at a
time when the effects of the global economic crisis were already becoming evi-
dent. As evidence of the interest in this topic, in 2011 the report Revitalising
High Street' was published, as well as an article in which Wrigley and Dole-
ga — using the concepts of resilience, fragility and adaptation - analysed the
performance of more than 250 urban centres and high streets in four regions
of the country, and their reconfigurations following the economic shock. A
vivid debate followed, marked by different contributions. We have no way of
accounting for the variety of opinions and positions expressed; suffice it to
mention the works of scholars sometimes directly involved in the planning and
management of retail areas, who focused their attention on specific issues: the
challenges posed to the high street because of the impact of online retailing,
of the rapid growth of the so-called convenience stores, of the consolidation of
the night-time economy and of the new factors influencing consumer behav-
iour (Wrigley, Brookes 2014), or again the trends of commercial and social
spaces characterised by an “adaptive flexibility” (Wrigley, Lambiri 2014, 919)
that had kept them alive in the past and still constituted a creative presence.

Not only for high streets, these are phenomena and issues that, although
articulated in different ways from a geographical point of view, also had sev-
eral effects in Italy, over the last decade. On the occasion of an international
seminar, I had the opportunity to focus on such dynamics: “half a century
after the beginning of the transition to the post-Fordist city, we are observing
transformations, not only in the central areas, which require us to integrate
the interpretation of the changes of the urban economic base with new con-

! The report, commissioned by the British government, was entrusted to the retail expert Mary
Portas (The Portas Review. An independent review into the future of our high streets).
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cepts, suitable for grasping the deep change underway in
terms of lifestyles, growth of cultural consumption, and
responses to the crisis” (Sommella 2015, 233).

In connection with the work of the internation-
al research network on City, Retail and Consumption
and with the research group of the Italian Association
of Geographers I luoghi del commercio fra tradizione
e innovazione (Retail places between tradition and
innovation)?, at the Orientale University in Naples for
some years we have been dealing with urban-retail
change and consumption practices in Naples and its
metropolitan area. Recently we have investigated the
topic within the framework of the Research Projects
of Relevant National Interest (Italian acronym PRIN),
mentioned in the Foreword (Retail, Consumption, and
the City: Practices, Planning and Governance for Urban
Inclusion, Resilience, and Sustainability), of which this
special issue collects the latest products®. In all these
works, analysing the urban landscapes of retail and con-
sumption has been a way of studying an urban geogra-
phy in rapid and sometimes fleeting change.

The aim of this special issue was to publish in Eng-
lish, in a prestigious journal, some further reflections
than those that had marked the various stages of the
work of the group?, made up of seven units operating
in various parts of Italy, with the addition of the Bar-
celona team to the Neapolitan one. When we developed
the idea of this publishing project, even brief summa-
ries of the research seemed to be significant in offering
a cross-section of the retail and consumption’s dynam-
ics in some paradigmatic Italian and Catalan urban
spaces. Notwithstanding, the ambition was also a differ-
ent one: that of investigating — through specific in-depth
studies (thematic or related to case studies) — aspects
not adequately dealt with in the already published vol-
umes, or even to take inspiration from themes and cases
already dealt with to advance in a reflection that could
contribute to building a further piece of a new research
agenda on retail, consumption, and the city. Right from
the early stages of the project, it seemed important to
us to focus attention, in a perspective of international
comparison, on Italian urban spaces and on the multi-
dimensionality of the phenomena that have character-
ized them in recent times, using retail and consumption
as interpretative keys of the changes in the centres and

2 https://www.ageiweb.it/gruppi-di-lavoro/i-luoghi-del-commercio-tra-
tradizione-e-innovazione-2/

3 For a detailed review of the works of the international and national
network, as well as of the publications we have produced on the Nea-
politan case-study, see Carreras, D’Alessandro 2017.

4 These stages, with their respective results in terms of publications, are
summarized in Lida Viganoni’s Foreword.
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suburbs of our cities. The aim was, therefore, to try to
fill a knowledge gap not only regarding the consistency
and characteristics of retail and entertainment activities,
but also on the evolution of spaces and places in rela-
tion with consumption practices. In addition, we tried
to focus on the relations between the different actors
(entrepreneurs, workers, residents, users, and visitors)
and the places, by noting the forms of conflict and try-
ing to outline, in this case through a comparison with
the Catalan context, innovative interpretations or future
perspectives, without neglecting the role of the policies
that guide the management of the sector.

By cross-referencing descriptive evidence and theo-
retical reflections, in this issue we attempted to trace
evolutionary and, in some cases, analytical trajectories
from different case studies, all aimed at reflecting on
the relationship between consumption, retail and urban
spaces in Italy and Catalonia at different scales: from
the streets (Messina and Sabato) to the neighbourhoods
(D’Alessandro and Autiero), from some paradigmatic
spaces in urban centres (Albolino and Cappiello) to cit-
ies that have experienced recent transformations induced
by retail and consumption (Bonazzi, Frixa, Sommella
and D’Alessandro, Zilli and Modaffari) and again, in
some regional contexts, from the focus on the intra-
urban scale (Ferrari et al.) to inland areas (Cardinale et
al.) and rural areas (Clerici) and, finally, from the metro-
politan areas — as those of Catania and Messina (Barila-
ro et al.) and Barcelona (Carreras et al.) — to the Italian
administrative Regions themselves, explored through the
territorialisation processes of retail and tourism (Cusi-
mano et al., Nicosia, Porto). Many of the reflections we
have developed have, however, in some ways been over-
taken by events: although the effects of the COVID-19
crisis on retail and consumption activities are not yet
fully clear, and are still being produced at this stage, it
is certainly a new challenge for those urban landscapes
that have already been so profoundly altered by the
dynamics that we analysed in this issue’.

Geography has begun to interrogate itself about
the first spatial effects of the pandemic, as evidenced
by several works devoted to the subject®. In relation to

5 Although the focus of the last phase of the research and, therefore, of
the contributions collected here was on case studies elaborated before
the pandemic crisis, in some cases the field research was interrupted
by the crisis itself, while in others the latter has represented an essen-
tial element for some brief concluding reflections by the authors on the
future of the contexts investigated.

¢ Among others, and dealing with various aspects of the pandemic, the
monographic issues of the journals “Documenti Geografici” on Geogra-
phies of the Covid-19 (Bozzato 2020) and “Dialogues in Human Geogra-
phy” on Geographies of the COVID-19 pandemic (Rose-Redwood et al.
2020), as well as the Italian Covid-19 Atlas project (Casti, Adobati 2020).
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retail and consumption too, during the pandemic, some
scholars have developed reflections on the consequences
induced by a health crisis that has had/is having a very
significant impact on public spaces and then on the plac-
es of retail and consumption that mark the “daily geog-
raphies” of markets (Van Eck et al. 2020). This means
commercial streets or squares, and all places of com-
merce in which the consumption of products is closely
linked to that of the places and, therefore, of the public
spaces themselves’. Again, in relation to the components
of the urban commercial system, the consumption prac-
tices experienced during the most stringent lockdowns
in commercial spaces such as supermarkets are cited as
paradigmatic practices for retail shops as well: “in a long-
er timeframe, experiences gained in supermarkets will
most probably turn out to be extremely important for all
kinds of retail stores. As soon as legislation will step by
step relax the regulations on social distancing, the net-
work of practice will most likely expand from the realm
of supermarket(s) (chains) to other retailers, for instance
in fashion retail or bookstores” (Brinks, Ibert 2020). On
the other hand, some of the effects of the crisis were
immediately visible on the urban-commercial systems
in Italy as well. In our country e-commerce, which was
already growing rapidly, has experienced an unprece-
dented expansion: in one year (2020) - according to data
from the eCommerce B2C Observatory of the Politecnico
di Milano, reported by the economic-financial newspaper
Sole24ore (Mancini 2020) — purchases of products on the
web increased by 5.5 billion, marking a growth especially
in the food sector. In addition to the natural prominence
of the large players and specialised e-retailers, another
interesting element was the involvement of small retailers
and of the so-called traditional shops, especially in the
grocery sector, as well as the growing role of large-scale
organised distribution. Unsurprisingly, there has been
an authentic rediscovery of neighbourhood commerce:
although the phenomenon will have to be assessed over
the long term, since it manifested its effects in Italy espe-
cially in the months of the strictest lockdown, data from
Fida’s Observatory showed that during the pandemic
almost one in two businesses (47.3%) active in the food
retail sector recorded an increase in new customers?®.

7 On the role of the crisis in rethinking these spaces at the Neapolitan
scale, using the concepts of spatial vulnerability, adaptive resilience, and
sustainability, we too have begun to reflect (Sommella, D’Alessandro
forthcoming).

8 For an in-depth analysis of the research, carried out by the Italian Fed-
eration of Food Retailers (in Italian FIDA), member of Confcommer-
cio, in collaboration with Format Research, see https://formatresearch.
com/2020/09/25/fida-confcommercio-negozi-di-vicinato-con-la-pan-
demia-piu-clienti-per-unimpresa-su-due-osservatorio-con-format-re-
seach/, last accessed on 1/9/2021.

Beyond persistent prejudices — often changed in
motivation or form but not in substance’ - regarding
retail and consumption, both remain fundamental to
understanding where the city is going. Studying con-
sumption, on the other hand, does not mean assum-
ing it uncritically as a way of managing the city, but
understanding that it is a fundamental spring, even
if it follows fashion - although, it is also redundant to
specify, the city has never been and certainly is not now
exempt from fashion - in order to understand some of
the ways the city as it is lived. This is especially true in
terms of attractiveness: the metropolis “attracts irresist-
ibly because it presents itself as the place where you can
buy everything you can afford and where what you buy
makes what you can afford visible” (Amendola 2016,
17, our translation). However, it is equally clear that
the urban future, and with it the wealth and the image
of the city, are the outcome of processes and phenom-
ena produced by “stakeholders, place marketing and the
demand of a middle class”, the last one both protago-
nist and beneficiary of this philosophy (Amendola 2016,
17), which produces obvious contradictions. Recalling
a previous work by Amendola (2010), as we pointed out
in this special issue in relation to the Neapolitan case,
these are “contradictions that a process connected to
the democratization of consumption (of needs, desires,
and experiences) and its places entails, starting with
the changes in social geography and the new forms of
residential segregation and territorial hierarchization”
(Sommella, D’Alessandro in this issue).

The contemporary flaneurie spasmodically searches
for attractive scapes and the urban tourism in progres-
sive growth, although currently stagnant due to the
pandemic crisis, involves profound changes. From this
point of view, the sustainability of a city, which espe-
cially in the central spaces also for the effect of policies
has found in spectacularization a fundamental driver
(Sommella 2019), requires — as well as the construction
of new spaces, artificial or not, in the suburbs and in the
medium-size cities — new and further reflections. On the
other hand, these themes offer other food for thought
on the socio-spatial changes in cities, in the light of the
phenomena with which the emergence of these scapes has
to contend (including the pandemic crisis), and on the
changes they have produced both in the urban fabric and

° It is worth mentioning here the passage from the sociologist Fab-
ris that we quoted (Sommella D’Alessandro, in this issue), recalling
his invitation not to ignore “what consumption represents in our lives
today, its symbolic and identity-related meanings, indulging in the old-
est demonizations” (Fabris 2010, 3-4); and still not to persist in legiti-
mizing new anathemas “on its hedonistic, expressive, semiotic and iden-
tity-related meanings” (Fabris 2010, 3-4).
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the built environment of Italian cities and in our every-
day experiences of these cities, which are increasingly
linked to specific atmospheres of retail and consump-
tion'?, as highlighted in many of the articles in this issue.

Governance is crucial, even if, in the phase imme-
diately preceding the one we are currently experiencing,
it seems to have more than facilitated the trends under-
way: the revitalization of centres, the pedestrianisations,
the expansion of areas allocated to public and private
land occupation, with the related conflicts, are real ele-
ments and lead to gentrification or profound changes
in entire parts of the city. Ultimately, it is a question of
assessing the consequences of these dynamics and tak-
ing action to avoid the falsification of spaces. On the
other hand, the commercial revolution, as well as chang-
ing the face of retail places aimed at satisfying simple
needs, has produced new commercial spaces in which
consumption and desires are sold, aimed at satisfy-
ing the demand for shopping and leisure experiences
(Cachinho 2014). This does not concern, as we have
highlighted in this issue for Naples, only high streets but
also other commercial places because “in the postmod-
ern metropolis of new retail spaces and consumer places,
deliberately planned to seduce, intercept and create ‘con-
sumactor’ expectations, the border between the stage
and stalls disappears” (Cachinho 2014, 133). It is not a
question of supporting consumption, but of looking at
the city as a whole, understanding its transformations,
including the economic ones, trying to understand the
demands of stakeholders, residents, and users without
ignoring — even more in the post-pandemic context - the
need for social sustainability, resilience and, last but not
least, the demands of social justice.

2. The last phase of the research project

Against the backdrop of the trends outlined above,
the last phase of the research was marked by work of
different angles, which sometimes even within the same
research unit led to an analysis of the urban landscapes
of retail and consumption by means of a wide variety of
concepts, theoretical and methodological approaches.
This gave rise to a wealth of perspectives on the selected
case studies, contributing to progress in the reflections
undertaken in the other phases of the project.

The case of the research unit “U’Orientale”, with its
focus on Naples, Matera, and Barcelona, certainly exem-

10 On the importance of producing new urban atmospheres - real or
artificially constructed for the purposes of retail and consumption - see
our contribution (D’Alessandro et al. 2018).
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plifies this variety. Starting from the historical impor-
tance of the commercial function in structuring the
Neapolitan urban space and from the links of this func-
tion with the change of the urban image, D’Alessandro
and I have briefly traced the long-term relationship
between consumption and demand for places. More
specifically, the transcalar analysis allowed us to focus
on cases in which the demand for products and places
is one possible evolution of a new demand for the city,
highlighting the contradictions and conflicts of a Medi-
terranean city in transition. Even the changes that have
recently taken place in the Neapolitan neighbourhood of
Vomero appear more readable through the interpreta-
tive key of urban-retail changes and consumption prac-
tices. D’Alessandro and Autiero develop their reflections
based on a field survey, outlining the characteristics of
a micro-space, which - especially in the core area of its
polarizing nodes - is disputed among various actors
and, from an urban-commercial point of view, sym-
bolizes the tension between forms of innovation and
embeddedness. The main contemporary trends in retail
and consumption are the subject of Carreras, Frago and
Montesinos’ contribution, but at a different scale: that of
metropolitan Barcelona, framed in the Catalan context.
Based on almost thirty years of research on the subject,
the Authors emphasize the need for a reconfiguration of
the scales of analysis, then concentrating on the case of
Barcelona. Focusing on changes in the traditional cen-
trality of the Catalan capital, they lay the foundations
for outlining some possible future directions. In the
contribution by Albolino and Cappiello, the changes in
commerce and consumption are instead crossed with
the effects of the tumultuous tourist development that
has invested the city of Matera, in turn amplified by the
event-process European Capital of Culture. The analysis
is focused on the transformation of the historic district
of the Sassi, in which the reconversion of commercial
spaces, mainly for tourism purposes, has produced a
marked expansion of the food & drink segment, which
allows the Authors to emphasize both the specific char-
acteristics of the Sassi and those of an urban develop-
ment increasingly characterized by touristification.

These phenomena are similar to those recently faced
by a greater city as Bologna, whose most recent trends
have been outlined by the members of the research unit
through two perspectives. Bonazzi analysed the standard-
ised process of city branding that has led, since 2014, to a
restructuring of urban public space, redefining the “emo-
tional territory” of its citizens through an active remodel-
ling or branding of urban policies. In the light of Baudril-
lard’s analytical categories relating to the “fourth, the frac-
tal (or viral, or radiant) stage of value”, the Author exam-
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ines the pandemic and the quarantine landscape, which
has made even more evident the fragilities and the very
crisis of the branding process symbolized by the generative
City of Food logo. The practices and discourses of city pro-
motion that have accompanied the recent transformations
of Bologna’s urban space are analysed by Frixa through the
exploration of connections to changes in commerce and
consumption and their meaning. The regeneration pro-
cesses connected to food, which have redefined the socio-
spatial fabric of some areas of the city, represent the track
through which the Author deconstructs the optimistic
readings of the city of Bologna, highlighting the phenom-
ena of exclusion and displacement.

The multiplicity of the geographies of commerce in
the heterogeneous territory of Abruzzo is the subject of
the analysis of the Chieti-Pescara research unit, which
focuses on a two-speed growth of the commercial sec-
tor between the coastal and inland areas of the region.
Cardinale, Di Matteo, Pascetta and Zarrilli focus on
several towns in the Apennine inland of Abruzzo, ana-
lysing urban commercial policies and, more generally,
some public policies. The analysis of policies that have a
different impact on the urban-commercial structure of
different regional areas is conducted through the lens of
retailers’ and consumers’ perceptions, which also allows
the Authors to suggest some indications for future poli-
cies. The Pescara-Chieti area, which has played a polar-
ising role within the urban structure of Abruzzo since
the 1950s, is instead analysed by Ferrari, Iacuone, Scor-
rano and Fuschi with particular attention to the role of
commerce as a vehicle for convergence and territorial
cohesion, but also in relation to the marginalisation of
certain forms of urban commerce. Going beyond the
dichotomous opposition between peripheral commer-
cial formats and commercial activities in central areas,
the Authors propose an interpretation on an intra-urban
scale, with the aim of promoting a balanced and sustain-
able reorganisation of the city.

The Messina research unit, previously based in Mac-
erata, explores two reflections on the Marche region.
Nicosia analyses the new elements of the regional tour-
ist offer, focusing on leisure shopping and fashion tours.
After framing the evolution of the region as a tourist
destination over the last decade within the national and
international context, the Author explores the construc-
tion of the Marche’s territorial brand: by means of a
field survey and some interviews, he outlines a number
of itineraries for shopping tourism, trying to identify
the relationships between the two sectors. Porto’s con-
tribution is instead centered on the Ancona case. Trac-
ing the processes of commercial modernisation and the
reconfiguration of the centre-periphery relationship, the

Author frames the urban landscape of Ancona, high-
lighting the new commercial hierarchies produced by
the suburban territorialisation of the large commercial
polarities. Based on this framework, the focus shifts to
the complexity of Ancona’s urban system and its com-
mercial network, as well as to the need for policies
aimed at reconciling the revitalization of local identity
with forms of competitiveness at a global scale.

The article by Clerici, result of the work of the
research unit of the Milan Polytechnic, analyses the pro-
cesses of commercial restructuring in Lower Lombardy:
the approach adopted is aimed at investigating a context
considered marginal and peripheral, compared to those
of the large urban areas on which most studies of com-
mercial geography focus. Demographic size and position
in the urban network are the variables taken into consid-
eration to examine the commerce restructuring processes
that characterised the municipalities of the chosen area in
the period 2001-2019. The analysis restores the complexity
of the evolutionary trajectories of the different municipal-
ities and the relationships among them, but at the same
time highlights worrying phenomena of rarefaction of the
commercial supply of food, which elsewhere represented
the prelude to the so-called food deserts.

The Palermo research unit examines, at different
scales and from different perspectives, the most recent
evolutionary trajectories of commercial spaces. Barilaro,
Cirelli, Graziano and Mercatanti analyse, through the
point of view of commercial geography, the territorial
reconfiguration of the metropolitan areas of Catania and
Messina. After a historical framework on the transfor-
mations of retail spaces and consumption practices that
have marked the two main metropolitan areas of Eastern
Sicily, these are explored with particular attention to the
spread of new suburban formats, which have radically
changed the centre-periphery relationships. The contri-
bution by Cusimano, Cannizzaro, Giannone and Priv-
itera, broadening the look at the Sicilian dynamics and
comparing them with those of whole country, examines
the structural changes (including the increase in large-
scale distribution) and spatial changes (mainly due to the
transfer of many activities to the suburbs and out-of-town
areas) of commerce, as well as the impact of the 2008 cri-
sis. Using data on the size and distribution of commer-
cial enterprises, the Authors highlight a still widespread
presence of small businesses on the territory, testifying
to the flexibility of regional micro-enterprises. Messina
and Sabato focus, instead, on four Palermo commercial
axes, considered symbolic of the change in the urban
landscape because of changing consumption habits. In
order to analyse the origin and commercial evolution in
these strategic areas of the historic centre, identifying the
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permanence and changes of the four different evolution-
ary trajectories, the Authors adopt a synchronic and dia-
chronic approach. The analysis is enriched by the results
of a survey addressed to shopkeepers, aimed at investi-
gating the perception of the sector’s operators on urban-
commercial and consumption changes.

The article by Zilli and Modaffari, result of the last
phase of the research of the Trieste unit, analyses the
case of Trieste by intersecting changes in trade and tour-
ism. By framing the urban changes and their impact at
various scales, the Authors examine the territorial inde-
terminacy, which is traced back to the narrowness of
the administrative and political space. The most recent
renewing of the city’s image through new commercial
and tourist activities is analysed by focusing not only
on the phenomena of redevelopment and gentrification
of the central areas but also on an event, the Barcolana,
which symbolises a new relationship between the pro-
motion of the urban image and the reshaping of the rela-
tionship between the city and the sea.

Finally, the afterword by Carreras, Martinez-Rigol
and Morcuende shifts the focus to more general issues,
offering an overview of contemporary phenomena in
the global economy but also of the social, political, and
cultural issues that have most affected the changes in
consumer society at the global and urban scale. Retrac-
ing some processes (such as those of differential urbani-
sation) and new conceptions of the urban (among all,
planetary urbanisation), the Authors examine the effects
of the 2008 economic crisis and on the more recent
effects of the health crisis to relaunch the need for new
theoretical-methodological tools to develop new inter-
pretative perspectives.
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