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Shops with a history and public policy
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ABSTRACT
A program to support historical shops was recently created in 
Lisbon; called ‘Lojas com História’, it was later extended to other 
cities in the country. This paper shows the changes in public policy 
towards retail in Portugal where one finds an evolution from purely 
government regulation to a policing context aiming to strengthen 
competition between businesses, which endowed the sector with 
a growing role both in city policy and planning, and competition 
between cities. The evolution of policies reflects an increased focus 
on place with a shift from the support to commercial units, to 
strengthen their competitiveness, to their valorisation in the con-
text of competition between cities. On the other hand, it is argued 
that this evolution is linked to the reinforcement of entrepreneur-
ship in urban management. After recalling the social and spatial 
functions of retail and the changes in policies towards retail, we 
present the program and some characteristics of the shops covered 
by this program in Lisbon, followed by a first review and considera-
tions on the challenges it brings.
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Introduction

In recent years there has been a movement to protect the historical shops in Portugal. It was 
stimulated by the multiplication of old shops closures, partly due to the increase in rental 
prices or the owners’ refusal to renew the leasing contracts, with the entry into force of a new 
urban lease law. The process has culminated in the approval of a public support program.

This paper analyses this program in the context of policy measures taken to support 
retailing, along with changes in public policy and forms of governance. The argument has 
two interconnected components. On the one hand, we seek to show that the evolution of 
public policy vis-à-vis independent retail reflects a growing focus on place, as a shift was 
observed from the support to retail units, to their valorisation in the competition between 
places. On the other hand, this evolution is linked to the strengthening of entrepreneur-
ship in urban management. Policy change reflects the reorganization of the state, with 
increased decentralization, and the application of new forms of management aiming to 
attract investments and visitors. Besides seeking to alleviate immediate difficulties later 
explained, the distinction of ‘Lojas com História’ (Shops with a history, from now on ‘LH’), 
awarded by the Lisbon municipality, comes from the recognition that shops also have 
cultural value as elements of distinction able to contribute to the specificity of the place, 

CONTACT Teresa Barata-Salgueiro tbs@igot.ulisboa.pt

THE INTERNATIONAL REVIEW OF RETAIL, DISTRIBUTION AND CONSUMER RESEARCH 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09593969.2021.1873816

© 2021 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1509-5087
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09593969.2021.1873816&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-24


a prerequisite for the global competition between cities. The shops covered by the 
program have a heritage value, not merely in terms of architecture or decoration but 
also by the cultural values associated with its operation. They have a story to tell and are 
part of the memory of the city, remembering people, events, or forms of doing business 
almost lost.

The main sources of information are legislation and regulations, the municipal data-
base of the shops incorporated in the program up to 31 December 2018, and the 
application forms submitted to the program. We also have conducted in-depth interviews 
with the chair of the Lisbon municipal working group in charge of the program, and with 
stakeholders, seeking to make a preliminary evaluation of the program in terms of points 
of interest and problems, changes introduced in the shops after being awarded the 
distinction, and to collect ideas to support more effectively the participating shops. The 
interviewees include academicians, members of the board of directors of commercial 
associations and of an independent association for retail heritage, and shop owners or 
managers. An intense fieldwork with visits, in-place observations and informal conversa-
tion was undertaken between January and June 2019.

The paper is structured in four parts. After this introduction, the spatial dimension of 
urban retail and its change with the enlargement of the society of consumption are 
recalled, to understand how retailing is again a relevant element in the attraction and 
competition between cities. This is followed by a summary of the features of public 
intervention and retail governance in Portugal. Then the ‘LH’ program in Lisbon is 
presented illustrating the new level reached by retail policy and some problems arising 
from its application. Finally, a conclusive synthesis is made, followed by a first review and 
considerations on the challenges the program brings.

Retail as element of urban competitiveness

The importance of retail goes beyond the exchange of goods because, in addition to its 
economic function, retail has both a social and a spatial dimension. Retail clusters help to 
combat desertification and insecurity turning streets and neighbourhoods into liveable 
and vibrant places. At the same time, the relationship between retail and the city can be 
examined according to two dimensions, the material dimension of the city and its retail 
landscapes and the symbolic dimension of the mindscapes associated with them. This 
text privileges the cultural and symbolic dimension that commerce supports.

The expansion of the consumer society in which conspicuous consumption of objects 
and places helps consumers to compose their identities in the dialog with the objects and 
shopping places (Veblen 1899; Cachinho 2006, 2011; De Simone 2017), explains why retail 
premises become supportive spaces for transactions in the symbolic realm by exploring 
their architecture and layout (Goss 1993), and transform themselves into a commodity to 
meet also the human desire of dreaming and escape from reality.

In the new retail environments people can enjoy themselves, make their dreams and 
fantasies come true (even just for a moment), live experiences. The trend for shops 
offering experiences as been underlined by Pine and Gilmore (1999), Cachinho (2002), 
Klingman (2007), while the new role of consumers that are both spectators and actors 
leads Cachinho (2006) to speak of consumactors or Bäckström (2006) of recreational 
shoppers. In the same fashion, Roozen (2019) shows the influence of exterior elements, 
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like window displays and the aspect of the store entry, on clothing store entry intentions 
for recreationally and task-oriented female shoppers.

The need to have certain goods, to attend the right shops or restaurants also helps to 
explain shopping tourism that brings shoppers from the far east or from the south 
(especially Latin America and Africa) to Paris or Dubai, and Scandinavians to the bargains 
of the Barcelona sales (Arino Barrera 2009). Shopping tourism is sometimes propelled by 
commodification that transforms services and goods that were daily needs into commercial 
goods attractive to tourists and their recreation needs as Najmi, Pratiwi, and Harun (2015) 
show for Bandung. These shopping movements give new vitality to luxury shopping streets 
(Cachinho 2015), justify the success of museum’s shops and the ‘brand museums’ that 
explore the commodification of arts, the cross- fertilisation of arts and management 
(Chaney, Pulh, and Mencarelli 2018) between culture and brands. At a smaller scale, 
D’Alessandro (2015) reports recent changes in the central areas that have brought renewed 
attractiveness to consumption and its practices.

The symbolic character of the places is a cultural product that results from their appro-
priation, the image they present and the representations they support, contributing to the 
distinctive character of the various sites (Barata-Salgueiro 2013). Globalisation has brought the 
presence of the same goods and brands in identical shops in many cities around the world 
that offer an increasingly similar commercial landscape. On the one hand, this similarity gives 
the security of the familiar to increasingly mobile consumers; but for the ones looking for the 
unique that makes the difference, this uniformity is boring and uninteresting to visit.

Shopping spaces are part of the townscape and everyday life, they are part of our image 
of places which can be a banal, standardised image or a special, characteristic, individua-
lised one; but shops can also refer to images and past experiences in a distant time. By 
staying for many years in the same place and with the same characteristics, some outlets 
become repositories of a social past and evolution and, as such, contribute to the collective 
memory of space and its character. Some shops were the scene of memorable events and 
are or were frequented by certain groups, being places of memory and identity. Others 
have a rich heritage in terms of architecture, decor or booty that makes them unquestion-
able references in the physical and cultural landscape. All, although for different reasons, 
can participate in the storytelling process and be a reason for visiting, by tourists and locals. 
Habitual users find in them pillars of their spatiality and remembrance of events that they 
have lived or heard about, people and habits that are no longer present or, on the contrary, 
environments and goods that only the permanence of certain shops keeps possible.

Even at the neighbourhood level the cultural heritage conveyed by the shops in their 
mutual relationship of physical proximity, leads Zukin (2012) to consider the stabilized 
commercial street the result of the interdependencies established between shopkeepers, 
housewives, workers in the area and children, in their daily appropriation of the street. This 
type of street ‘provides a theatre for performing a ritualized script of urban sociality’, equivalent 
to the ballet described by Jacobs (1961) and continues to inform the idea of the neighbour-
hood-community of many city dwellers. Coca-Stefaniak, Parker, and Rees (2010) also underline 
the community embeddedness and meaningful relations between shop owners and custo-
mers as key pillars local retailers have to counterbalance globalisation.

Besides the local shoppers that attend these shops by habit or convenience, nostalgic or 
new contemporary tourists also enjoy finding these unique treasures in the places they visit. 
We may recall a pastry shop in Lisbon that is sporadically visited by former consumers, 
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nostalgists of their past which includes sitting at one of the tables for long hours just chatting 
or watching bystanders. Many owners of the shops incorporated in the program ‘LH’ in Lisbon 
note that they are visited by tourists watching and making pictures and sometimes also 
buying.

The growth and diversification of tourism and the demand made by many visitors, 
investors, and some residents for specific and unique features characteristic of each place, 
justify the use of commerce as an asset that enhances the specificity of the cities. 
Thomsen (2018) shows how a heritage site may provide a context for tourism retail 
development as tourists like to buy place-specific products to remind them of the place 
they visited. Indeed, retail tends to be a pillar of the city’s branding in attracting tourists, 
as Rabbiosi (2016) shows for the regional food and wine shops in Rimini. This reinforces 
the idea that, with globalisation, the value of difference between places is increasingly 
branded and reflected in the objects of consumption and the ideas they stimulate. With 
increasing competition between places to attract visitors, capital and residents this role of 
retail has gained more visibility.

Public policy and governance

Apart from licensing and other rules on opening hours, hygienic and safe conditions, and 
traditional retail markets (Guimarães 2018a), retail had little place in public policy. In 
urban planning it was reduced to the zoning ordinances, informed by the principles of 
range and threshold of goods of the theory of central places. While retail premises shared 
residential buildings, this indication was at most limited to pointing out the main streets 
where they could be.

Since the mid-1960s, the so-called retail revolution, based on new techniques and 
forms of organisation, has led, on the one hand, to increase the size of businesses; 
and, on the other hand, to new locational patterns of shops and consumer’s beha-
viour. With the increased political and economic weight of large players (distribution 
corporations often with presence in several countries), the marginal part of the upper 
circuit of the urban economy constituted by independent retailers acquired more 
visibility: some small and medium-sized retail businesses have collapsed, while others 
became franchisees of big chains (Silveira 2016). It was then imperative to change the 
way public intervention was carried out. In Western Europe this led to policy differ-
entiation between liberals arguing that planning should not constrain modernisation 
due to the benefits it brings in terms of price reductions and widening consumers’ 
choice, and those more concerned with ensuring fair access to all types of consumers, 
something that large out-of-town structures threatened (Davies 1995). Findlay and 
Sparks (2014) systematize the points of the debate between modernization and 
productivity versus the danger of the fossilization of outdated models and inefficient 
practices, beyond the question of equal access and competition between locations.

Shopping centres are often planned to anchor new developments, but the importance 
of retail increased when it acquired a prominent role in the regeneration of brownfields or 
waterfronts and in the revitalisation of downtown districts (Balsas 2001; Guy 2007; 
D’Alessandro and Salaris 2011; Wrigley and Dolega 2011; Parker et al. 2016; Tselios, 
Lambiri and Dolega 2018). In Lisbon, the important regeneration of the eastern waterfront 
has a shopping centre in a central location. The reconstruction and revitalization of Chiado 

4 T. BARATA-SALGUEIRO



(the core of the city centre), after the 1988 fire, also had a shopping centre in the place of 
the old decaying department store.

With recent changes in the levels of political decision-making and increasing space 
competition, places and regions are becoming more prominent and changes in modes of 
governance can be seen. Local authorities acquire entrepreneurial characteristics as 
Harvey (1989) has identified, and enter global competition to capture investments, jobs, 
and visitors to respond to the needs of economic growth as often stated by local 
coalitions or growth machines (Molotch 1976). In the society of hyperconsumption 
(Lipovetsky 2006) new logics in the production of urban space and urban management 
are applied, aiming to seduce and attract consumers. They need to offer a positive image 
of the city turned into a commodity, object of promotion and branding. So, marketing 
campaigns and events with great attractiveness of people and companies multiply every-
where; also, heritage aspects, including shops (Peck, Theodore, and Brenner 2013; Barata- 
Salgueiro 2013; Barata-Salgueiro, Mendes, and Guimarães 2017; Olivera 2015) are part of 
the package sold to visitors.

Another significant aspect of the change are the more participatory forms of planning 
and the provision of services in association with the private sector and non-market 
organizations, which represents a move from public government to associated or dele-
gated forms of governance. Forms of participatory management of commercial areas 
have then multiplied, as exemplified by the Town Centre Management schemes (TCM) 
and Business Improvement Districts (BID).

After entering the EU, in 1986, and the expansion of the new forms of distribution 
(multiples, chains and out-of-town superstores), in Portugal, the pressure exerted by the 
representatives of the independent retail grew and new measures were tested, aimed to 
hinder the licensing of new large retail developments and the liberalization of opening 
hours. Public policy became reactive both through the licencing of superstores and 
shopping centres and their functioning, and the development of EU funded programs 
towards supporting the modernization of traditional independent retailers (Cachinho and 
Barata-Salgueiro 2016). The post-entrance in the EU period saw the mobilisation of the 
Structural Funds for training and technical assistance programs to modernize the retail 
system in order to strengthen small independent retailers in face of competition from 
large retailers (Cachinho 1992; Fernandes 1994, 2007; Balsas 1999; Guimarães 2015). The 
first program (1991–93) was intended to ‘contribute to the balanced development of the 
regions and the modernization of the retail system by encouraging innovation and the 
transformation of retail business’ (Guimarães 2015, 169, my emphasis) and provided non- 
repayable funding for expenses related to the physical modernization of the retail pre-
mises, including computer hardware, technical assistance and consultancy. After 2000 the 
diversity of retail formats, the adoption of consumer culture and its consequences for 
shops’ ambiance already mentioned, and more concerns with environmental questions 
and town planning explain the publication of laws aiming to constrain the out-of-town 
retail locations, and the redesign of the support programs in order to strengthen the 
relationship between retail and the city (Cachinho and Barata-Salgueiro 2016). As matter 
of fact, the second program as well as the subsequent ones (1994–2008) that also pursued 
the objective of ‘promoting the sustainable development of the competitiveness of busi-
nesses within a coherent strategy for modernizing their activity’ (id. ibid., 171), were already 
part of the ‘special projects of commercial urbanism’ which have a spatial dimension, as 
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the delimitation of areas of intervention was required. Therefore, the focus shifted from 
the support to isolated shops regardless of their location to the support of shops only if 
they were in a given area, usually the high street. In addition to retail businesses, these 
programs provided funds for municipalities to carry out some interventions mainly in 
public space, and for retail associations to develop marketing campaigns, as well as other 
initiatives. Directly or indirectly, these projects have facilitated partnerships and major 
urban regeneration operations, particularly in high streets or waterfronts of many cities. 
So, they show an understanding that it was not enough to support individualised shops, 
but a more comprehensive action was necessary, with interventions in the physical 
environment of the retail clusters.

In the context of huge rehabilitation and touristification of the inner city, a new 
challenge arises for traditional independent retailers. The program ‘LH’ tries to answer it 
in Lisbon.

The program for 'shops with a history' in Lisbon

In 2016 and 2017 the newspapers noticed the closure of numerous emblematic shops and 
restaurants in Lisbon and pointed as causes both the change in the tenancy law that 
facilitates evictions, and the tourist pressure that leads to changes in the retail profile of 
the districts where its impact was more intense. Indeed, the effectiveness of the rehabi-
litation of buildings became reason for ending the lease, and the liberalisation of the rents 
explains that many shops were evicted or unable to pay the higher rent demanded by the 
owners.

Aware of this crisis of traditional retail, the Lisbon City Council launched the Program 
'Shops with a History' in February 2015, with the constitution of a task force. The proposal 
was presented by the councillors of urbanism, economic activity, and culture, reflecting 
the need to articulate different areas of municipal activity. In the justification for the 
initiative (CML (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa) 2015, 20) it’s possible to understand their 
motives: ‘In a global and highly competitive world, each city needs to enhance the diversity 
that makes it special, and more attractive to visit, study, work or invest. Urban retail is one of 
the distinctive elements and differentiator between cities’. The role of retail as 
a differentiating element is therefore valued and useful in the competition between 
places to attract people and investments.

From the work developed by the task force, until February 2017, a set of units were 
distinguished, and the proposal of the Municipal Regulation for the attribution of the 
distinction approved. Data collection in several sources and criteria trial to more than 300 
units, accompanied by discussion with stakeholders and experts led to choose 82 almost 
unquestionable units. Afterwards, each business that thinks it meets the criteria estab-
lished, their workers or civil society may apply for the distinction. The criteria adopted 
encompass three components: business longevity, material heritage, cultural and histor-
ical heritage. Long-life business presupposes a minimum of 25 years of continuous activity 
in the same place, although the evaluation of these criteria values the older ones. Twenty- 
five years is arbitrary and in Barcelona the threshold is 50 years (Carreras and Frago 2016). 
Although we do not know how long they will last in the memory of the city, there are 
relatively recent units that have gained high visibility and are already a reason for 
attraction and visit. The age dilemma refers to the ambiguity that Zukin (2009) attributes 
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to the concept of authenticity that represents ‘origins’ in two different directions. On the 
one hand, an almost mythical rooting in space and time; on the other, an ability to 
produce historically new creative innovations. The same problem with authenticity and 
the configuration of a pseudo-old ‘tailor city’ for tourists led Thomsen (2018) to speak of 
‘planned authenticity’, the outcome of interventions that lead to increase in the signifi-
cance of activities and products that were not specially attached to a place in the past.

In the criteria adopted in Lisbon, heritage encompasses material and non-material 
dimensions: the architecture, the ambiance, the artifacts used, archives and stories 
about the shop and the place. The program gives recognition to shops that are 
significant for the city’s own identity, which is different from being classified as 
a heritage element. Both processes intend preservation, but they have different con-
sequences for the units, as the classification is stronger in legal terms and more 
restrictive about changes than the distinction. Besides the recognition awarded, the 
establishments enjoy a set of benefits that include a signpost for the shop’s façade, 
access to a financial instrument that supports conservation and restoration works, 
cultural initiatives, promotional materials, and professional consultancy. The municipal-
ity was concerned with the disclosure of this heritage component for which a website 
was created (http://lojascomhistoria.pt/) where, besides useful information, one can find 
the location, pictures and a brief story of each premise, both in Portuguese and English. 
An exhibition presenting pictures and pieces from the distinguished shops was also 
organized in the fall of 2017. However, it was understood that these measures were not 
effective to prevent the causes of the closures, which required measures at upper level, 
like legislative changes. By pressure of the mayor of Lisbon, in June 2017, a law was 
published establishing a special regime of recognition and protection of establishments 
and entities with local historical, cultural or social interest. At the same time, other cities 
started similar programs to the one developed in Lisbon (Chamusca et al. 2017).

The main features of the stores

In the city of Lisbon, 145 retail units were awarded with the distinction up to December 2018 
and they are the focus of the following analysis. Seventeen per cent of the units were already 
in operation in the third quarter of the 19th century, and a further 19% opened in the 
transitional period corresponding to the belle époque (Table 1), a period that marks the 
decoration of many of them. So, a little over a third are prior to the WWI. A similar amount 
opened doors until the start of WWII. Twenty-four per cent of the units were inaugurated 
between 1940 and 1961, but the number of the distinguished after that year decreased. Of the 
145 premises only 140 are in operation; in the meantime, five have closed.

In the oldest one finds a bookstore, two cafes from 1782 to 1787, a luxury restaurant from 1784 
and a candle shop. The bookstore claims to be the oldest in the world. Born in 1732, it occupied the 
actual building in 1773, after the rebuilding of the district destroyed by the earthquake of 1755; the 
candle shop dating from 1789 still has in the back the workshop to make the candles.

Although most of the units and the oldest ones are concentrated in Baixa-Chiado, the 
traditional city core, the location shows a relatively dispersed pattern which reflects the city’s 
growth (Figure 1). In 1913, only two were far from the centre, a pastry-shop in the west side of 
the city, at Belém, and a restaurant in the North, at the frontier with, at the time, still fields. Until 
the late 1930s, there was a continuous strengthening of the city core but a second wave starts 
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as retail premises open in the neighbourhoods built at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
especially in the bourgeois boulevards called Avenidas Novas, and later in the communities 
built in the 1950s and 1960s, following the construction of the city. Finally, in the 17 units 
opened between 1964 and 1989, no area stands out, revealing the reconfiguration of the city’s 
commercial offer, less polarized in a single centre but with a hierarchical structure.

The best-represented retail typology is restaurants, bars, cafes, and other similar units 
(Table 2). The conviviality of these places where people meet regularly helps to associate 

Table 1. Shops opening period.
Stores

Period Absolute numbers % Closed

1732 to 1840 14 9.66
1857 to 1878 10 6.90
1883 to 1913 27 18.62 1
1915 to 1938 42 28.97 4
1940 to 1961 35 24.14
1964 to 1989 17 11.72
Total 145 100.00

Source: Municipality of Lisbon adapted by the author

Figure 1. The shops in the Program by opening period. Source: Municipality of Lisbon with treatment 
by the author. Cartography by Marcos Correia

Table 2. Units studied by typology.
Typology Absolute numbers %

Personal goods 34 23.45
Culture and leisure goods 25 17.24
Cafes, restaurants and similar 37 25.52
Other 49 33.79
Total 145 100.00

Source: Lisbon Municipality adapted by the author
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stories with them. The oldest cafe-restaurant of the city Martinho da Arcada (opened in 
1782 selling drinks and ice, but with the actual name and function from 1829) was 
a famous meeting place for politicians, businessmen and artists. Keeping the décor of 
the 1930s it displays pictures and other references to Pessoa, the most famous poet of 
Portugal in the xxth century, and other writers (Figure 2). Another cafe associated with this 
writer and other artists is the Brasileira do Chiado founded by an emigrant returned from 
Brazil in 1905. In the 1980s a sculpture representing Pessoa seated at the coffee table was 
put on the sidewalk as tribute to the poet by the municipal council (Figure 3). Another 
possible explanation for the strong presence of cafes and restaurants in the shops which 
received recognition as having a history has to do with their resilience. People always 
need meeting places, to chat around a table and drinks, so it is easier to keep the business 
viable for a long time.

In second place one finds the personal goods, culture and leisure shopping facilities. 
The less represented retail typologies are tools and professional equipment, drugs and 
health care, and repair services, less dependent on passing-by shoppers. Also, with 
a relatively modest representation (around 10%) come food stores and homeware 
shops. These last ones combine antiques with shops selling curtains, rugs and crockery.

In the city centre one finds all retail typologies with strong representation of premises 
from the same three most important typologies. Professional goods and homeware 
premises have scarce representation, as well as food stores. The ones that exist in the 
area are although very specialized and with high-quality goods (wines, tea and coffees, 
cheese, chocolates).

Figure 2. Memories of artists at restaurant-cafe Martinho da Arcada. Photo by the author, 2020
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An analysis of the documents prepared by business owners when they applied for the 
program’s recognition allows us to comprehend the reasons that justify the incorporation 
of their premise in the program. It was possible to have access to the justification made by 
58 business owners with a total of 181 references as some mention more than one reason. 
It is important to underline that this represents 92% of all the applications since the first 
82 outlets were distinguished after the working group’s survey and, at that time, an 
application form was not required.

Contrary to what is expected, and what some authors say about merchants’ pride in 
their business (Yunus, Samadi, and Omar 2015), the justifications are generally poor and 
essentially seek to meet the criteria approved by the municipality. Mentions are broadly 
divided into four groups: supply characteristics, space and management, customers, 

Figure 3. Sculpture of the poet Pessoa close to the cafe A Brasileira do Chiado. Photo by H. Cachinho, 
2020
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mission and outreach, as shown in Table 3. In the first group, the items sold, the quality 
attested in their manufacture and the level of brands marketed assumes importance. 
Reputation and pioneering or being one of the few survivors in the industry are also 
referred to; finally, some retailers mention the quality of the services offered.

The age of the shop, the type of business industry or the permanence in the same 
family is the item that receives the most references in ‘Space and management’ category. 
The material heritage that includes preserving the original lay-out, architecture, decora-
tion or furniture, in addition to other material assets is also referred. These latter include 
work equipment, such as cash register, tools, moulds, customer files, or recipes for making 
the product they sell.

There are also 14 mentions of the ambiance of the shop that relates to an non-material 
dimension. They state that the shop is welcoming, intimate, and typical, with character; 
invoking the memories of encounters or events that took place in past eras; and the 
appeal of the place to the experience and symbolism of the objects it sells. The owners of 
restaurants, cafes or bookstores are the ones that mention the ambiance more often. In 
the bookstores they evoke, for instance, the sale of books or records prohibited by 
censorship under the previous regime. Customers help to make the ambiance as men-
tioned. Specifically, regarding customers, there is the appreciation of hosting certain 
groups such as artists, journalists, gays, businesspeople, politicians, or other well-known 
persons which remembrance Figure 2 shows. In the customer’s origin, the geographic 
scale appears again when they say ‘they are from the neighbourhood and foreigners, they 
are from here and from around the world’, a reference to the Portuguese diaspora who, 
when they return home, visit the old places they used to attend.

Other important element for the business concerns location, and they clearly distinguish 
three scales, the city, the building, and the shop. The scale of the city refers to the district 
where the shop is located, sometimes qualified by proximity to a point of people or tourist 
crossing or concentration. The scale of the building concerns the period of construction or 
architectural value. For the retail premise reference is made to the fact that it occupies the 
space of another one, of which it has retained some decorative elements. This is also a means 
of telling a story of industry continuity and heritage preservation.

Few owners refer to the fourth group, called ‘Mission and outreach’. The latter basically 
includes the existence of Facebook pages to advertise the premise and its reasons of 
interest. Only five applications mention what they feel is their mission or contribution to 
society: ‘identifying, estimating, sharing and disseminating the enjoyment of a particular 
product (. . .) promoting artists (. . .) contributing to tourism development (. . .) evoke 
a commitment to be the best among the best ‘.

The interviewed stakeholders underlined as positive the public recognition of the old 
shops and recognise that the distinction will improve the self-esteem of retailers, although 

Table 3. Presentation of the shops by the business owners.
Category Nº of References %

Characteristics of the offer 51 28.2
Space and management 100 55.2
Customers 17 9.4
Mission and outreach 13 7.2
Total 181 100.0

Source: Lisbon Municipality adaptedt by the author
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almost no change in their business behaviour or strategy is seen so far. They also think the 
program can sensitize building owners and technicians to the value they get by maintaining 
the old shop instead of replacing it with a hotel lobby or similar; but to keep the old stores 
requires investment in their maintenance, eventually in partnership with the tenants. They 
also gave some ideas in order to improve the program. They include articulation with the 
Lisbon Tourism bureau to dispense, in hotels and tourism information points, flyers and other 
promotional materials to stimulate the visit to the awarded shops with the distinction. 
Another idea concerns the creation of an agency of investment which manages a portfolio 
of potential sites for investment. This institution could resemble a TCM or BID and would also 
be in charge of some activities or promotional materials. The municipality fund to support the 
distinguished shops might be used to finance this institution, instead of financing individual 
shops. That institution should engage the municipality, the commercial associations and other 
stakeholders. Up to now, UACS (Union of the Associations of Commerce and Services) 
provides information and technical support in the submission procedures to the program, 
but only approximately 50% of the distinguished retail units are members of the association. 
One of the interviewers admits the process requires three steps: protection against closure; 
boost sustainability; and ensure requalification. So far it only looked at the first, so there is still 
a long way to go.

Final remarks

The paper shows the changes in public policy towards retail in Portugal from purely 
regulatory policies – norms on licencing and rules on industry’s operation – to a situation 
aiming to strengthen competition between firms, culminating in endowing the sector 
with a growing role both in city planning and policy, and in the toolkit used in the 
competition between cities. The support to retailing began by focusing on shops, aiming 
to facilitate their modernization and strengthen the competitiveness of the businesses. In 
a second moment, support to retail is integrated into urban policy, and the focus moves 
to the revitalisation of high streets, a form of retail urbanism aiming both the develop-
ment of the retail function and the well-being of people (Mérenne-Schoumaker and 
Browet 1988; Cachinho 1992). With increasing competition between places and the 
need to offer unique and differentiating features, entrepreneurial urban management 
has also begun to use retail premises as a cultural resource, a differentiating mark of the 
city, an instrument to enhance the attractiveness of the city for tourists, other users and 
investors. This evolution is due to three main factors whose importance has occurred over 
time: the concentration effects of large corporations on the geography of the retail offer, 
changes in government, and in public policy. In terms of government, one has assisted in 
the restructuring of sub-municipal authorities both in terms of geography and compe-
tences, not analysed in this paper, and the growth of shared forms of governance. 
Changes in policy refer to the new role given to retail to attract investments, not only 
to improve businesses, but also to stimulate the regeneration process of the selected 
areas (Findlay and Sparks 2014), often central cities and other derelict areas. This change 
also shows a trend to policy integration because it began with the economic and urban 
realms within the commercial urbanism and now extends to the cultural dimension, 
which justifies the proposal of the program ‘LH’ in Lisbon being presented by councillors 
responsible for these three areas of municipal management.
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The development of the program ‘LH’ also points to the need to adopt policy measures 
at various levels. The study shows that a local initiative, to be effective, required framing, 
namely policy responses at national level, specifically in terms of law production or 
adjustment. At the same time, it shows how the national-level reaction to a local initiative 
had positive indirect effects by encouraging the implementation of a similar program in 
other cities of the country.

The program was motivated by a sense of urgency as to the need for the conservation 
and revitalisation of these activities, and the recognition of their importance for the city’s 
character and differentiation, when the city was experiencing a huge growth in tourism. 
Without specification how, the program admitted an assessment after some time, but so 
far there has been no formal evaluation. In a first assessment of the program one must 
recognise merits, but also problems, some of which require short-term measures. From 
the standpoint of retail units, it allowed three important things: recognition of their 
contribution to the city’s character and memory, access to a municipal support fund, 
albeit still with limited success, and, in the case of tenants, a postponement of the 
negative effects of the 2011 tenancy law. At the city level, the wave of closures that 
were underway was stemmed and the awareness of the cultural and heritage importance 
of retail outlets was widespread in the public opinion, and put on the agenda for 
investors, and even for city planning technicians.

There are also three aspects that call for reflection and possible correction. The first 
concerns the revision of the criteria or their relative weighting to make the decision about 
whether the shops fit in the program clearer and easier. This can be done while adapting 
local rules to the national law that generalised the program, broadening the range of 
industries that can be distinguished, workshops and cultural associations are just two 
examples. The second relates to the need for greater time horizon to the benefits arising 
from the law which merely extends the transitional period during which there can be no 
eviction. For those who first received the distinction, that period is coming to an end. This 
requires enduring and more sustainable measures. Among them is the always controver-
sial issue on rent controls. In the case of housing, it seems clear that the balance between 
landlord and tenant rights cannot be left solely to the laws of the market which has always 
led to situations of speculation, inequality and even ‘death’ of neighbourhoods, emptied 
of residents by owners who regard their property only as a financial asset (Atkinson 2018). 
In retail, the possibility of introducing anti-speculative control mechanisms is less dis-
cussed. However, even in the liberal city of New York there are references to the existence 
of commercial rent controls (Jahr,2008).

The third aspect concerns the possibility of not awarding recognition to units with 
scarce economic viability. The question of business viability is also controversial. Some 
actors involved in the decision-making of the program ‘LH’ show discomfort with the 
distinction given to retail units perceived to be condemned in the short term, due to the 
characteristics of the business and the age of managers. To what extent and why is the 
artificial extension of inefficient and outdated businesses justified, as Findlay and Sparks 
(2014) warned, however in another context? The multiplication of cases where shops 
awarded cease their business will not denigrate the program? These issues require further 
study and comparative analysis with other cities and countries, which are still very scarce.

Everyone recognises the efforts of the Council team set up to assist the shopkeepers, 
the visual identity for the program given by the signpost, and the information available on 
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the municipal website, but the interviewees think that it is necessary to go further by 
finding ways to enhance this heritage, integrating shops as storytelling elements with 
other initiatives aiming at the vitality of the districts. A possibility raised by some inter-
viewees is to substitute the financial support to the shops, which they consider short, for 
other type of measures, discussed with and carry on by an entity, eventually a partnership 
between the municipality, the retailer’s associations and representatives of the distin-
guished shops. With part of the available funding directed to professional management 
and communication, this entity could develop activities in several realms gaining from the 
foreign experiences of TCM or BIDs.

Taxes, financial, and technical support, besides advertising are important to consider, 
along with urban planning and governance. In areas where there is or is anticipated 
intense commercial use, planning should introduce restrictions on certain activities or 
changes that compromise the coming in or the continuity of retail premises, and on the 
suitability for shops of different dimensions, one crucial point of the Town Centre First 
policy in the UK. It has long been argued the need for integrated planning, as opposed to 
land use zoning with functional separation, to promote diversity and mixing activities, 
improve public spaces and the attractiveness of high streets and city centres. In addition 
to recognizing the complementarity of different retail formats (Clarke and Banga 2010), 
the literature, as well as policy recommendations (House of Commons, Housing, 
Communities and Local Government Committee 2019, 61) stress the need for ‘a shift 
from the retail focused activities of high streets and town centres today to new uses and 
purposes which foster greater social interaction, community spirit and local identity and 
characteristics’. Multiactivity should be fostered through the provision of housing, work, 
pleasant meeting places, cultural events, and other initiatives able of offering experiences 
and dreams, and attracting people. The requalification of public space plays an important 
role as illustrated by the Lisbon riverfront and the downtown area even though this may 
lead to the privatization of some public space with the increase of the terraces that 
require consumption, as Cocola Gant (2015) and others have pointed out.

Most of the distinguished shops are in the Lisbon downtown, so the protection of these 
shops can be integrated into the discussion of the vitality and transformation of the city 
centre, within the framework of new forms of governance, calling for greater collaboration 
of the stakeholders in strategy decisions and in implementing the necessary measures. 
However, the relatively dispersed pattern of the shops distinguished tends to worsen with 
the increase in applications and will probably require a differentiation of public responses 
to integrate the shop stories richness with other vectors of urban management. A strategy 
with two levels can be envisaged. One, at municipal level, focused on the highest con-
centration in downtown and its larger catchment area. The other was seen as part of 
neighbourhood’s offer, the revaluation of proximity and the new concerns with mobility 
and environmental issues, and then shared with local (sub municipal) authorities.

Retail will continue to be important in the city centre, but a decrease is predictable. At the 
same time the focus will be on more diverse offers in a multi-functional centre (Millington et 
al. 2015). Tourism, the economy of experience, the development of the evening economy, 
changes in mobility, the importance of events and the increased sensitivity to resilience and 
sustainability issues will play an increasing role in the planning and management of these 
areas (Coca-Stefaniak and Carroll 2014). Forms of shared governance in districts with 
a strong retail presence are virtually non-existent in Portugal (Guimarães 2018b), unlike 
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other European countries, not only the United Kingdom, and even the US, which experi-
mented with town centre management and BID models a long time ago. Several weak-
nesses and lack of professionalism in many businesses’ associations contribute to this delay, 
a subject that should be addressed in order to move forward in the construction of living 
and sustainable downtown areas meaningful for different types of users.
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