BUSINESS INQUIRY AND RESEARCH (BMSP 5007)
Tutor: DR Roisin Mullins


Introduction:

1. This is an undergraduate research study proposal of: What changes the Rural High Street of Llandysul in Ceredigion, West Wales has faced and why? Underpinning that will be a subset of questions of who is responsible for the regeneration of the high street of Llandysul and How can this be achieved?   

1.1 The research study outcomes and findings will be shared with the local regeneration focus groups, in an aim to support the future regeneration plans for the high street. 

1.2 Without a programme of regeneration smaller, rural highstreets like Llandysul which were once key bustling market towns will disappear risking the loss of a sense of place, belonging, community and historical importance. 

1.3 The U.K High streets are in a state of obvious decline, but conditions have not been supportive of the British High street, let alone the old rural market towns. The tradition of high street shopping has been bombarded by an age of austerity, the increase of shopping online from the comforts of our own homes, with no charges for parking and often free delivery services and out of town shopping areas. This is without mentioning the costs of commercial rents and inflating business rates which even prior to the global pandemic of Covid had resulted in not only small independents but also big chains closing or at the very least reducing outlets; Remember BHS? Maplin? Mothercare and Toys R Us? All casualties of changing times, and now the Global Pandemic wiping out Top Man and Debenhams, to name just two.

1.4 A recent small online survey with 99 respondents in 12-hour period in Llandysul, a rural town by definition with less than 10,000 people and an actual population of just under 1,500 people, (surrounded by several small hamlets in its hinterlands bringing the local population to 2491) 50% of responses indicated  that the participants would use  the following adjectives to describe the Llandysul high street “tired” or “rundown” (Richards-Davies, 2021). The same small survey concluded that unlike larger scale research, the residents of Llandysul did not highly rank internet shopping as a cause for the decline in their high street, concluding that other factors such as the opening of the by-pass and closure of banks had, had a more significant impact on the high street. 

1.5 “Much time and effort has been spent in recent years considering the declining health of our high streets and town centres and how this might be reversed. Rightly so. These familiar, useful, and fondly regarded places play an important role in bringing citizens together and providing a social and community focal point for people all ages. The sight of unkempt, vacant shops and empty streets understandably arouses concern. Wanting to build on the work already done, we decided that this inquiry should be forward looking in its approach and set out a positive vision for the future of our high streets and town centres and the interventions needed to achieve this” (House of Commons, 2019). 

1.6 Tom Goodwin on his live stream the Digital Agenda clearly says that it is an “amazing time to be in business” (Goodwin, 2020) and goes on to say that people need to be optimistic and “work around possibilities not memories” (Goodwin, 2020).
1.7 This piece of undergraduate research will examine the history of the Llandysul High street, map the changes to the high street using a timeline and from there and wider research in relation to regeneration of the high street produce some key recommendations for the regeneration of the Llandysul High Street.

Methodological approach 

2 “Methodology is the broad term used to refer to the research design, methods, approaches, and procedures used in an investigation which is well planned to find out something” (Charles Kivunja, 2017). 

2.1 “In considering the methodology for your research proposal, you should ask yourself the questions: How shall I go about obtaining the required data, knowledge and understanding that will enable me to answer my research question and thus contribute to knowledge? (Charles Kivunja, 2017). 

2.2 “When undertaking any research project, it is considered good practice to clearly outline the basis for claiming to know what we know. Kuhn (1971)” (MacIntosh, 2014). At this point, the researcher an undergraduate Rural Enterprise Business management student, with an independent business promoting social outcomes on the Llandysul High Street states her own ontological position in carrying out the research as subjective, with the researchers own perspective embedded in the research and as such she is not fully detached from this study. 

2.3 The researcher will be working within a consistent subjective ontology. The student`s ontological perspective is how she views reality and is one of understanding and acknowledging the past and using that knowledge with optimism for the future of the rural high street and with a problem-solving approach as opposed to dwelling on “what was” or “this is how we’ve always done it”. 

2.4 Taking a subjective approach to this project, with subjective perspective defined as “looks at reality as made up of the perceptions and interactions of living subjects” (MacIntosh, 2014). The researcher will adopt this ontological position, as opposed to an objective approach as the nature of the question being studied is one which can be strongly influenced by individual cognition and not of an objective scientific nature, with scientific measurements which could be repeated over and over and produce the same results. 

It would be foolish to dismiss the potential for innovation to be found in combining ideas and mixing methods. 

2.5 Nevertheless, for the overall subject of the Llandysul town centre and to ascertain key stakeholder’s levels of opinion, motivation and understanding of facilitating change on the high street subjective methods, and the rhetoric used would encourage the sharing of individual / group knowledge and experiences. 

2.6 However, in considering a car count of vehicles turning off / passing by the market town using the by-pass and counting the number of available commercial rental properties, empty shops and occupied shops  an objective ontology would be agreed, as this approach to “ looking at reality as made up of solid objects that can be measured and tested, and which exist even when we are not directly perceiving or experiencing them” (MacIntosh, 2014).

2.7 Macintosh (2014) Methods Map demonstrates a set of four epistemological positions, for this research project the student’s epistemological position is that of interpretivist. Both Macintosh (2014) and Kivunja (2017) confirm that an ontology of subjectivity tends to be driven by an interpretivist epistemology to knowledge, which in simple terms will be an approach of interpreting and understanding relationships between key stakeholders in the rural high street and the changes in the high street. (MacIntosh, 2014) (Charles Kivunja, 2017). 

2.8 An interpretivist epistemology will be implemented to obtain information required for this piece of research. The interpretivist paradigm Focuses on meaning(s), tries to understand what is happening, looks at the totality of each situation and Develops ideas through induction from the data. With “the central endeavour of the interpretivist paradigm is to understand the subjective world of human experience” (Charles Kivunja, 2017). With every effort being made to understand the viewpoint of the observed rather than the observer. 

This requires the researcher to implement a strong sense of emotional intelligence and self-awareness and is a long way away from the positivist paradigm, which is scientific and mathematical.

2.9 An Interpretivist approach uses multiple methods to establish different views of phenomena, focussing on Small samples and often investigated in depth over a longer period. (MacIntosh, 2014). In the interpretivist paradigm theory does not come before the research but after it based on the data generated from the research. “Broadly speaking, interpretivism allows the focus to be fixed on understanding what is happening in a given context rather than just measuring it (Patton, 1990; Klein & Myers, 1999)” (MacIntosh, 2014).

3. A further set of choices need to be made relating to the approach that the researcher will take in gathering the data. As illustrated by Macintosh, (2014) on the Methods Map, this involves the selection of not only the general methodology, previously discussed by the student, but also specific techniques. Kivunja (2017) states that “a very important relationship exists between paradigm and methodology because the methodological implications of paradigm choice, permeate, the research questions, participant selections, data collection instruments and collection procedures, as well as data analysis” (Charles Kivunja, 2017). 

3.1 The researcher will be using a combination of data gathering techniques including: accessing local archives, taking oral history accounts from an intergenerational and cross section of residents in the high street and the hinterlands. 

The researcher will seek permission to review community council minutes, Local government reports and information from historical consultation events. The researcher will also adopt, an ethnographic methodology by attending focus groups with the local youth community for observations, the business community for observations and older generation residents in the community for observations. There will be opportunity to carry out intergenerational and a demographic range of semi structured interviews for the research to be wholly inclusive.  to seek their views, opinions, and histories in relation to the high street and its regeneration. 

3.2 The researcher has identified a range of techniques which are consistent with an interpretivist paradigm collecting qualitative data. Polkinghorne (1988) says that “telling a story” or “narrative” a “person is able to describe the moral and ethical choices that they have made” (Charles Kivunja, 2017), Kivunja (2017) also cited that “in this process the data is critically analysed in terms of the historical, social and cultural context of the story and allows the researcher to examine the existing discourses and the issue of power Foucault, 1982; 1987). (Charles Kivunja, 2017)”. 

As the interpretivist paradigm is the researchers chosen paradigm, her data gathering will follow a grounded theory which is well positioned to generating a theory from life occurrences and experiences. Given the question(s) of the research proposal, it would seem that as the ontology of the paradigm assumes that there is no single reality, this position then required an epistemology that lets the researcher interpret the participants perceptions of their own realities. 

3.3 The interpretivist paradigm, appeals to the researcher based on her pre-existing knowledge and experience of emotional intelligence, and motivational interviewing techniques. Giving her the insight and balance of social awareness and relationship management as defined by Daniel Goleman (Goleman, 1996). This paradigm can also be guided by the methodology of, phenomenology as the key component to phenomenology is the description of people’s experiences and looks to understand and interpret the human behaviour within the context of the question.  

Planned Data analysis and Presentation.

4. As shown by the Methods Map (MacIntosh, 2014), Inductive data analysis is consistent with a subjective ontology and interpretivist paradigm, presenting a qualitative data analysis. The purpose for using this approach are as follows: 

> To condense raw test data into a summary format.
> To establish clear links between the summary and the research objectives.
> To develop a model of theory about the underlying structures of experiences or processes evident from the raw text data. (Charles Kivunja, 2017). 

4.1 In using the inductive data analysis this will give the researcher opportunity to present the findings as a report of emerging thematic data, using diagrams to focus on what emerges in relation to the information shared by participants and observations made by the researcher. 

4.2 The researcher will use the results to establish and map the changes to the Llandysul High Street over a period, and from the raw data produce a thematic chart to share participants “opinions” and “stories” and interpret from these the motivations and intentions of the participants to engage in and support regeneration. Whilst also mapping, collating themes, and understanding the changes from which the high street may benefit and deliver a sense of collaboration with the participating groups. 

4.3 The thematic findings will also be shared with community, regional and Welsh Government members to highlight and compare the needs and values of rural community market town high streets to those of more urban areas and city centres as a means of highlighting the potentially different needs and wants of rural communities compared to those in towns and cities. 

Ethics Considerations

5. Ethical factors have been considered in the selection of participants. In this case as the targets of the research are intergenerational and inclusive in approach. it is not expected that any of the participants will fall into the vulnerable categories, however there is an intention to work in an observational capacity with the youth focus group at the staffed youth club in a supervised capacity, acknowledging that an up to date DBS certificate may be required. 
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