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Summary:

This work aims at exploring the unprecedented role played by new patterns and practices of consumption not only within 
economic systems, but also within the processes of production and reproduction of contemporary city through a case study, 
El Raval neighbourhood in Barcelona.
Inserted in the theoretical frame of retail geography, methodologically the research is based on a qualitative approach which 
implies the semantic differential to analyse each shop of the selected urban area, apart from the photographic observation 
of the main commercial streets in different times and days.
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Introduction

In the last thirty years, our research group has 
been developing many studies on retail Geogra-
phy, around the city of Barcelona and at differ-
ent scales, from local to metropolitan, and always 
referring to the explanatory global scale. The first 
step was the analysis of the commercial1 concen-
tration areas in the city (Carreras, Domingo, Sau-
er, 1990) and after an important series of other 
case studies it was possible to draw a complete 
atlas of retail and services of the whole city (Car-
reras, 2003). In this process has become more and 
more important the analysis of the role of con-
sumption, not only in the economic system, but 
especially on the restructuring of the cities and 
of the whole society, that allows to speak about a 
consumer’s society (Baudrillard, 1970; Carreras 
& Garcia Ballesteros, 2006). From this point of 
view and developing the ideas of the Portuguese 
professor Barata-Salgueiro, we have tried to in-
tegrate the traditional marketing analysis of the 
consumer’s demand to the commercial supply 
(Barata-Salgueiro et al., 1996). The theoretical 
basis was the conception of the individual as a 
plurality of different egos, elaborated by the Ger-
man philosopher Norbert Elias (1987), which in-
validates in some degree the typical classification 
of consumers, but makes all the sense to a certain 
typology of the specialized shops. All these clas-
sification tasks need to integrate also the time as 
a fundamental variable; that requires to consider 

all the results as essentially dynamic with different 
rhythms of change, like the whole territory and 
society (Santos, 1996).

To transform this theoretical approach into an 
empirical study implies at least two different dif-
ficulties. The first obstacle arises from the univer-
sality of consumption that puts many problems to 
collect the data for their empirical analysis. In ad-
dition to that, at least in the Spanish case, the last 
trends in the liberalization of the economy have 
originated the progressive lack of official and sta-
tistical data2 relating to retail and commercial ac-
tivities. In order to solve this data collection prob-
lem, and without the possibility of conducting a 
census of retail activities, it is only possible to un-
dertake some kind of qualitative analysis, based 
on deep and detailed fieldwork3. Related to this 
element, the second obstacle is to delimit a repre-
sentative area of the city to be analyzed.

The qualitative techniques chosen for this 
study have been the application of the seman-
tic differential in the analysis of each shop, and 
the photographic observation of the commercial 
streets at different day-times and at different days 
of the week. The selected study area is a signifi-
cant one of the central city in Barcelona, the El 
Raval neighborhood, which has become for our 
group, and for many other social scientists a real 
urban laboratory (Martínez-Rigol, Carreras & 
Frago, 2015).

The contents of this paper start with a general 
approach to the new role of consumption in the 
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production and reproduction of the contempo-
rary cities. The second item is a general presenta-
tion of the El Raval neighborhood, the study area. 
The main part is constituted by the presentation 
of the results of the research, the shop’s typology 
first, and the times of consumption afterwards. 
Finally, we attempt to advance some general con-
clusions.

Consumption as a restructuring factor of the 
contemporary cities

The level of consumption has become in re-
cent times an important indicator of the vitality 
of the general economy of all countries and cities. 
In classical economic though the total amount of 
the increasing production was justified by the de-
mand, the consumption, but at the same time the 
increase of consumption was justified by a grow-
ing production, in a contradictory tautology (Gal-
braith, 1958). Any increase of the consumption 
levels obviously implies the previous growth of the 
consumer’s rent, and also the improvement of the 
consumer’s confidence on the economic atmos-
phere, both inducing to the expenses rather than 
the savings. Today the production appears to be 
very concentrated in a few firms, and fewer places 
and regions, but consumption is largely diffused 
around the world; these facts allow to speak about 
the universality of consumption. Today the differ-
entiation of social classes and of ways of life comes 
from consumption (Carreras & García Ballesteros, 
2006), and not anymore from social production 
levels, as pointed out by the classical Marxist ap-
proach (Harvey, 2011). New concepts as popular 
classes and their new spatial strategies arouse both 
in the Latin American Sociology and Geography 
(Laclau, 2005; Santos, 2000).

Consumption is the driving force in the contem-
porary restructuring of the territory and society. 
The cities are the privileged scenario and product 
at the same time of this spatial and social restruc-
turing driven by consumption. Citizens consume 
goods and services, with all their symbolic and 
cultural content, but they also consume spaces 
and times, they consume the city. Commercial 
premises, urban planning and urban policies are 
reformulated in order to be adapted to the needs 
and desires of this consumer’s society. From the 
Au Bonheur des dames of Zola in 1883 till the more 
sophisticated contemporary malls and shopping 
centers, a complex history has been developed that 
has completely changed our cities.

In this paper the focus is located in a central 

neighborhood of Barcelona, trying to analyze the 
retail changes in a historical city. The objective is 
to use the results of this analysis for the explana-
tion of the urban and social changes of the city 
itself, completing a cultural study of the economic 
Geography in order to reformulate a new urban 
Geography.

The Barcelona’s El Raval as a study case

El Raval is a relatively closed neighborhood as 
an inertia consequence of the role of the ancient 
walls that originated the area at the end of XIIIth 
Century. While the walls have been substituted by 
new avenues, a very few transverse streets cross the 
neighborhood. With approximately one square 
kilometer and 50.000 inhabitants, only 19 streets 
give access to the inner area, 8 of them from the 
Ramblas4, and a 40% of the daily visitors are con-
centrated only in five streets (Fundació Tot Raval, 
2011). In 2011, the El Raval had 570 shops and 
services, more than a half belonging to the food 
and textile sectors. In spite of the relatively small 
dimension of the businesses, it implies a very im-
portant commercial ensemble oriented not only to 
the residents but also to a great number of visitors, 
both locals and foreigners.

The first object of the analysis has been the com-
mercial structure as a reflection of the social pro-
cesses that produced this urban space. The tradi-
tional approach to the commercial structures has 
been done through the tax data, but due to the 
disappearance of this traditional data source in 
20015, it has been necessary to search for other in-
formation sources. Another tax source could give 
some approximated information on urban eco-
nomic activities, as the Spanish official cadaster. 
A draft map has been elaborated, where the com-
mercial concentration of the Boqueria market was 
the most relevant information (Martínez-Rigol, in 
press). More accurate has been the database of the 
Tot Raval Foundation6. In this case, information 
was collected among the commercial members of 
the Foundation and with a periodical and exhaus-
tive fieldwork, with a report published every two 
years (Fundació Tot Raval, 2011).

Between February and June 2013 a complete 
fieldwork has been organized in order to deter-
mine some kind of typology of the commercial of-
fer7. The main technique has been the application 
of a semantic differential questionnaire, together 
with other traditional techniques of photographic 
and direct observation. Not only shops were fo-
cused, but also the number and attitudes of the 
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people, and consumers on the streets at different 
times. The data analysis has been mainly carto-
graphic, through the Arc-GIS software. The spa-
tial analysis was conducted with an interpolation 
tool of that software, the Inverse Distance Weight-
ed (IDW).

Regarding to the social composition of the 
Raval population it is necessary to differentiate 
four main groups. First of all, there are the lo-
cal inhabitants, people living there for years that 
are now minority and a very aged group. It must 
be remarked that in the sixties there were almost 
100.000 inhabitants in the neighborhood, and 
those were the only social group affected by the 
physical degradation of the neighborhood, which 
caused a process of expulsion on the way of the 
first Chicago school models. A second group is big-
ger and heterogeneous for origins and habits, and 
assemble all the people related with the process 
of gentrification: pioneers, gentrifiers or gentri-
fied people (Martínez-Rigol, 2000). A third and 
bigger group is that of non-European immigrants, 
arrived since the last decades of the XX Century: 
Pakistani, Maghrebi and Filipino mainly and eth-
nically segregated. Finally, another even bigger, 
but fluctuant group are the tourists and visitors, 
with individually short stays, but collectively all 
year round in place that tend to reinforce the gen-
trifying trends in the neighborhood (Martínez-
Rigol, in press).

In this real urban studies laboratory, it is pos-
sible to find together the main migratory flows 
that have affected the majority of the cities during 
the XX and the first decades of the XXI Century. 
The different ways that space is appropriated by 
these four social groups, and their internal dif-
ferentiation, produces a very complex and signifi-
cant place of contemporary social conflicts. Based 
on the fieldwork we try to analyze this complexity 
through the commercial structure as a significant 
and explanatory variable of the urban consumer’s 
society.

We selected the five main streets that concen-
trate the majority of the commercial offer with 
2.078 m of length, and 493 shops analyzed, the 
86,5% of the neighborhood total. In order to go 
beyond of the traditional economic activities clas-
sification forms, we applied the semantic differen-
tial technique8 questionnaire (Fig. 1). 25 variables 
were stablished, with five evaluation degrees; the 
first 12 were connected to the external aspects 
of the shop and its spatial context; the next 10 
related to the goods and services offered and to 
the selling techniques; finally, the last 3 referred 
to the quality of the products (trade mark) and 

of the information about them. In total we as-
sembled 23.493 data for its geo-informatics and 
cartographic analysis.

The dualities of the questionnaire were clear 
enough, and sometimes they could appear as a 
little bit reiterative in order to try to control the 
possible partiality of this subjective technique. 
The map of the results tries to use some of the Mil-
ton Santos concepts in relation to the space. His 
interpretation of place from the knowledge accu-
mulation creating illuminated or dull spaces, has 
stimulated the final cartographical form (Santos, 
1996). The maps maintain the accuracy of the lo-
calization of the different dots, but with a great ex-
pressivity. The proximity to the low values of each 
duality is highlighted by a white color, and on the 
high ones by dark blue.

New typologies of retail

The first result were 25 maps of the different 
variables analyzed. In a first step we chose the five 
more significant, in order to evaluate the com-
mercial structure of the neighborhood (Martínez-
Rigol, in press)9.

These first variables selected were the opposi-
tion new/old, modernity/tradition, conservation/
degradation, gentrifier/non gentrifier, tourist/
non tourist and international/local. The subjec-
tivity of the applied technique inadvertently gives 
a positive sense to the first element of the con-
ceptual opposition, in the maps marked with an 
A letter. The shops of the A type appear on the 
marginal and more accessible areas, especially 
all along the transversal streets. On the contrary, 
the perpendicular ones concentrate the majority 
of shops of the B types. Some exceptions could 
be remarked as the new characteristics of many 
shops in the perpendicular Rambla del Raval very 
recently open10; or the transformation of the old 
character of some shops in attraction of new con-
sumers through the patina of theirs products or 
display, these are the old gentrified businesses11. 
Other contradictory shops are the new ones, 
called vintage, that are specialized in old prod-
ucts, even second hand dresses and furniture, 
sometimes sold by weight.

The only variable with a very different pattern 
is related to the international atmosphere of the 
shop, because many simple and little businesses 
belonging to non-European communities are in-
ternational by definition.

Through this first analysis, the illuminated spac-
es appear clearly marked around the two north-
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Concept 1/All 2/A little 3/DK 4/A little 5/All Concept

New Old / Delicatessen

Conservation Degradation

Brightness Darkness

Open Closed

Open for disabled Closed for disabled

Inner visibility Inner invisibility

Exteriority Interiority

Partnership Individuality

Integration Not integrated

Centrality Peripherality

Gentrified Not gentrified

International Local

Youth Maturity

Cheap Expensive

Modernity Tradition

Change Stability

Risk / Adventure Security

Activating Relaxing

Speciality Generalist

Multi activity Mono activity

Self-service Intermediation

Tourist Not tourist

Known brand Unknown brand

Quality Not quality

Clarity of information Disinformation

Fig. 1. The semantic differential questionnaire used in the fieldwork.

eastern main gates of the neighborhood, while the 
rest belongs to the dull space (Fig. 2).

In a second step we made a complete compari-
son among values and its degree of proximity to 
high or low values in the questionnaire. We suc-
ceed to have some profiles in a new typology of 
shops that have been mapped. First, it was decided 
that there would be eight different profiles, which 
is the combination of three groups of variables 
and two possible evaluations (closer to high or low 
values, that is to say, one or another group of du-
alities explained earlier, see Fig. 3). Second, every 
commercial premise was classified to one of the 
eight possible profiles, according to the suitability 
of the questionnaire results to one of the patterns 
of the profiles.

Because the variables of one side of the table 
have conceptual relation with each other and so 
the ones of the other side, we found some regulari-
ties analyzing the commercial premises of every 

profile. The profile number 1, with variables re-
garding premises, activities and products closer to 
the left side of the questionnaire, were shops with 
“alternative” esthetics and sectorally belonging 
to fashion, edition, ecological food and similar. 
There are 35 shops suiting this profile (7.10% of 
the total). The profile number 2 is almost the same 
as the first one but with variables regarding prod-
ucts closer to the right side; has “alternative” shops 
too, but they look less gentrifier, more integrated 
to the local environment. There are 64 shops with 
this profile (12.98%). The profile number 3, with 
shops closer to the left side and variables regarding 
activities and products closer to the right side, is fo-
cused on mature population that values tradition 
but the cultural mix of the place at the same time 
too. Sectorally, the food industry highlights, espe-
cially restaurants, but representing only 14 shops 
(2.84%). The profile number 4 includes variables 
regarding shops closer to the left side, activities 
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Fig. 2. Illuminated and dull spaces from the variable analysis.
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closer to the right side and products closer to the 
left side. These businesses are also focused on ma-
ture population, but especially for the wealthier 
segment. They offer quality of products and expe-
rience inside the shop; many hotels are assigned 
here. There are 21 shops (4.26%). The profile 
number 5 has variables of the three groups closer 
to the right side of the questionnaire. The main 
common characteristic is that they are old and 
degraded. Many shops of the so called by some 
authors “ethnic retail” suite this category, as some 
businesses with a long tradition in the neighbor-
hood do. This profile is the most numerous, with 
133 shops (26.98%). The profile number 6 is simi-
lar to the fifth one but with variables regarding 
products closer to the left side. There are more 
traditional shops than “ethnic” ones, and the 
focus is put more on quality; there are 35 shops 
with this profile (7.10%). The profile number 7 
has variables regarding premises closer to the left 
side and variables regarding activities and prod-
ucts closer to the right side. Many businesses that 
seek to attract non-resident population by means 
of cheap products and services are assigned here, 
especially bars and restaurants; there are 20 shops 
(4.06%). Finally, the profile number 8, with vari-
ables regarding premises closer to the right side, 
variables regarding activities closer to the left 
side and variables regarding products closer to 
the right side, is similar to the fifth one, but in 
this case business focus young foreign resident 
population, that represents a high proportion in 
the neighborhood. Sectorally, beauty salons and 
calling centers are the most recurrent; there are 
39 shops, (7.91%). In the remaining 132 shops 
(26.77%), it was not possible to do the analysis ei-
ther because there was no apparent commercial 
activity in the premise or because it was closed.

The comparison of the 4 opposite profiles can 

be seen in Fig. 4. The palest green is representing 
the space where profiles 1, 2, 3 or 4 are more signifi-
cant and the darkest green is representing the space 
where profiles 5, 6, 7 or 8 are more significant, being 
the intermediate green the space where other pro-
files than the two in question are more significant.

Due to the few cases of some profiles, little can 
be said of some of the resulting maps. This is the 
case especially of maps of profiles 3 and 7 and 4 
and 8. Nonetheless, the first two maps show in-
teresting distributions. Profiles 1 and 2, the ones 
related to “alternative ways of life”, are close to 
Las Ramblas, the Eixample del Raval and La Ram-
bla del Raval, places with the most evident process 
of gentrification of the neighborhood going on 
(Martínez-Rigol, 2000) and where the tourist ac-
tivities are more determinant. On the contrary, 
profiles 5 and 6, those associated with residents 
of lower income, are settled in the inner part of El 
Raval, where non-European foreigners and older 
local people live. This pattern is consistent with 
other social analysis carried out about the place 
(Martínez-Rigol, Carreras & Frago, 2015).

The relevance of times

Time and space are elements intrinsically in-
terrelated as has masterly been demonstrated by 
some theoretical authors (mainly Santos, 1996 or 
Massey, 2005). But to introduce the time analysis 
into the empirical spatial studies remain a very 
difficult question12. If Cities are always dynamic, 
consumption is a process that involves a complex-
ity of times.

In order to start the temporal analysis in the El 
Raval we have been collecting information about 
the flow of walking people in the public spaces at 
a different times of the day and at different days 

Fig. 3. The eight different profiles according to the results of the questionnaire.
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Fig. 4. The typological analysis.
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Fig. 5. Opening times on Wednesdays.
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of the week, and the opening hours of the studied 
shops. The first information comes from the Tot 
Raval database. In this area of approximately one 
square kilometer and fifty thousand inhabitants, 
only nineteen streets connects the neighborhood 
with the rest of the city. In 2011, 65.500 people 
were daily visiting the area, the 40% only through 
five streets. The night visitors were daily 12.000. 
In total, in 2011 more than 18,8 million people 
visited the quarter, more or less the 40% of the 
total visitors of the historical commercial center 
of Barcelona.

A more detailed analysis was stablished13 from 
58 points in the five studied streets were at dif-
ferent times and days of the week14 we took regu-
lar pictures. By this way the people flows and the 
opening hours of the shops were analyzed. As 
the map in fig. 5 indicates, there is a big differ-
ence between the inner perpendicular streets and 
the transversal ones. The inner streets have later 
times on the night, with a regular flow of walk-
ers and consumers; there are the special places of 
the night activities (not only bars and restaurants) 
that justify the important flow of night visitors on 
the neighborhood in general. On the contrary, 
the transversal streets that have great people flows 
are the entry to the neighborhood but their com-
mercial activities use to be daytime activities, with 
a very few exceptions on the Ramblas proximity.

Conclusions

In the study of retail, of commercial activities 
and consumption, the time variable is absolutely 
important due to their dynamics, more than any 
other social element. In spite of the difficulty to 
capture the time, studies need to be constantly 
updated. In order to better understand the data 
analyzed in this paper it must be reminded that 
the period of analysis has coincided with one of 
the deepest crisis of the contemporary society in 
Barcelona, in Spain and even in the whole Eu-
rope. This factor could help to explain the great 
number of closed shops, a 20,7% in total, that aris-
es till more than 50% in the surroundings of the 
Barcelona harbor.

A first conclusion regards the fact that the con-
sumption approach, especially with the qualita-
tive classification of the offer is an interesting tool 
to know the social dynamics of the cities, better 
than the traditional marketing classification of 
consumers. Shops, bars and restaurants are ori-
ented to a specific sector of demand; their values 
are communicated through their localization, 

decoration, goods and general display in a more 
or less structured organization. By this reason, 
the commercial structure is deeply related to so-
cial structures, and becomes a strategic indicator 
for many different social studies.

A second conclusion regards to the methodo-
logical interest of the use of some qualitative tools 
in the commercial activities analysis. It must be 
remarked the stimulating possibilities of the ap-
plication of the semantic differential question-
naires combined with some GIS applications. This 
instruments allows the generalization of the frag-
mented data arising from an exhaustive fieldwork.

Finally, it is also possible to conclude that this 
central sector of the Barcelona old city, the El 
Raval, constitutes an interesting urban laboratory. 
From a little old neighborhood it has been pos-
sible to contact with the most important trends of 
the social and economic changes of our contem-
porary world.
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Notes

1 In this analysis were included not only the typical retail shops, but 

all the consumer’s services premises.
2 In Spain, in 2001 was abolished the commercial tax that was nor-

mally the best information source in all the commercial studies.
3 As it has been the case for some middle sized Catalan cities (Fra-

go, 2011).
4 The popular promenade, 1 km long where the oldest wall was 

5 It was the IAE, tax on economic activities, that allowed the 

elaboration of our Barcelona’s commercial Atlas (Carreras, 2003).
6 Data have been accessible through an agreement signed between 

the University of Barcelona and the Foundation in 2012.
7 The research was integrated into a European research program on 

-

ning for resilient cities coordinated by Malmö university and with 

other European universities (Porto, Lisbon, Le Mans, Angers and 

Occidental Brittany). Some publications already appeared (Sou-

8 This technic was created by the American psychologist Charles 

Egerton Osgood (1916-1991), and has been tested in retail analysis 

in other earlier works of our group since 2008 (Moreno, 2011).
9 

10 Planned in 1859 it has been only inaugurated in 2001.
11 One of the more iconic restaurants of this type, Casa Leopoldo, 

has been closed in the fall 2015.
12 As very often happens in the temporal studies of historians, with 

a very few exceptions like Fernand Braudel.
13 -

zilian middle sized cities (2015, p. 211).
14 The days were Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday and the times 

08,00, 11,00, 15,00, 19,00 and 23,00h.


