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Malls are far from dead, but they will need to adapt to evolving cons umer demands . Image credit: Placer.ai

By NORA HOWE

Despite the tumultuous effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on retail, shopping malls have persevered and are
transforming to match new consumer behavior.

According to Placer.ai, consumer behavior indicates that shopping behavior is stabilizing and, likely due to pent-up
demand over the last two years, people are returning to malls. T o set themselves apart, mall operators have had to
creatively fill open spaces left by store closures, such as pop-up shops and art installations, as well as meet demand
for digital touchpoints.
"T he future of the shopping mall is centered around two core pillars: a more diverse and interesting tenant mix and
a greater emphasis on flexibility," said Ethan Chernofsky, vice president of marketing at Placer.ai, Israel.
"Yet the most powerful aspect here may be the fact that, as malls move in this direction, a greater level of diversity is
created reducing the direct competition between malls and creating a potentially bigger pie for the wider space to
enjoy."
Key insights
At the beginning of 2021, indoor malls and open-air shopping centers trailed outlet malls, but by the second half of
the year, they started to see similar foot traffic trends. By October, all three mall segments exhibited year-over-year
growth.
T he holiday shopping season typically drives a significant portion of foot traffic, but the surge in Omicron cases and
supply chain shortages caused a dip in visits around Black Friday. December saw visits starting to climb, though,
nearing 2019 levels.
While they are on the road to recovery, with higher-than-usual vacancy rates leftover from the pandemic, shopping
centers must innovate and implement new strategies for attracting and retaining consumers.

A Neiman Marcus Balmain x Barbie pop-up took ins piration from Balmain's home in Paris . Image courtes y of Neiman Marcus

Pop-up stores and temporary art displays have become popular solutions to filling the open spaces, and data shows
they are driving mall visits.
Last month, U.S. retailer Neiman Marcus launched an exclusive pop-up experience celebrating the Balmain x Barbie
collaboration in partnership with the French fashion label at the retailer's NorthPark location in Dallas, T exas.
T he space took inspiration from the glass pavilion of Paris' iconic Grand Palais, adding a dose of bright pink, with
park benches and other French motifs. For weekend activations, Neiman Marcus played up the experience with live
DJ sets, a cotton candy machine and photo opportunities with a life-sized Barbie doll box (see story).
Like businesses, consumer sentiments are still evolving and shoppers are hopeful for a post-pandemic world.
Waves of different COVID-19 variants and supply chain issues have led to constant changes in consumer behavior,
including visit length, distance traveled and customer loyalty. For instance, in Q4 2021, visits were shorter than they
were pre-pandemic.
While some elements of behavior are beginning to solidify, others remain dynamic, underlining the importance of
adaptability and agility on behalf of shopping malls.
Part of adapting is the move to more digital components in the shopping mall experience. Placer.ai suggests digital
data can provide crucial insight, and malls should take advantage of existing data of online behavior to incorporate
into the physical space.
Digital physical retail
With the growing consumer demand for convenience through digital processes, both in stores and online, retailers
have been automating a number of touchpoints.
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In 2020, tech-savvy British fashion brand Burberry opened the luxury sector's first social retail store in Chinese tech
hub Shenzhen, binding the physical and social worlds in a digitally immersive retail embrace.
T he store, backed by T encent technology in an exclusive partnership, opened in the Shenzhen Bay MixC

development, designed as a venue for exploration, inspiration and entertainment, letting shoppers experience
Burberry and its products in person and on social media (see story).
More recently, tech giant Amazon announced a new physical fashion concept store as it hopes to transform the inperson shopping experience. As a retail behemoth, it just might.
From personalized shopping to innovative fitting room experiences, Amazon wants to integrate the benefits of
shopping online into the physical environment. While the company did not disclose a specific launch date, Amazon
Style will open later this year at the Americana at Brand retail complex in Los Angeles.
At the core of the physical fashion shopping concept is a new, seamless way to discover products. By using the
Amazon Shopping app, customers scan an item's QR code to view size and color options, customer ratings and
additional product details.
T hey can add their selected item to a fitting room, or send it directly to the pickup counter (see story).
"For luxury retailers, the key is to adopt technology and innovation in a way that enhances the luxury experience," Mr.
Chernofsky said. "Appointment shopping is an amazing way to improve the likelihood of conversions while giving
the customer a unique and exciting experience, all while better utilizing off-peak hours.
"Focusing on loyalty and personalization will also be key as the shopper increasingly expects the brand to invest in
the customer relationship," he said. "Yet, the key is to ensure that the emphasis is on enhancing the luxury experience
and not simply replicating an idea that succeeded in a parallel space."
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