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Welcome to our latest Retail Insights collection.

The retail market continues to show signs of recovery. While there are still several 
headwinds and challenges with the resurgence of COVID-19, consumers are 
proving resilient, driving retail sales growth higher as we enter the all-important 
holiday season.

 We are very bullish on retail long term, but we realize that tomorrow’s retail world 
will look much different than yesterday’s. With that in mind, we have produced 
several pieces that look at changes and new strategies in the brick-and-mortar 
market.

 In this issue, you will find insights and articles addressing the future of live music 
venues, the rise of financial services as viable retail tenants, the ongoing evolution 
of the traditional mall and new dark store strategies. We also take a look at how 
new technology is driving retailer distribution strategies and discuss the future of 
brick-and-mortar retail with leading retailer Allbirds.

Bill Wright
Americas Retail Leader
CBRE

Welcome



Contents
Mixing it Up: Reimagining the 
Traditional Mall for New Uses 

Financial Services: An Occupier the 
Retail World Can Bank on 

Rock Around the Box: How Live Music 
Venues Can Boost Retail Centers 

Optimize Distribution Channels with 
Data Science 

How Retailers Are Maintaining Vacant 
Locations Closed Due to the Pandemic 

Born to Run: How Allbirds Is Charting 
Its Own Course in Retail 

1

2

3

4

5

6



Reimagining the 
Traditional Mall 
for New Uses 

Mixing it Up:

As retail owners and investors actively seek new strategies to increase the profitability 
of traditional malls, the right solution can involve a complex mixture of adaptive reuse, 
capital allocation and economic incentives. To assist owners with the repositioning and 
reimagining of these traditional mall assets, CBRE recently announced the formation of 
a specialized team within its Mall and Large Format Retail practice, which will work with 
owners to find the highest and best use for their properties.  

Using the company’s proprietary Location Intelligence technology, the team will harness 
several strategies, including leasing, redevelopment, financing, sales and securing public 
incentives, among others. Team leaders Mark Hunter, Managing Director of Mall and 
Large Format Retail, and Todd Caruso, Senior Managing Director Retail Investor Services, 
answered some key questions behind the formation and role of their new team:

Hunter: There is a lot of disruption in the mall space, 
and clients are looking for answers and solutions to 
the challenges they face. This trend began about 10 
years ago when the department store model started 
to fade. Originally, department stores moved to the 
suburbs and acted as anchors for malls. Without 
these anchors, the disruption of the space has 
created a lot of challenges. One way to address this 
is to find ways to repurpose the space.

Caruso: E-commerce has shined a light on the over-
supply of retail as well. When we dissect malls today, 
we see that the format has been failing in many 
cases. There has been an acknowledgment that 
there needs to be a change. However, just because a 
traditional mall format might not work at a location, 
it doesn’t mean that it’s not great real estate. The 
solution can be to look at other property types—life 
sciences, industrial, residential, healthcare—there 
could be a lot of opportunities.

Why is now the right time to launch this team?



Q&A with CBRE’s Specialized Mall 
Practice Leaders, Mark Hunter 
and Todd Caruso.

Is there a specific type of mall you are targeting?   
Hunter: Whether it is an A, B or C class mall, in a major metro area or a second-tier area, all mall owners need to be looking at 
this. There is too much retail space, even in some performing malls. You are not going to be able to rely on retailers to increase 
occupancy. You will need additional, complementary, non-retail uses.

What are the first steps you take when assessing a mall’s possibilities?   
Hunter: First we have to understand the needs and the objectives of the owner, and then we lean into our data and our location 
intelligence. That is our road map. We have learned that one size does not fit all. The solution is customized, and you can’t 
replicate one mall’s process.

What is the technology you are using? 
 
Caruso: We have a proprietary location intelligence system that measures an area’s demand based on an assessment of 
existing supply. It looks at the demographics and psychographics of the area and helps us identify the undersupply of product 
in the area—whether it be multifamily, healthcare, industrial. We look at the variables of each product type.



Q&A 
Continued 
Are you surprised sometimes by what the data says?
Hunter: Yes. We had one location that was two 
miles from San Francisco International Airport. It is 
surrounded by several major interstates. I thought 
it would score higher for logistics. But there are not 
a lot of residents around, so it wasn’t a great last-
mile location. I’ve also learned that you don’t need 
a massive industrial footprint to develop last-mile 
distribution centers. In many cases, you only need 
20,000 square feet to make it work.

Caruso: I’ve also been surprised by the level of life 
sciences and lab interest for certain sites. I would not 
have typically considered a retail center a fit for life 
science users, but data says that it works.

Is there sometimes a resistance from mall owners to move away from retail? 
Caruso: There is some resistance from owners 
because they believe that it will be too much work to 
get entitlement or zoning changes for the property. 
That tide is turning though, as more municipalities are 
willing to work with owners. They see some of these 
centers sitting with 40% vacancy, and they realize 
retail is likely not coming back. In many cases, the 
municipalities are now even providing incentives, such 
as establishing tax-increment financing (TIF) or sales 
tax rebates, to get projects going.

Hunter: The capital requirement can be a challenge 
as well. If you have an existing box that can be 
repurposed, it’s more enticing. If you have to demolish 
a building or do a heavy retrofit, that cost can be high. 
Owners must have patience and capital to pull off 
some of these solutions.

In the end, is there a proper use for all mall real estate?  
 
Caruso: We believe there is always a solution. Of course, if the mall is struggling, the solution more often than not will 
be adding other uses and not more retail. We don’t think most owners will be able to lease their way out of the current 
challenges. It will take a unique, tailored approach for each property that will hopefully yield a dynamic, mixed-use center.





Financial Services:  
An Occupier the Retail 
World Can Bank on

By Annette Healey

The evolution of retail has been accelerated by the 
pandemic. However, as we emerge into the “next 
normal” and more consumers return to stores, many 
traditional brick-and-mortar retailers will be poised to 
reposition themselves to drive more activity and create 
new opportunities. One segment that could be a leader 
in this environment is financial services.

Consumer banks, wealth management firms and credit 
unions have often been an overlooked segment of the 
retail market. These institutions are viewed as more 
commercial in nature and not major drivers of foot 
traffic. However, these national and regional brands 
have become a mainstay in retail locations across 
all markets, offering landlords the option of a strong, 
credit-worthy tenant.

While electronic banking has gained traction—
especially over the past year—financial institutions 
still see great value in having physical locations near 
consumers and residential populations.

For one, they offer quality branding and signage, 
providing excellent visibility to potential customers. 
Furthermore, bank customers tend to be very sticky, 
meaning once they have accounts with a major 
financial institution, they rarely leave. Having a physical 
location is one of the best ways to attract these 
customers initially, as most consumers want to have 
some form of personal interaction with their bank 
and access to actual cash, checking accounts and 
other products when needed. Banks also want these 
locations not just to attract customers initially, but also 
to upsell services such as mortgages, home equity 
loans, commercial loans and the like. This process, 
often done in person, presents a critical revenue 
stream for commercial financial institutions.

With these goals in mind, these occupiers will look 
at the post-pandemic world as an opportunity to 
expand their market share, albeit with a new model and 
targeted growth in certain regions of the country.





Financial institutions will realign their physical footprints to meet the 
changing demands of their customers. Gone are the cavernous banks that 
housed numerous tellers and significant office space for executives. With 
online banking and ATMs, staffing in banks and financial institutions 
has been in the process of contracting. Most banks will do away with 
traditional tellers and will have specialists on staff to handle the lending 
side of the business.
As a result, we will see a rightsizing of locations that may follow a hub-and-spoke model. A given trade area will 
host a flagship that will be the market’s largest location and then several smaller, satellite locations that can 
operate in neighborhoods and residential markets. These locations may be smaller than in the past but will remain 
viable tenants for landlords. Drive-throughs have regained popularity during the pandemic, but many banks still 
want to drive foot traffic into the location to provide a higher touchpoint with their customers and promote the 
aforementioned special services. We will see them target a variety of locations to serve the market. Geographically, 
suburban markets are gaining popularity, as banks will attempt to follow the residential migration that has occurred 
as a result of the pandemic. This migration will play out on a regional scale as well, as population growth has 
expanded rapidly in areas like the Sun Belt and Texas in recent years. Financial institutions follow residential 
rooftops, and we should see robust expansion in these areas.

Future of Financial Services in Retail



Most of the actual locations that these users will target will be street-level retail in suburban town centers and 
strip centers in highly trafficked areas. Malls are not typically a target for these occupiers, as many mall owners 
want to operate on percentage rent deals and do not see financial institutions as major traffic drivers. That 
being said, financial institutions may target malls that are performing well for the increased visibility, and we 
may see some transactions at rental rates that compensate for the lack of percentage rent.

The urban market also presents significant opportunity for financial services. As office users come back to 
major metro areas, ground-floor retail space at commercial properties will offer ideal locations for banks and 
wealth management providers. They have been in this market for some time and will likely approach it in the 
future with a smaller floorplan, but the locations remain very viable.

All of these considerations could position financial institutions as a big player in post-pandemic retail and a 
main driver of activity. They will have a different look and feel, but they will rely on physical locations to drive 
new customer growth and provide a sense of stability, which is critical for customer confidence.



Rock Around the Box:

How Live Music 
Venues Can Boost 
Retail Centers

After more than a year of pandemic-related restrictions, consumers 
have welcomed the gradual reopening of the economy. Restaurants and 
movie theaters have experienced an influx of patrons, and many retailers 
are enjoying increased foot traffic. Perhaps the last sector positioned 
to benefit from pent-up demand is live entertainment. Various sports 
stadiums have come back, some at full capacity, and the next iteration 
of the reopening will be outdoor concerts, followed by indoor live music 
venues. With artists eager to return onstage in front of an audience and 
people yearning for that unique performance experience, the prospects 
for strong concert seasons later this year and next year are good.

While the audience can’t wait for the opportunity to attend concerts, 
retail investors and owners may also have opportunities to capitalize on 
that demand.

Successful brick-and-mortar retail developments have shifted to 
focus on creating an experience and providing services that cannot 
be replicated online. With many centers facing significant vacancies, 
owners have sought to backfill these spaces with entertainment options 
that drive traffic to their properties. Concert and live music venues 
should not be overlooked, as they can be a powerful tool for creating 
meaningful and consistent traffic to an underperforming or redeveloped 
center. Additionally, live music events draw from a larger trade area 
than conventional retail, restaurant and entertainment uses, thereby 
introducing new customers to the property.

BY DAN ESTES AND JUSTIN SCHULTZ



Fit Sizes for Purpose  

Music venues enjoy a key advantage: A sizeable venue can fit 
within the flow of a mall or retail center. A vacant department store 
can range from 30,000 to 70,000 square feet. This box can be 
repurposed, or the pad can be redeveloped, to provide a live music 
venue that can sit 2,000-3,000 concertgoers. That size can even be 
increased if several boxes are put together. This number represents 
a large enough venue to draw national touring artists and promote 
concerts that would have broad appeal.



Offering unique events like concerts instantly expands a 
center’s trade area. In some cases, retail centers have tripled 
their trade area on days when concerts are taking place. These 
concertgoers will drive the extra miles to see an artist or 
performer they admire. What’s more, data shows that many of 
them don’t just drive in and out for the concert. They will dine 
at the retail center, stop by a bar after the show, and even stay 
at hotels on site or nearby. Live music can be a real boon to 
broaden a center’s appeal. 

Of course, repurposing a retail asset into 
a venue is not always a “build it and they 
will come” scenario. Some factors need to 
be considered when exploring the option 
of a live-music venue.
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Three main criteria must be met to have a successful venue:
 
Transportation Access  
A center must be able to accommodate transportation and parking for potentially thousands of concertgoers. However, 
beyond attendees, the center has to be able to accommodate the artist’s production requirements. Working with a 
big band or a national artist who provides a significant stage show could entail several large trucks with equipment, 
instruments, crew members and other necessary items for the artist. The trucks will require direct access to the venue, 
making the staging and set-up as easy as possible. This route needs to be thought out to provide the best access for 
the production, while limiting disturbance to other retailers and shoppers in the venue. 

Talent Friendly  
 
First and foremost, artists want to be able to draw a good crowd and fill a room with a sold-out show. However, if they 
have several options for venues in a given radius, the performer will likely choose the location that provides the best 
experience for the talent. Many times, the artist’s booking agent must approve the venue before bringing a proposal 
to their client. Does the building have good acoustics and state of the art audio/visual/ production equipment? Is the 
backstage area welcoming? Do nearby hospitality options meet the artist’s needs, such as fine dining, after-hours 
locations and quality hotels? All of these factors matter. Even for smaller venues, some major artists like to do intimate 
shows. A center could miss out on an incredible opportunity if the venue does not cater properly to talent. 

Location  
 
This is the classic real estate story. A concert venue doesn’t fit into every location. Adding a stop to a national tour has 
to make sense for the artist economically. They may not want to divert their equipment and support crew away from 
the established route for one or two shows, which could create transportation and logistics challenges. A center located 
near a major interstate or along a national transportation corridor will have an advantage, and many secondary and 
tertiary markets fit this requirement. For example, an artist may have a show in Atlanta and then New Orleans. A venue 
in a secondary market situated between these major market cities on an interstate offers an opportunity for the artist to 
stop with little hassle and fit in an extra show. To be a successful venue, a center’s logistics have to work.

The future is bright for live music, and the sector will present more opportunities to capitalize on this demand as 
retail centers look for new ways to draw consumers. With all of these factors in mind, partnering with the right concert 
operator is the safest and smartest way to go, and several national concert operators look for these opportunities. If the 
center location proves to be the right fit, live venues should be a top consideration for retail owners moving forward.
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Optimize 
Distribution 
Channels with 
Data Science



BY TAHIRAH MAHAN-THOMAS

The COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly transformed the retail 
industry. The blending of industrial and retail, an emerging 
trend pre-COVID, was exponentially accelerated by the increase 
in online shopping during the pandemic. This has prompted 
retailers to reexamine their distribution networks and big-picture 
strategies in order to adapt and thrive. Retailers have been 
compelled to fast-track delivery services, and this unexpected 
shift has brought an eagerness to apply data science to 
distribution and e-commerce strategies.



What can data tell us, and how should it be used?
When ordering online, customers want to get their product as quickly as possible. Data-driven planning can 
help retailers optimize their distribution networks to discover how a new store location will affect e-commerce 
activity. It can also help them maximize their existing footprint to facilitate last-mile delivery, pick-up and returns.

There are a number of ways a retailer can use data to optimize distribution. For example, a grocery retailer may 
want to weigh the benefits of expanding its delivery service to more locations. For this type of analysis, CBRE’s 
Retail Analytics team uses massive mobile data to develop precise trade areas. This information is joined to 
demographic block groups with a high propensity for online grocery purchases in the previous 30 days, and 
factors such as delivery miles, costs, and impediments (factors that slow down the movement of goods such as 
traffic, vehicle capacity, number of orders, loading and unloading times, employee hours and pay, fleet size) are 
taken into account. Finally, the analysis is run through a routing algorithm to identify how many homes can be 
served in a single delivery trip—maximizing reach and minimizing costs. This analysis will identify the optimal 
existing locations within the network for implementing grocery delivery.

Retailers can also apply data science to leverage unit performance metrics and bolster online purchasing 
options. A network performance analysis can help retailers identify underperforming locations. Those units 
can then be analyzed as opportunities for improving e-commerce services through possible conversion to buy 
online, pick up in store (BOPIS) sites. 

Data science can be a powerful tool in growing last-mile delivery services. Using a retailer’s portfolio 
performance metrics, along with location data to estimate online orders, analysts can apply an infill scoring 
algorithm to determine how a location would work as a last-mile distribution site. The infill scoring examines 
distribution centers, delivery companies, trucking, businesses around sites, coverage for a market and urbanicity. 
These insights can then be applied to a lease-renewal analysis and filtered by lease expiration to prioritize the 
best opportunities for distribution hubs. Identifying locations that would make successful last-mile distribution 
centers or BOPIS sites can help with estimating inventory in those locations.

Optimize Distribution 
Channels with 
Data Science

Continued



Analyzing the effects of store closures
With drastic business changes accelerated by the pandemic, retailers are searching for answers as to how store 
closures affect performance and customer retention. An in-depth predictive analysis can use retailer data to identify 
the percentage of customers lost from a store closure. The analysis can help retailers determine where to open a store 
to increase the number of customers who could be serviced.

There are a multitude of ways location intelligence and analytics can be applied to drive growth and evolution in this 
new world of multi-channel purchasing. Whether using your data to find the right balance between e-commerce and 
brick-and-mortar, provide faster delivery or develop a more comprehensive growth strategy, Retail Analytics is key to 
making smart business decisions.  

The balance between e-commerce and bricks-and-mortar
Retailers can also use data in omnichannel analysis to evaluate bricks-and-mortar and e-commerce sales activity to refine 
a big-picture strategy. The number of options available range from data insight guidance to predictive analytics.

If you’d like to examine your e-commerce business and its relation to site selection, a directional hotspot analysis can 
assess online orders to provide insights on areas of high online activity where you may want to consider opening a store. 
While not predictive, the analysis provides information to consider in site selection.

In another scenario, perhaps you opened a new location and want to compare its performance with online sales. With 
enough data points to study, an impact analysis can be conducted to assess how opening a new store affected online 
orders. Did you gain customers, or did opening the location take away from online orders? This analysis can identify 
trends and factors to help determine levels of cannibalized sales that can be applied when considering future locations.



BY BILL HAYDEN

How Retailers Are 
Maintaining Vacant 
Locations Closed 
Due to the Pandemic

Dark stores are retail locations that have closed for various 
reasons, mostly due to low profitability and foot traffic, and 
they have been increasing in number since 2019.

The concept of “dark stores” allows retailers to adjust their real estate strategy and close under-performing 
locations rapidly. However, retailers face a unique set of challenges when maintaining dark stores and 
mitigating the impact to their brand. 

Challenges for Retailers 
Dark stores typically do not have employees or other contractors to continue regular maintenance tasks and 
meet operational standards. This lack of monitoring exposes the retailer to additional reactive maintenance 
costs, ranging from minor repairs to major damage, such as flooding sinks or a leaking roof. Facility managers 
with large portfolios typically focus on their portfolio of operating stores, leaving little time to address dark store 
maintenance.

Without routine visits, non-critical issues become critical, increasing maintenance spend. Gary Schluter, Director 
of Facilities at Aaron’s, the national rent-to-own furniture, electronics and appliances retail chain, implemented 
a dark store survey program that led to a reactive spend decrease of 15% in a portfolio of 188 dark stores. 
The survey program included monthly site visits, utilizing technology to assess key facility asset and location 
conditions for both interiors and exteriors. Through the program, the dark sites were maintained through 
frequent oversight by certified providers, and the facility managers were able to focus on the open locations. 



Without a survey program in place, 
vacant stores are at risk of the following: 

 – Theft
 – Vandalism
 – Local city/county violations

Retailers should strive to implement an accountable solution that 
is low touch for the store operations team. When adding dark 

stores to their portfolio, retailers can follow a few best practices.

Best practices for managing dark stores: 
 – Monthly visual site inspection
 – Inspection report with  

imagery to show status
 – Work order automation
 – Detailed review of  

non-critical issues





Born to Run: 
How Allbirds Is 
Charting Its Own 
Course in Retail
Why are some direct-to-consumer brands 
now expanding to brick-and-mortar   
retail locations?

Travis Boyce, the Global Head of Retail Operations at Allbirds, 
and CBRE’s Laura Barr join Spencer Levy to discuss the appeal of 
physical retail locations and the power and promise of sustainability 
in attracting modern consumers.

Listen Now! CBRE.com/TheWeeklyTake

https://www.cbre.com/the-weekly-take/episodes/episode-232-born-to-run-how-allbirds-is-charting-its-own-course-in-retail
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