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Developers and entrepreneurs are capitalizing 
on newest trend - open air lifestyle centers
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Developers and entrepreneurs are 
capitalizing on the newest trend 
in the shopping center industry, 
open air lifestyle centers. But is the 
concept really a new one, will it be 
successful in replacing the regional 
mall and does the answer to these 
questions have anything to do with 
a direct correlation between entre-
preneur and developer? 

One could probably successfully 
argue that the words �developer� 

and �entrepreneur� are interchange-
able as they relate to the shopping 
center industry. When it comes to 
developing shopping centers, the 
more entrepreneurial a developer�s 
roots the more successful the project 
will likely turn out. Developers and 
entrepreneurs both bet on the future.  
More times than not they ignore 
warnings from colleagues, and 
sometimes their own common sense, 
they are driven by an innate desire to 
convert a vision into reality. 

On Long Island, this happens year 
after year, new project after new 
project. It dates as far back as the 
1800s when developer Carl Fisher 
traveled to Montauk and bet on the 
future.  Buying 10,000 acres for 
$2.5 million, he set out to develop 
his vision and create the �Miami of 
the North.�  Unbeknownst to Fisher 

at the time, he may have also created 
the pre-curser to the lifestyle cen-
ter, complete with a movie theater, 
drugstore, �ne shops, and a plethora 
of dining establishments. 

The goal was to transform his 
investment into a destination, capi-
talizing on a high society lifestyle 
and a demographic eager to experi-
ence something new and out of the 
ordinary.  Betting that the population 
would be willing to travel the dis-
tance and empty pockets full of cash, 
he designed a new frontier lined with 
buildings resembling Tudor manors, 
English castles and other themati-
cally consistent buildings complete 
with architectural accents such as 
turrets and arched openings. 

Fisher, the entrepreneur, realized 
that entertainment would be a key 
component to his project; it was 

the entertainment component that 
would keep patrons coming back. 
So along with the retail shops, drug-
store, and restaurants, Fisher and 
his architectural team incorporated 
into the plan a playhouse designed 
with open air tennis courts, a box-
ing ring, and theater. Sadly, Fisher 
died before his plan ever became a 
reality and he never saw his vision 
ful�lled. However it is obvious when 
traveling through Montauk today, 
that although he never �nished, his 
visionary followers did.      

It is easy to recognize that design 
is the direct correlation between Carl 
Fisher�s vision and the modern life 
style center.  

Plagued by a dependence on fail-
ing department store anchors and 
extremely high development and 
operating costs, the enclosed re-

gional mall will continue on its path 
of obsolescence, further promoting 
the success of lifestyle centers for 
both developers and retailers. 

Industry experts continue to refer 
to these centers as an evolution of 
the enclosed mall.  An upscale, 
open air, amenity-rich, shopping 
experience with trendy restaurants, 
theaters, and other entertainment 
segments have become key features 
to a lifestyle center. 

Typically ranging between 
300,000 and 800,000 ft. they provide 
a destination for a broad range of 
customers to shop, as well as destina-
tions to meet friends and neighbors 
to share meals and socialize in fast, 
casual and comfortable environ-
ments, while offering the same 
quality stores found in a regional 
mall. Gone however are the remote, 
multi-level parking garages which 
have been replaced with convenient 
parking eliminating the required ten 
to twenty minute walk typically as-
sociated with mall shopping.

The lifestyle format popular to 
shoppers are, by design, a win-
ning format for both retailers and 
developers. This new design not 
only attracts consumers, but turns 
out to be much less costly to con-
struct, thereby attracting retailers 
accustomed to paying high rents 
for prime space in an enclosed 
mall. Corresponding maintenance 
and insurance costs are also less 
expensive by virtue of the design, 
and that savings becomes a direct 
bene�t to a retailer as well. 

I learned early in this business that 
rent is a function of sales. By lower-
ing operating costs and attracting the 
most compelling shopper pro�les, 
lifestyle centers lead to better bottom 
lines. In a recent ICSC study, it was 
determined that consumers visiting 
lifestyle or open air hybrid centers 
typically made shorter visits but 
spent more time shopping.  This type 
of shopping behavior led the ICSC 
survey to determine that the average 
sales per square foot in these types 
of centers is $50 per foot higher than 
those in a traditional mall.  Couple 
the higher dollars spent per visit with 
the lower operating costs, and it is 
no wonder retailers �nd the open air 
format so attractive.

In closing, one must ask oneself: is 
this open air format with fountains, 
benches, adult friendly retailers, and 
table service restaurants serving �ne 
casual fare really a new concept, or 
merely the evolutionary develop-
ment of the visions of centuries 
old entrepreneurs like Carl Fisher 
who, in my opinion, blueprinted the 
lifestyle design nearly two hundred 
years ago.
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