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Food & Beverage

Outlet centers are amping up 
their offerings to take food 
and beverage to a new level.
By Andrea Lillo
Contribut ing Writer

Consumers are more educated about food than 
ever before, and they have higher expectations 
for their cuisine wherever it’s encountered.

In response, savvy outlet centers are stepping up to 
the plate, as they make more sophisticated, welcoming 
food offerings available to their shoppers. 

“It is no longer necessary, or smart, to consider 
food and beverage an ancillary component of  a 
complete tenant mix,” said Karen Fluharty, partner, 
Strategy+Style Marketing Group. “Just as the outlet 
center tenant mix has evolved from MFO goods to 
tenant rosters comprised of  high-end and luxury 
brands, outlet developers and owners should include a 
variety of  dining options, at all price points.”

Operators are also aware that competition now 
comes from a lot of  different sources. 

Going Gourmet

Assembly Row, a mixed use development located just outside of Boston, combines shopping with lots of food options.



MaY 2017  VALUE RETAIL NEWS  11

 

(Continued on page 12)

“Our motivation these days for adding more 
and better quality food choices is that we are 
competing not only with other retail venues 
for the shoppers’ time and money, we are 
competing with other forms of  recreation and 
entertainment, including online,” said Larry 
Weinstein, executive vice president, leasing, of  
Simon’s Premium Outlets division. “We have 
to give our shoppers more reasons to visit our 
centers and, while they’re there, to maximize 
the time they spend with us,” including strong 
food alternatives.

Adding more and better quality food 
amenities is an initiative for Simon’s Premium 
Outlets, said Weinstein, for both its upper-tier 
centers and the ones that currently have a lim-
ited food offering. Already, Premium Outlets 
has brought such food operators as Cheesecake 
Factory, Shake Shack, Pret A Manger and oth-
ers to its portfolio, but Weinstein added that 
there’s “a lot more work to do.”

Shopping center owner and manager Taub-
man Centers was an early pioneer in incor-
porating dining within the shopping experi-
ence, said William Taubman, chief  operating 
officer, Taubman Centers, Inc., as his father 
A. Alfred Taubman, introduced the first mall 
food court, “World’s Fare,” at Southland Mall 
in Hayward, Calif., in 1964. 

But even today, the food scene has evolved.
Dining has “become essential to the shopping 

center experience,” Taubman said. “Consumers 
want great retail, but to truly fulfill the social 

Most of Assembly Row’s food options are regionally based.
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aspects of  a trip to the mall they want to con-
nect with family and friends over great dining 
and other experiences.” 

Eateries round out the shopping experience, 
especially as more consumers want to shop 
and eat where they live. Assembly Row, what 
retail owner and operator Federal Realty calls 
a “neighborhood destination” in the Boston 
suburb of  Somerville, Mass., is set to open its 
second phase of  shops (including outlet stores) 
and restaurants as well as residences this year.

“Food is very important to us,” said Matt 
Ehrie, vice president and general manager of  
Assembly Row. “It’s almost 30 percent of  total 
retail sales.” 

Assembly Row offers a mix of  both sit 
down and fast casual eating establishments, 
Ehrie added. About 70 percent of  the of-
fering is regional-based concepts—such as 
Ernesto’s, a popular pizza place based on the 
original in Boston’s North End, and Boston-
based Southern Kin—as opposed to national 
chains. Somerville is both unique and urban, 
being the densest city per square mile in Mas-
sachusetts, he added.

“People are more educated and adventurous 
about food,” Ehrie said. “They want options.” 
While there is something for all generations, 
millennials in particular want variety and are 

Taubman’s Dolphin Mall has added five full-service restaurants with open-air patios.

(Continued on page 14)

12  VALUE RETAIL NEWS  MaY 2017



 

not afraid to try new things. 
In the third quarter, Assembly Row will 

open 12 more food concepts, including Lucky 
Strike Social, a restaurant, bowling and gaming 
establishment.

Food not only enhances the experience, but 
helps keep the consumers at the center longer, 
Ehrie said—and they end up spending more 
money as a result.

Simon’s Premium Outlets division was 
“more adverse” about opening restaurants 
in the past because of  the 
long lead times restaurants 
require to open, Weinstein 
said. Now, however, it 
has started tapping into 
Simon’s restaurant group 
as a resource, along with 
dedicating leasing reps 
within Premium Outlets to complement the 
effort in a regional and local basis. “We have 
shown more of  a willingness to sacrifice a 
little on the economics to make a typical 
restaurant deal as compared to a typical retail 
lease deal.”

Simon is also analyzing its food courts to see 
how they can be improved or repurposed. The 
food court of  its flagship Woodbury Common 
center was demolished in 2015 to make room 
for a state-of-the-art market hall, with much 
better offerings, Weinstein said. 

Other Simon locations have food courts that 
are “obsolete,” as some of  them are not ideal 
for traffic flow or are affected by the food op-
tions on the pads, Weinstein said.

The food court in Simon’s Allen Premium 
Outlet, in Allen, Texas, for example, is be-
ing repurposed to retail, with several existing 
food operators moving inline, while others are 
added as part of  its expansion later this sum-
mer, Weinstein said. 

“As outlet and value retail centers have 
moved [closer to populated metro areas], 

we’ve seen a positive 
trend, directly from 
the restaurant industry 
category itself, in mak-
ing unsolicited leasing 
inquiries to open both 
on-site and pad site 
establishments,” said 

Fluharty. For example, Bravo Farms at Tulare 
Outlets in Tulare, Calif., recently doubled its 
square footage to accommodate a growing 
influx of  shoppers.

Food trucks can also fill a niche. The recent-
ly opened Outlets at Corpus Christi Bay has 
taken this concept to a new level. The center 
features a food truck pavilion with bays for six 
trucks, complete with electrical hookups. The 
covered area features ceiling fans and seating, 
and it’s near a playground.

While Vero Beach Outlets in Vero Beach, Fla., 

does not have a specific food court area, a food 
truck program as well as a weekly farmers’ mar-
ket “accommodate shoppers growing appetite for 
a more robust food offering,” Fluharty said.

Regardless, centers need to cater to their 
customer bases, said Fluharty. The Shops at 
SkyView Center, an urban value shopping 
center in Flushing, Queens, serves a heavy 
local Asian population, and includes the 
popular Asian specialty food store sky-
FOODS, as well as hot pot restaurant Little 
Lamb, Grandma’s Dim Sum and Fay Day 
Bakery, she said. 

“Every project needs food and there is demand 
for more robust, sophisticated regional food 
offerings regardless of  if  it is an outlet center or 
other type of  retail center,” Fluharty said.

Taubman Centers’ upcoming projects 
includes the debut of  Round 1 Bowling and 
Amusement, which has bowling, dining, kara-
oke, ping-pong and arcade games, at its Great 
Lakes Crossing Outlets this fall in Auburn Hills, 
Mich. Its Dolphin Mall in Miami has added 
five full-service restaurants, each with open-air 
patios, as well as renovated its Atrio food court 
to incorporate a bright, contemporary design.

However, “there is no one-size-fits-all 
strategy for our portfolio,” said Taubman. 
“We must do what resonates with consumers 
locally in the markets where we do business, or 
bring point-of-difference offerings not found 
anywhere else in the market.”  v

“There is no one-
size-fits-all strategy 
for our portfolio.”

William Taubman 
Taubman Centers

Bravo Farms at Tulare Outlets recently doubled its square footage.
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