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When forming a new com-
pany, the principals opted for 
a model that focuses more 
on building, less on infra-
structure.
By LINDA HUMPHERS
Editor in chief/Director

ASIDE fROM MONEy, a sense of  irony – or a 
sense of  humor – is one of  the first things you need for 
long-term success in the outlet business. There’s also the 
ability to see the future, make decisions quickly, choose a 
partner who has your back, and have the strong conviction 
that ice cream sandwiches are essential at RECon. Did we 
forget the ability to evolve? 

Nicholas King, 50, and Robert Brvenik, 60, can talk 
about all of  the above. The pair formed Paragon Outlet 
Partners five years ago, following the sale of  outlet giant 
Prime Retail to Simon. The two executives had spent the 
previous seven years leading Prime out of  near financial 
ruin, and when they found themselves with the freedom to 
create a company of  their own liking, they did it in a way 
no one expected.

King and Brvenik talked with VRN about their com-
pany and why it’s a one-of-a-kind in the outlet industry.

When did you two start working together?
U BOB: We met at Pyramid Companies in Syracuse. I 
worked my way up through finance, development, and I left 
in 2000 to join Prime Retail as CFO. Nick joined in 2003 
when David [Lichtenstein, founder of  Lightstone Group] 
bought Prime. I was then CEO and Nick came in as COO. 
We did that until 2010 when Simon acquired Prime.

You joined Prime during a tough time.
U BOB: When l joined, we had 36 assets doing $275 a 
square foot and the NOI was $60 million. When we sold 
in 2010, the company was down to 22 centers doing $425 a 

Paragon Outlet Partners’
less-is-more approach

COMPLETED PROjECTS LOCATION GLA    OPEN OwNERSHIP 
San Francisco Premium Outlets	 Livermore,	Calif.	 	702,247*	 2012	 Simon

Grand Prairie Premium Outlets	 Grand	Prairie,	Texas	 	 417,643	 2012	 Simon
Twin Cities Premium Outlets	 Eagan,	Minn.	 	 409,000	 2014	 Paragon	Outlet	Partners/Simon

PLANNED PROjECTS    
Paragon Outlets Baltimore	 White	Marsh,	Md.	 	 390,000		 2017	 Paragon	Outlet	Partners
Paragon Outlets Houston	 Rosenberg,	Texas	 	 285,000		 2017	 Paragon	Outlet	Partners
Outlets of Michigan	 Romulus,	Mich.	 	 350,000		 2017	 New	England	Development/		
	 	 	 	 	 Paragon	Outlet	Partners
*Opening	GLA	was	543,000	sf

Paragon Outlet Partners

Paragon Outlet Partners’ principals Nicholas King, left, and Robert Brvenik
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square foot and NOI was $160 million.

Now there’s an accomplishment.
U NICK: We quickly developed a philosophy of  
water the flowers and pull the weeds and invested 
capital – both financial and people – in our better 
assets.
U Bob: It’s easier to make an “A” center into 
an A-plus than it is to make a “D” center into 
a “C.” So we focused on the good centers, 
expanded and remodeled them – San Marcos, 
Williamsburg, Queenstown, Pleasant Prairie, 
Puerto Rico, and we made some selective ac-
quisitions, including the Belz Orlando centers.

That Belz project is one for the books. 
You spent $300 million to purchase and 
completely renovate, de-mall, add up-
scale tenants and move the center’s car-
ousel and old disco ball to your Festival 
Bay center next door. How much fun 
was all of that, and right in the middle of 
a highly coveted, competitive market?
U NICK: It was a great time. Bob did a great job 
negotiating for the project and then we went to 
work. We knew we had a diamond in the rough. 
Orlando is probably the best outlet market in the 
country. We knew we couldn’t just Band-Aid the 
project so we designed it from ground-up and 
went out and got the best tenants. I think the 
results speak for themselves. It may be the best 
outlet center developed in the last 10 years.
U BOB: That was the most complex project 
we have ever redeveloped – nearly 800,000 
square feet over two years – while maintaining 
it as an open and operating center.

What other decisions did you make to 
revive the Prime portfolio?
U NICK: We made the decision to go for qual-

ity over quantity. We stopped playing defense, 
which is what Prime had been doing for some 
time. If  we were going to be successful, we 
needed to be aggressive. When David bought 
Prime he let us run it and we were diligent – 
our success was the confluence of  hard work, 
strong tenant relationships and opportunity – 
and we were able to run with it. 
U BOB: We brought a lot of  know-how from 
Pyramid. We brought the Pyramid lease form to 
the outlet industry. We did away with options-to-
extend and exclusives. We tried to take away some 
of  the impediments to getting a center leased. We 
learned a lot and then the industry was maturing. 
Outlets were becoming more mainstream.  

After Simon acquired Prime in late 
2010 for $2.3 billion, you launched 
Paragon Outlet Partners as an affiliate 
of Lightstone. 
U BOB: The deal with Simon was announced 
in December 2009, but there was a problem 
with the Federal Trade Commission and a lot 
of  behind the scenes issues, and it dragged 
on until the end of  August 2010. Keeping the 
team together during this time was difficult. 
When it was finally done, we were able to 
keep the development rights to Grand Prairie 
[Texas] and Livermore [California], and were 
released from non-compete covenants.
U NICK: After the sale was finalized, Lightstone 
was well capitalized and we’d retained the two 
projects under development. We put our small 
team together and gave everyone the opportunity 
to purchase equity, which was a key decision. The 
added incentive allowed us to have a decentral-
ized organization, with little infrastructure, while 
maintaining desired drive and accountability.

How did you start a new outlet develop-
ment company?

U BOB: It was like starting from scratch. We 
were sitting on boxes in our new space. Then 
we bought back a small portion of  our old 
office space. 
U NICK: We knew that we didn’t want to build a 
big organization with all of  the associated issues. 
We wanted to develop, but not necessarily man-
age. A management company requires a whole lot 
of  things we weren’t really interested in. 

You really started a new development 
model in the outlet industry, where 
you basically find the sites, lease them, 
develop them and move on. Was that the 
original intention for Paragon?
U NICK: We thought about it a lot. We didn’t 
want to get back to management and all that. We 
didn’t want another big company. It evolved into 
a build-and-sell company, or build-and-let-some-
one-else-manage company, not distracted by 
operations. The decision to hold or sell is unique 
to each situation. What capital do we need, what 
does our pipeline look like?

Your Paragon team is pretty small, con-
sidering all that you do.
U BOB: At the time of  the acquisition, we had 
85 people in our home office and another 900 
in the field. Now we have about 20. We’re very 
decentralized, thanks to technology. We have a lot 
of  senior people who work independently; some 
are consultants. That keeps office costs down. 
The majority have equity in the partnership, which 
keeps everybody focused and accountable.

Who are the key people on your team 
and how do they contribute? 
U NICK: We have a great and seasoned veteran 
team. Our leasing efforts are spearheaded 

Paragon’s first outlet center, in Livermore, Calif., was acquired by Simon within six months of  opening, expanded in three years and rebranded to 
San Francisco Premium Outlets.
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by Lisa Kessler and Michele Dawson. They 
are two of  the best leasing folks I have ever 
worked with – smart, driven and pragmatic. 
Our development group is headed up by Kel-
vin Antill. Kelvin got us through the arduous 
five-year process in Livermore quite effec-
tively, with the help of  Tom Burnside, our 
general counsel. Our construction and design 
process is handled by our partners Paul Reed 
and Salem LaHood.
U BOB:  Everyone knows the people who really 
run the place are our administrative staff  – Shan-
non Sewell, Vicki Lucas and Lauren Pope.

Simon has been a partner on three 
Paragon projects, and now the owner 
of Grand Prairie and Livermore. How 
did that come about?
U NICK: Actually, Simon came on as a 50 
percent partner midway through the con-
struction process. Paragon entitled, leased and 
built both centers. The thought of  managing 
two centers thousands of  miles from Balti-
more, with our lean staff, was daunting at the 
time. Their offer to purchase the remainder 
of  each center made sense to us and obvi-
ously to them. They now own 35 percent of  
Eagan and manage the center for us today.

Your most recent partnership is with 
New England Development for Detroit, 
but you don’t have one for Houston. 
U NICK: Having a partner on a project 
evolves. We haven’t really gone looking one. 
If  it’s going to happen, if  it makes sense on 
the management, leasing and financing fronts, 
or if  it means just being able to be in the 
market, we will pursue it. 

What’s the best part of your business 
model? What’s the biggest challenge?
U BOB: The best part is that we don’t have 
to have an infrastructure. We wanted a small, 

entrepreneurial environment, a little more 
nimble and flexible, not wedded to any corpo-
rate structure. We’re doing business the way we 
want to – it’s not rote. We’re lucky. We work 
because we want to; we like our team; we like 
the industry. What’s challenging? We’re a small 
fish in a pond of  big fish, and even though we 
get attention from retailers, we have to come up 
with exceptional projects to compete with the 
big guys. That’s why we focus on large markets.
U NICK: We get our centers built and they work. 
We can’t make a mistake. We don’t always go into 
a project with an exit strategy. Our model is to 
develop a dominant center in a high-profile mar-
ket with a second-to-none roster of  tenants. If  
we are successful in that, things will work out. We 
worry more about how the property performs 
than how to monetize it.
U BOB: We don’t look for a buyer. We’re happy 
to hold. I would much rather have my money in 
Eagan today than in the stock market. 

Your planned project in your homebase 
of Baltimore has been a challenge.
U NICK: I guess that’s a fair assessment. In large 
markets, barriers to entry are always present. 

There are a couple of  big-time developers that 
would prefer we not build and are working hard 
to slow us down. It happens. We will get our ap-
provals this summer. 
U BOB: Competition is often part of  the process 
and completion of  a great project in the face of  
competition makes it even more satisfying.

Now that Lightstone is well capitalized, 
will you be tackling even more outlet 
projects?
U BOB: Prime Retail was 90 percent of  Light-
stone’s business, but Paragon is just a fraction. 
David really could expand the outlet side if  
he wanted to, but he’s more New York-centric 
now and focused on his hotel business. How-
ever, if  there are good opportunities down the 
road, I’m sure David will invest with us again.

What does the future hold for the outlet 
industry? 
U BOB: We see the industry’s life cycle, which 
right now is at the tail end of  a growth spurt. A 
lot of  product still has to be absorbed. There’s 
some retailer fatigue, by that I mean that it 
takes time for retailers to catch up with their 
own expansion. Performance should improve 
over time as the market grows.
U NICK: We believe there still is room for new 
outlet development but not on the scale that we’ve 
seen in the last five to 10 years. We want “A” cen-
ters in “A” markets. That’s what has worked for us. 
Others may have a different philosophy.  

You two seem so comfortable with each 
other. What makes your collaboration 
work? 
U NICK: We both have financial back-
grounds, a commonality of  experience. We 
make decisions quickly – I hope more good 
than bad. Bob’s a little more detail-oriented 
than I am. He ticks and ties the numbers. I’m 
more seat of  the pants, more spontaneous. 
He’s more prepared, more methodical.
U BOB: Nick is the smartest guy I know. I just 
follow his lead.

Nick strokes his beard, striking a philosophi-
cal pose. Both laugh. v
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Paragon’s site strategy is to develop dominant centers in high-profile markets, such as Dallas-Fort 
Worth, where Grand Prairie Premium Outlets opened in 2012.

Because travelers were already coming to Minneapolis to shop at the massive Mall of  America, 
Paragon had no qualms about opening Twin Cities Premium Outlets (above) a few minutes away.


