FIVE KEY ELEMENTS OF THE MODERN TOWN CENTER

“

Programmable public
space is the center
of any Modern Town
Center and enables its
24 hour activity and

Five Key Elements of The Modern Town Center

LIVE. WORK. CONGREGATE. In our ever-changing world of social media and

retail becomes more of a commodity when integrated into a mixed or multi-use development,

online access to information, a trend has emerged from that of isolation within a community,

resulting in happier employees, safer environments, greater asset protection and escalation

to the desire for a hip and vibrant town center lifestyle, replete with retail, office and residential

in value. Residential demographic trends support this change by showing buyers’ increased

components. It’s the very shift away from the traditional strip mall to online shopping that

desire for socialization within their communities. The well-planned Modern Town Center

has sparked an ever-evolving development process and resulted in the Modern Town Center

incorporates current movements while remaining flexible enough to address future growth or

“

vibrancy.

mixed-use
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vs.

multi-use

(MTC) - the future of retail. Evidence of this change is everywhere. Mixed-use or multi-use

market changes. It is a diverse, 24-hour project that maximizes an area through mixed or multi-

developments are no longer just an urban solemnity; they have migrated to suburbs following

use developments, yet remains intimate and life changing through its ability to create a social

population shifts. Retail incorporated into public or civic spaces with integrated office and

atmosphere. Successful MTCs have one thing in common; they adhere to 5 key elements that

residential has become more successful than retail alone. The stand-alone office and office over

ensure lasting and memorable destinations.
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RETAIL- ITS THE HUB OF VIBRANCY

Retail- Its The Hub Of Vibrancy

The MTC is an energetic, forward-moving oasis where people live, work, eat and, most

Crucial to the MTC’s identity is the retail tenant mix; is it inundated with restaurants,

importantly, shop. It is retail that drives much of the MTC’s success; therefore, creating a

entertainment, or fashion? What audience will it draw and what will be its theme? Determining

memorable retail zone is critical to the success of the other components as well as the overall

the right retail mix for the area requires thorough market and trade area studies prior to design.

longevity of the development. While analyzing the MTC, it is clear that retail surrounding public

For the project to be a success, it must be memorable and create something no other Town

or civic spaces will be the most diverse and vibrant of experiences - as well as the most

Center has … And that “thing” should be driven off the retail and public space.

lucrative.

Mixed-use, residential, office
and retail around public node.

Retail outside of the public node is the
most dynamic and successful retail.

PROJECTS DEMONSTRATING THE
300’ WALKABLE RETAIL RADIUS

“

Walkable dimensions
for retail cores are
essential to maintaining retail Vibrancy
and activity.

“

Public space is large enough for
programmable events.

A. National Harbor-Prince George’s County, MD
B. Phillips Place-Charlotte, NC
C. Santana Row-San Jose, CA
D. Mizner Park-Boca Raton, FL

To create a solid retail hub, it is important to first dissect the space into a series of retail breaks

An important point to consider when determining the retail mix is that retail zones will increase

based upon proven dimensions. All MTC retail cores have a 300’ walkable radius where the

in size by segment. Understanding these incremental size variances is important for the long

majority of retail and public uses are situated. This, of course, means that there is an overall

term success of the retail in your Town Center. The following is a simple guide for determining

dimension of 600’ that should be respected and will subsequently become a part of a series of

the ultimate size of a MTC’s retail component:

100k-150k sf-neighborhood center size
250k-350k sf-lifestyle center size
550k-600 sf-power center size
800k-850 sf-regional retail center size
1.2m-1.5 sf-super regional retail center size

300’ radii for larger, more diverse Town Centers.
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RETAIL- ITS THE HUB OF VIBRANCY

Retail- Its The Hub Of Vibrancy

Destination/event retail with restaurant/boutique along water’s edge.

Neighborhood retail
grocery anchor.



Entertainment
retail.

office
zone
300 ft.



Hotel
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MARKET REALITY CHECK (PLEASE)

Market Reality Check (Please)

The appeal of the MTC is obvious. It offers residents and visitors an integrated, livable com-

Market research is invaluable in determining the proper component mix and which component

munity with all components within a walkable, diverse setting. However, not all Town Centers

will come to life at which time of day. Mixed-use retail is very much driven by the associated

are the same and there is not a global cookie cutter mix of retail to office to residential that can

vertical components of the development, while office is a large driver of daytime vibrancy,

be replicated. It is through market analysis and studies that the needs for a MTC Development

especially in the restaurant retail zone. Residential components come to life in the evening and

are determined.

will often stretch shopping hours much later than normal suburban retail.

B.

A.

Parking

Parking

A.
Res/Retail

Grocery

C.
Parking

Retail

D.

Hotel/Retail

B.

B.

Restaurant
Zone

C.

multi-use

Cinema

Parking

mixed-use

MULTI-USE

MIXED-USE

A. Traditional Neighborhood Retail with Parking

A. Service Retail with Close Proximity Parking

B. Residential

B. Public Node

C. Main Street Boutique/Local Retailers

C. Entertainment Retail Restaurant
D. Grocery with Ground Floor Parking in Front of Entrance.

Retail may be the main driver for the development, but a thorough market analysis will also
determine the Residential and Office needs as well as help create a new market for both. The
retail components in both mixed- and multi- use developments have different drivers that need
to be identified for maximum retail success throughout the 24-hour life cycle.

Multi-use or more horizontal mixed-use developments have a different retail driver from the
more traditional setup in that these developments are retail destinations unto themselves rather
than being dependent upon the integrated uses of the development. This changes the retail mix
to a larger concentration of “service” oriented retail with more automobile access which, in

1500-5k sf- in-line retail
4k-9k sf- restaurants
15k-30k sf- jr. anchor retail
45k-75k sf- grocer
50k-85k sf- mid-tier anchor retail
125k-150k sf- anchor retail

turn, increases the importance of convenient parking to the potential retail mix.
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PHASING THE ROAD TO FINANCE

Phasing the Road to Finance

Projects can succeed or fail in the phasing and financing stages, and seemingly simple

Today’s financial landscape demands a structured phasing strategy that addresses both market

components can wildly impact the entire development. Master plans must include a phasing

conditions and the ability to properly finance complex projects. Fortunately, engaging public

strategy and have the flexibility required to adapt to market changes and zoning requirements.

finance opportunities, such as Tax Increment Financing (TIF), is an option in some areas.

The phasing of the MTC is vital to the initial success and long term viability of the project.

TIF allows components such as parking to be financed up front from future development

Critical mass needs to be generated at the onset so the first phase feels complete and finished.

revenues. This option works better in denser, mixed-use projects where parking garages can

Simply put, retail will not succeed if its surroundings are under construction for 10 years!

be implemented.
Hotel.
Big box retail.
Neighborhood retail with grocer.

A.

D.

“

Critical mass needs
to be generated from
the start to ensure a
viable and completely
phased project.

“

Retail surrounding event lawn with
programmable space.

B.

Residential.

A.
Office.

C.

A. Phase I-Critical Mass at Retail Zone

A. Service Retail with Close Proximity Parking

B. Phase II-Office Over Retail

B. Public Node

C. Phase III-Hotel

C. Entertainment Retail Restaurant

D. Phase IV-Critical mass of Residential

D. Grocery with Ground Floor Parking in Front of Entrance.

The core of the MTC, with its public place and surrounding retail, residential and office, must

Phasing is also important because the ability to finance these complex developments often

be self supporting. Financial models often treat individual elements of each phase separately

hinges on phasing strategies and the correct mix of retail to office to residential is important

because of the different ways money is generated from them. Finding the right public financing

for attaining critical mass at the onset. This is also the opportunity to create a “buzz” about the

opportunities requires an understanding of the project and an ability to research the local

project by slightly under-sizing the first phase of retail, which will often create demand and is

jurisdiction.

healthy for the long-term viability of the retail components. Phasing strategies must account
for seamless growth, especially in the retail zone. Interrupted retail can make future phases of
retail hard to lease.
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PARK IT AND THEY WILL COME

Park It and They Will Come

A poorly planned parking program is the death knell for a development. Maximizing space to

On-street parking is important for retail main streets because it animates the retail zone while

ensure proper traffic flow and accessibility to all components is paramount to the MTC’s future.

creating buffers between the sidewalk and the traffic. It also allows for adjacent parking to

The savvy planner will use data from the project’s market analysis to determine the type and

enhance retail parking ratios and will encourage cars to travel down the retail zone and help

distribution of parking throughout the community in such a way as to allow for current use and

in-line retailers’ visibility. To maximize this space, the project should use diagonal parking

future growth.

which increases parking ratios at storefronts by 100% over parallel parking.

“

Parking solutions
are as diverse as the
Town Centers they
serve. They must be
well thought out with

“

an eye to the future.

“

Street parking as well
as tucked garage
parking allows for
diverse retail
solutions.

“

Parking relationships with respect to use and cost are an important part of the MTC dynamic.
A mix of adequate parking ratios with the ability to use shared parking solutions will allow for
the project’s future growth while respecting the overall cost constraints. Parking solutions have
to be economically viable as well as provide necessary adjacencies to maintain retail and community vibrancy. Additionally, the plan must have a contingency that successfully combats
outside stressors such as a required parking ratio dictated by local jurisdictions differing from
market reality. Flexibility of the allocated parking fields is critical to the future of the Town Center.

Parking ratios should be maintained within 500 feet of the retail zone – further distances may

Parking fields need to be strategically placed for current phase parking solutions and adjacen-

hinder peoples’ desire to “walk to shop”. Town Center retail zones should be designed for a

cies as well as future development flexibility; for instance, parking fields at the perimeter must

5/1000 SF retail parking ratio and a 10/1000 restaurant ratio. Shared parking strategies should

allow for multi-use growth with the ability for structured parking conversions. These parking

be incorporated to maximize the parking numbers and minimize development costs. Since the

fields offer current phases the needed parking for viability and present the most flexible op-

MTC is a 24-hour project, it makes sense that a parking lot utilized by office employees during

portunities for changing market conditions and phasing needed for financial capital. Anchor

the day could be used by cinema patrons at night.

parking and general parking fields need to be safe, open, and well lit to ensure that the patrons
will revisit to shop or gather.
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IT’S ALL CONNECTED

It’s All Connected

A fully integrated MTC must boast connectivity between components via automobile, public

While the approach will differ depending on whether the development is based on a vertical

transportation, and most importantly, pedestrian activity. Civic, residential, office, and

or horizontal plan, both types require consideration for each component. Office and retail are

retail should integrate with parks and public nodes, resulting in a flawlessly interconnected

successfully mixed by controlling and organizing office entry points. Residential needs must

neighborhood. It is through careful placement of the various components that energy is created

be kept separate and distinct so that residents feel secure and won’t have to share parking.

and sustained. From window shopping to working at an office to choosing a dinner restaurant,

Building size will determine future flexibility.

a connected approach will feed all components and create a lasting impression on visitors and

The strategy for designing the more dense vertical development differs from designing

residents alike.

horizontally. It requires a great deal of attention spent on addressing each component’s needs.

“

Public space
surrounding retail
encourages gathering
and lingering, thereby
extending the retail

“

experience.

“

A.
300 ft.. Radius
5mins walk



G.
F.

B.

300 ft.. Radius
5mins walk

C.



E.

Linear parking and
public space extend
connectivity along the
retail path.

“

D.

A. Residential

E. Neighborhood Retail Center

B. Entertainment Retail (MGM type) with Hotel

F. Hybrid Regional Mall/ Lifestyle Center

C. Entertainment with Hotel

G. Festival Retail

D. Office zone
Integrating multiple uses within the same development is the heart of a MTC. It is also the chief

And since people shop at “eye level”, the retail experience in vertical integration must maintain
a “main-street” appeal on the ground floor. The smart developer will provide retailers with the
appropriate depths and bay sizes for their needs while recognizing that the use above the retail

70’ deep- in-line
100-150’ deep- jr. anchor
150-200’ deep- middle tier anchor
200-250’ deep- grocer
300-350’ deep- anchor

space can be more important than the retail itself.

downfall of badly designed projects that fail to seamlessly structure the flow and placement
of each component while best organizing both vertical and horizontal spaces. Unlike many of
its predecessors, the MTC carries its energy throughout the development, preventing a “dead”
section in retail and an “undesirable” part of the office or residential components.
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IT’S ALL CONNECTED

It’s All Connected

Vertical development will constitute the majority of the development and finding the right use

The width of the sidewalk must provide adequate space for traffic - 10-18 ft. from storefront

and quality ensures the long term value of the investment. Horizontal developments, on the

to curb is typical with 10’ for service retail and 18’ for restaurant uses. Additionally, restaurant

other hand, require a more fluid integration of uses that allows for distinct component areas yet

organization will help vitalize the retail corridor as well as provide the crucial link between retail

does not distract from the overall look and feel of the development.

and the public node. Restaurants serve as mini-anchors allowing intermediate in-line retail to
thrive, and are often best served grouped together to create activity and liveliness.

“

Parking in front of
retail store fronts
will help create a
buffer between the
automobile traffic

“

and pedestrian retail
traffic.

“

The Modern Town
Center’s retail zone
sets the tone for
all other sections residential, office and

“

civic.

It is by nature a less dense form of a MTC that stresses the importance of creating a unifying

Organizing restaurants around or near a public node creates a built-in programming for the

public space within an integrated, walkable layout. Sidewalk design is critical for the movement

public space as people like to be around other people in these settings and activity breeds

and viability of the retail components – and the future of the entire development. The pedestrian

success. Signage must captivate the pedestrian buyer and also be large enough for drive-

experience plays a vital role in the life of a development as both the retail and public node core

by-traffic. The scale must not be too overwhelming but needs to be unique to the specific

will rely heavily on large amounts of pedestrian activity. In fact, the experience of pedestrians

brand. Brand identity animates the retail path and provides the retailer the ability to utilize brand

moving along the retail path is as important as their ability to linger in public spaces. Retail

recognition.

view corridors should be available while public events are occurring. Vehicular traffic should
be minimized at the core and a road system should allow for quick access to parking garages
or fields. Sidewalk design must accommodate intended retail uses – restaurants need larger
areas for outdoor seating.
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IT’S ALL CONNECTED

It’s All Connected

The public place created in Town Centers can take on many forms but is fundamentally an event
oriented space that encourages gathering and lingering. The public place serves as a central
gathering place and can be as simple as a public green or park or as animated as a restaurant
zone where people watching can occur. The ideal space should be flexible to allow for special
events such as a weekend farmer’s market or a summer night outdoor movie. The space should
be programmable for a variety of events all reinforcing the notion of public gathering and
community activity.
The size of the public space in the MTC will vary depending on the size of the retail zone and
overall project. The type of retail also will help determine the size of the public space. Programming
of the public area based on the theme of the town center or retail mix will help determine the
size. Under-sizing the public area will greatly damage the viability of the surrounding retail and
other uses. The area needs to easily accommodate a large gathering area and can be up to a
¼ of the retail zone’s square footage.
The future of retail lies within the MTC and its ability to draw shoppers, residents, employers
and public events — a feat that cannot occur successfully without developing a plan that
incorporates the 5 Key Elements.
This strategy begins with recognizing retail as the hub around which residential, office and
restauran must revolve. From there the type and size of the components are discovered through
a detailed and thorough market analysis that will determine the best mix of
components for the location. After that, proper phasing will ensure the financial viability of the
project by allowing completed sections to thrive while others are under construction. The
successful MTC will address parking as a critical part of the project and not an afterthought.
And finally, the MTC will integrate of all of its components and connect each piece to the overall
theme allowing each of the project components to relate with the others. Strategically incorporating
each of the 5 elements into a thought out plan will provide long term success and viability to
today’s Town Center developments.
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