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GRAPEVINE – Most people consider Grapevine Mills an outlet mall, but it and 16 other Mills-branded malls from Florida to California are morphing into hybrids by mixing traditional mall stores with outlet shopping. 

The Mills properties are the size of big regional enclosed malls that aren't being built in the U.S. anymore. Because Mills malls are three times the size of the outlet centers the industry is constructing today, there's room for more than just outlets, the owner believes. 

Simon Property Group Inc., the largest U.S. shopping center company, acquired Mills Corp. in April 2007 and since then has persuaded more and more specialty stores to move in. 

That's happening as outlet shopping moves into more urban markets and attracts new stores. Designer brands such as Gucci, Kate Spade and Ferragamo have expanded into the outlet business. 

And more retailers, including Cole Haan and J. Crew, are upgrading their outlet stores with better fixtures and décor. Others, such as Talbot's and Chico's, are developing supplemental labels to add to clearance merchandise. 

Some companies are creating hybrid stores. At Grapevine Mills, upscale sunglasses maker Oakley Inc. operates Oakley Vaults, an outlet store that features discontinued and excess seasonal merchandise as well as new products priced at full retail. 

Last year, Victoria's Secret opened a full-price store at Grapevine Mills, one of eight in Mills outlet malls. 

In the last year, Simon has attracted Swedish apparel chain H&M, as well as upper-end casual restaurants Cheesecake Factory and P.F. Chang's into some of its Mills properties. Opry Mills in Nashville, Tenn., now has more full-price stores than outlets. 

But full-price stores in outlet centers run the risk of diluting their brand's image. That's why Limited Brands Inc. was reluctant for many years to locate its Victoria's Secret stores there, said Jamie Bersani, executive vice president of retail real estate of Limited Brands: "We had concerns that they were too discount-oriented." 

But the centers have evolved to stay relevant, she said. "We like the traffic that Mills malls deliver, and our customers shop there." So far, these stores are experiencing strong sales. 

Grapevine Mills shopper Kelsi Borman noticed the Victoria's Secret last year and knew it wasn't an outlet store. 

"I was glad to see it there. It's a bonus to have it and Ann Taylor Loft, Children's Place," she said while carrying bags from regular-price stores Bath & Body Works and Sun & Ski Sports. 

"My main mall is the Galleria, but I could come here and hit the Gap outlet for my boys and get some of my other shopping done at the same time," said the mother of three young sons. "It saves me time." 

Longer visits 

Mills is trying to capitalize on the fact that shoppers stay in outlet malls longer than they do at traditional malls. Mills malls, which are located largely in major metro areas, have offered more variety along with dining and entertainment venues such as Rainforest Cafe and multiplex theaters. 

Simon Property's Chelsea Premium Outlets, as well as rival developers Tanger Factory Outlet Centers and Prime Retail Inc., are building in major markets instead of rural settings. 

Tanger, which plans to build a mall in Irving, says its customers' visits average 103 minutes. The average stay at a traditional mall is around 30 minutes. That's because people often go to a mall for a specific item or just to eat on their lunch breaks, said Linda Humphers, editor in chief of Value Retail News and International Outlet Journal. 

Grapevine Mills, built in 1997, has 180 stores and restaurants and a theater. Its proximity to D/FW Airport and location in the center of a top-10 market make it one of Mills' higher-traffic malls, said Scott Mumphrey, president of the Mills division. 

Mills is aiming for a more inclusive shopping experience, Mr. Mumphrey said. 

"We're building on it, not just with full-priced stores, but also from a dining point of view and with entertainment tenants," he said. Mills is trying to attract, say, an aquarium or scaled-down versions of Legoland or Madame Tussauds to some of its malls. 

It's all about longer visits, said Mr. Mumphrey, adding that having Bass Pro Shops next door to Grapevine Mills makes "Dad more willing to spend the day shopping." 

The "shoppertainment" aspect of Mills malls – and the theory that more men are being dragged along – is why Sun & Ski Sports was attracted to the properties, said Barry Goldware, founder and president of the Houston-based chain of 19 stores, including five in Mills malls. 

Traffic is good, he said, and getting better because gas prices are prompting people to do their shopping at one location. 

In 2010, Grapevine Mills is getting a 35,000-square-foot expansion next to the Neiman Marcus Last Call and Saks Fifth Avenue's Off 5th stores. 

Luxury outlets and regular-price stores broaden the mix of consumers attracted to the center, Mr. Mumphrey said. 

Singular focus 

But not everyone is interested in combining full-price and outlet shopping. 

Prime Retail, which has signed Last Call and Off 5th as tenants for the outlet center it's building in Grand Prairie, doesn't plan to start mixing stores, said Karen Fluharty, senior vice president of marketing. Centers would lose focus, she said: "Outlets are why people come to an outlet center." 

Nordstrom Inc. has been a rebel when it comes to outlet shopping. It often locates Nordstrom Rack stores across from malls with its full-price stores. 

That's what it has plans in Dallas when it opens Nordstrom Rack in 2011 at Park Lane and Central Expressway in the multiuse development going up across from NorthPark Center. 

The Seattle-based retailer's strategy is simple, said spokeswoman Brooke White. "It's to be around great competition that draws a lot of customers." 

BUILDING A HYBRID MALL 

Grapevine Mills has been gradually adding full-price stores to its lineup of outlet stores. A sampling: 

OUTLETS 

Abercrombie & Fitch Outlet 

Ann Taylor Factory Store 

Banana Republic 

Big Dog Sportswear 

Chico's Outlet 

Disney Store 

Gap Outlet 

J. Crew 

J.C. Penney Outlet 

Kirkland's 

Levi's 

Naturalizer 

Nautica Outlet 

Neiman Marcus Last Call 

Nike Factory Store 

Oakley Vault 

Pacific Sunwear Outlet 

Saks Fifth Avenue Off 5th 

Stride Rite 

Tommy Hilfiger 

Zales Outlet 

FULL-PRICE STORES 

Aeropostale 

American Eagle 

Ann Taylor Loft 

AT&T 

Bath & Body Works 

Bed Bath & Beyond 

Build-a-Bear 

Children's Place 

Finish Line 

Forever 21 

G by Guess 

GameStop 

Hot Topic 

Icing by Claire's 

Journeys 

Justice Just for Girls 

Lady & Kids Footlocker 

New York & Co. 

Old Navy 

Piercing Pagoda 

RadioShack 

Steve & Barry's 

Victoria's Secret 

