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DATA FOR RETAIL  
& MALLS

“ To survive post the pandemic, 
malls in the Middle East need to 
embrace the digital age. From a 

business standpoint, malls must reinvent 
themselves and focus on a curated mix 

of retail and experiential offerings. From a 
technology standpoint, it means embedding 
digital, data, and AI in almost every aspect; 

making data-driven strategic decisions, optimizing 
operations, proactively managing the future 

through predictions, and hyper-personalizing its 
relationship with consumers” 

Roland Debbane, Consulting Director  
ARTEFACT 



Roland Debbane
Consulting Director

Context & Market Dynamics

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the global retail 
industry has undergone a significant transformation. 
Despite the tremendous growth of eCommerce, the GCC 
retail landscape has shown that physical assets and a 
tangible shopping experience are here to stay. Although 
malls remain a fundamental component of the retail sector, 
consumer demands have shifted, bringing challenges but 
also opportunities for mall owners who can identify them.

On the consumer side, expectations have emerged for 
greater flexibility, convenience, and catering to daily 
needs. The pandemic has made consumers more aware 
of their work-life balance and well-being, which impacts the 
categories and brands they expect to have readily available 
to them. Consumers are looking for a combination of 
shopping for physical goods, services, and experiences.

A perspective on  
Data & AI  
for shopping malls

On the retailer side, these shifts present unique challenges. 
Certain categories and brands have experienced substantial 
growth, resulting in intense competition for prime real 
estate in the region’s premium assets. This has created 
difficulties for retailers looking to secure space in highly 
sought-after locations.

As a result, the balance of the tenant/landlord relationship 
has radically changed from what it was just a few years 
ago. The selection process has become more favorable 
to the landlord. This presents mall owners with a unique 
opportunity to attract brands that are missing from 
the tenant mix and provide a more even distribution of 
categories throughout the mall.



Figure 1 - Business operation lifecycles for customer, tenant and asset

How can data & AI help?

It is important to understand that a mall is a living, 
breathing organism that requires constant attention and 
adjustment to remain attractive, on-trend and profitable. 
Managing retail assets requires a holistic approach to 
making insight-driven strategic decisions and running 
efficient and optimized business operations across the 
three fundamental pillars of asset, tenant and customer.

Data is a critical component of all three pillars of the 
shopping mall business, serving to connect, measure, 
maintain and inform both strategy and operations. At 
Artefact, we recognize the importance of implementing 
holistic data & AI strategies for mall owners. These 
strategies enable the identification and realization of 
the untapped potential and value of data through the 
application of business-driven data and AI use cases.

This article explores how mall owners can meet consumer 
demands by implementing holistic data and AI strategies 
to remain competitive, achieve growth, and improve 
profitability. By identifying and addressing specific 
business objectives with data and AI, mall owners can 
leverage powerful tools to improve tenant mix and mall 
layouts, proactively manage tenant performance, and 
optimize marketing ROI. In addition, mall owners can 
monetize data-driven services, moving beyond traditional 
rent-based models to service-based models.

How to extract value from data & AI?

Our approach to data & AI in the mall industry is rooted 
in a business-driven strategy, where we identify specific 
objectives to extract maximum value from data. To do so, 
we follow a simple but effective step-by-step approach:

1.  We begin by identifying the mall’s overarching strategic 
goals (e.g. revenue growth, cost reduction, customer 
experience improvement).

2.  We then dive deep into the core business operations, 
defining the key lifecycles of the mall  across three 
key pillars: asset, tenant, and customer (see Figure 1).

3.  We meet with executives, business heads, and operations 
managers from all relevant departments to detail the 
step-by-step processes and interdependencies of each 
business domain. 

4.  At every step, we root-cause and capture critical business 
and operational challenges (see Figure 2).

5.  We define clear problem statements and business 
metrics that suffer as a result.

6.  Finally, we define and design a data & AI use case to 
solve them (see Figure 2).

Customer learns  
about the malls and 
considers visiting

Customer goes  
to the mall by car,  
public transport,  

etc.

Customer likes items  
in a store and  

completes a purchase

Customer experiences 
the mall, goes  

to different stores  
and attends  

events/ attractions

Customer advocates 
about the mall  

on social media  
or other channels

Customer receives 
personalized 

communication and 
revisits the mall

Leasing agents 
identify & attract 

Tenants

Leasing and asset 
management teams 

manage tenant 
financials

Customer support 
and relevant teams 
manage requests & 

provide support

Leasing agents 
negotiate with 

tenants & finalize 
the contract

Leasing agents and 
mall operations 
teams support 
tenant move-in

Leasing agents and 
asset managers 
analyze tenant 

performance and 
take required 

actions

Leasing agents 
communicate with 
tenants on lease 

expiry to renew or 
move out

Asset management and 
marketing teams organize 

events in the malls

Mall operations team 
handle maintenance & 

repair activities & requests

Design and Construction 
team handles unit 

renovation & fits outs for 
new tenants

Mall team ensures safety 
& security at all times

Mall operations team 
manage the assets & 

facilities



A data & AI use case refers to the practical application of 
data analysis and artificial intelligence techniques to solve 
a specific business problem (e.g. decreasing footfall levels 
in a mall) or to achieve a particular goal (e.g. increasing 
marketing ROI). It involves leveraging data and AI tools to 
generate actionable insights and drive informed decision-
making in various industries and sectors.

For instance, a powerful tool for mall managers is the 
‘Heatmap Analysis’ use case (see Figure 3) that helps 
in providing visibility on tenant performance, footfall 
performance, and optimization of mall layout. It is a data-
driven solution that involves overlaying different datasets 
like visitor traffic data and leasing performance data (e.g. 
occupancy cost ratios, sales density) to reveal business 
insights. Visitor traffic can include data from Wi-Fi or 
beacon technology, footfall counters, or cameras to track 
movement and create a visual representation of their 
behavior in the form of a heatmap.

This type of analysis allows mall owners to identify high-

traffic areas, such as popular stores or attractions, and 
cross that with low performing zones/tenants that may 
require attention. By analyzing these patterns, operators 
can make strategic decisions on store placements, tenant 
mix, and promotional activities to optimize layouts and 
improve visitor experience.

Key performance indicators (KPIs) that can be analyzed 
through a heatmap analysis include foot traffic, customer 
dwell time, and conversion rates. These insights can help 
mall owners measure the effectiveness of marketing 
campaigns, identify customer behavior trends, and 
optimize staffing and resource allocation.

By leveraging heatmap analysis, mall owners can gain 
valuable business benefits and actionable insights such 
as improving store layout and placements, optimizing 
staff allocation, and identifying areas for improvement 
in marketing campaigns. Ultimately, this can lead to 
increased customer satisfaction, higher conversion rates, 
and improved mall profitability.

Figure 2 - Typical business & operational challenges of the tenant lifecycle

TENANT LIFECYCLE CHALLENGES deep dive

Challenges Use Cases Description

1
No Consolidated 
Insights On Tenant 
Performance

Tenant Health Monitoring Displays individual tenant’s financial and operational performance

Tenant Sales Forecast Predictive model for tenants sales based on multiple factors (category, 
economy, e-com…)

Heat Map Analysis A data-visualization solution showing key center and tenant metrics  
on the center map

2 
No Visibility On 
Optimal Tenant Mix

Tenant Mix Optimization Displays optimal tenant mix based on multiple factors (footfall, sales, 
rent, etc.)

Next Best Retailer Simulates different scenario of various tenants filling a vacancy  
and mall performance in each

Visitor Behavior Analytics Actionable insights into visitor behavior such as frequency of visits, 
duration etc.

3 
No Visibility On 
Optimal Tenant Mix

Retail-as-a-Service Packages use cases outputs & insights as a revenue generating stream 
in subscription form

Tenant Marriage Value Measures the impact of a potential tenant on overall mall performance  
to optimize tenant mix

Lease Pricing Optimization Pricing tool pricing units based on mall type & location and quantity  
& quality of foot traffic

4 
Manual & Non-
Standardized 
Processes

Footfall & Sales Daily Alerts Detection of spikes and dips in daily footfall & sales levels + automation 
of alerts & justifications

Next Best Action Model to help decide for each tenant what renewal/new lease terms  
to offer & when to offer it

Voice of Customer Analysis NLP engine that captures and analyzes tenant & customer satisfaction, 
sentiment & feedback



Furthermore, mall owners are discovering the potential of 
transforming data and insights into a revenue-generating 
asset. By deploying data and AI use cases at scale, such 
as heatmap analysis, tenant performance analytics, and 
visitor audience activation, mall owners can create new 
opportunities to monetize their data and move beyond 
traditional rent-based models towards a service-based 
model. This approach involves packaging data-driven 
services and selling them to retailers and other stakeholders 
within the mall ecosystem through innovative leasing 
models. This approach creates a unique value proposition 
for mall owners and fosters new streams of revenue, 
resulting in enhanced profitability and growth.

Retail-as-a-Service (see Figure 4) is a new model that’s 
disrupting the retail shopping mall industry. A modern 
service-based, performance-driven contract model, it 
allows retailers to subscribe to a range of operational 
service-packs through a monthly subscription fee. 

There are typically three levels of subscriptions offered: 
Basic, Basic+, and Premium:

•  The basic level would include standard services such as 
utilities, security, and general mall marketing;

•  The basic+ level would add service packs like the ‘Data 
& Techno-pack’ which includes data analytics and AI 
products on footfall, store, and performance, along with 
POS and WiFi systems;

•  The premium level would add more advanced service 
packs such as the ‘Media & Activation-pack’  (more 
details on the next page). 

•  In addition to the monthly subscription fee, there is 
also a performance fee related to sales and/or other 
performance metrics selected by the mall owner, with 
conditions varying by category. 

Retailers can also choose to mix and match additional 
operational service-packs, including logistics pack, retail/
experiential pack, and facilities/property management 
pack.

Figure 2 - Typical business & operational challenges of the tenant lifecycle Figure 3 - Heatmap analysis
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Zoom-in on the ‘Media & Activation-pack’

From Products to Services: game-changing business shift

Shifted to logistic and cloud 
services: As of Q3 2021 total 
services revenue on track to 

surpass retail sales

Monthly subscription 

Each level provides access to 
different service packs 

Basic: standard services like 
utilities, security, and general 
mall marketing

Basic+: service packs like the 
‘Data & Techno-pack’

Premium: advanced service 
packs like the ‘Media & 
Activation-pack’ 

Services revenue tripled 
in the last 6 years: Apple 

has built an $86B services 
business

From traditional software to 
cloud-services: Microsoft’s cloud 
revenues hit $22.1 billion, up 32% 

yoy in Q2 fiscal year 2022

Figure 4 - Example of Retail-as-a-Service model

advertising credits that can be used to activate directly 
to visitors. Ads can be placed on media screens, local 
ad networks and mall-owned digital assets such as web, 
app, CRM and loyalty. Audience targeting options are 
also available for demographics, non-customers and 
lapsed customers.

This innovative platform enables retailers to fully leverage 
their shopping center’s marketing channels to drive 
traffic and sales while saving significant amounts of 
time, money and resources. With the ability to efficiently 
execute mall marketing campaigns and optimize every 
opportunity to reach customers, retailers can attract 
more foot traffic to their stores and boost sales. Overall, 
implementing AI-powered marketing solutions can help 
retailers maximize their potential and achieve greater 
success in their marketing efforts.

In-mall retailers often struggle to efficiently allocate the 
marketing budgets included in their lease agreements 
with the mall. One of the main challenges retailers face 
is the lack of synchronization between mall owners and 
retailer marketing teams. In addition, each shopping 
center has its own unique approach to managing and 
implementing marketing strategies, making it difficult 
for retailers to effectively promote their stores through 
the shopping center’s marketing channels.

The solution is to build a custom digital media and 
activation platform (see Figure 5) that leverages the 
power of data and AI models. By deploying an AI-powered 
media and activation platform, retailers can standardize, 
automate, manage and track their marketing and 
promotional efforts across multiple locations, ensuring 
consistency across all stores. The platform would include 

Retail-as-a-Service
To diversify revenues streams, malls can evolve their traditional rent-based business model 

into a more innovative ‘Retail-as-a-Service’ model, where different services packs can be 
designed and offered to tenants for pre-determined subscriptions fees.
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Basic category level 
performance 
Basic footfall analytics
Basic visitor insights

Ad space on media screen
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E-commerce)
Push notifications on App
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Home delivery
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...
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...
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Closing note

As the retail industry recovers and evolves in the wake 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, malls remain a cornerstone 
of this landscape for the long term. However, new 
consumer expectations demand new experiences 
beyond the traditional brick-and-mortar retail model. 
Consumers are looking for a combination of shopping 
for physical goods, services and experiences. To meet 
this demand, mall owners must embrace digital, data, and 
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Figure 5 - Example of the interface of a mall’s custom digital media & activation platform 

Figure 4 - Example of Retail-as-a-Service model

AI technologies and implement robust business-driven 
strategies to unlock value. Whether it’s understanding 
visitor demographics and affinities, proactively managing 
tenant performance, understanding the root causes of 
asset performance and returns, or generating new revenue 
streams through data monetization, using digital, data, 
and AI is a differentiator that would put mall owners 
ahead of their competition.
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