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BIG DATA AND NEW METRICS 
SHOPPING CENTERS 

Visitor traffic and sales are insufficient for understanding a shopping center's 
evolution. New metrics now prevail: tools that allow us to know more about our 
visitors and their behavior, such as how they interact with our brands and with 
other competing centers. Such insights are key in an environment of global 
economic digitalization. BY JESÚS HERNÁNDEZ ESTEBAN , IMAGES: SCCE 

La Vaguada was opened 
in 1983. It was the 
first shopping center 
in the Community of 
Madrid. It has an area 
of 85,000 sq m over 
three commercial 
floors and two floors 
of parking with 3,600 
available spaces. 
Together with its 
varied and complete 
commercial and 
recreational offering, 
this attracts more 
than 5 million visitors 
every year. 

"24 million visitors in 2014." "12 mill ion people 
v is i ted the XX shopp ing center in 2015." "17 
million placed their trust in us last year." These are 
some of the headlines you can frequently read in 
real estate media. This data, together with the 
sales of the shopping center in question are the 
variables executives in our industry usually use. 
They remain impor tant , but they mask a large 
portion of the truth. For example: They do not tell 
us how many unique visitors we have (nor even 
allow us an estimate). Visitor and sales numbers 
are well-accepted indicators in the sector, but they 
hide a lot of information that a shopping center 

director must try to discover. The vectors config
uring this information are more important than the 
data itself. We may have a fever or be in good 
shape, but we do not know how we got to that 
point. 

We all know that each shopping center is unique. 
With that as a s tar t ing point, each team must 
generate its own analysis of the in fo rmat ion 
generated in its facility. This data should be care
fully analyzed, weighing their importance in the 
result and, from that moment, verifying the evolu
tionary trend. We understand that the number of 
visitors in August is different from April depending 
on the location of the shopping center. We can 
analyze our repeat visitors and their postal codes, 
investing in staff to ask for this information. We tap 
into our databases, sending information to our 
visitors, but we invest little money in enriching the 
databases and obtaining profi les based on the 
information we already have. 

NEW METRICS, NEW POSSIBILITIES 

The arrival of e-commerce has opened the window 
of possibilities allowed by online metrics, which are 
now slowly moving into the offline environment. 
Technology is also more readily available at more 
reasonable prices, with the sector incorporating 
measurement into everyday operations little by 
l i t t le. This means that we will soon have more 
complete control panels, with more information, 
that will allow for more logical decision making. 
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When I speak of the available new technologies, I 
can give you an example of some of the variables 
that we are using at La Vaguada that enable us to 
offer better services to our owners and c l i en ts -
tenants and operators in common areas. We can 
organize information based on the technologies 
used, although, in the end, this is something we as 
managers should already know. 

MOBILE TECHNOLOGY 

In the European Union, six out of every 10 citizens 
have a smartphone in their pockets. In Spain, the 
number is eight out of 10, with a somewhat higher 
figure in the United Kingdom 1. Taking this informa
tion into account, together with the fact that those 
of us who use this technology hardly ever separate 
ourselves from it, we at La Vaguada have decided 
to take advantage of it in various ways-s tar t ing 
with our WiFi system. We carried out a software 
update that provides us with simple data about our 
customers' behavior inside the shopping center. 
We already collect data including frequency of vis
its, new visitors versus returning visitors, hot and 
cold zones, and dwell time. This information is very 
positively received by our clients in the common 
areas. They can better evaluate the effectiveness 
of their efforts with information about the visibility 
of their stand in La Vaguada. All of this is made pos
sible with an investment of less than €6,000/year. 

Once we saw the power of this data, we reached 
an agreement with the largest mobile operator in 
Spain and we set out to understand our customers 
better. Our system of pico-antennas in La Vagua
da provides much more information about them: 
whether they come from home, from work, or from 
another shopping center, their socio-economic 
status, our market share in our catchment area... 
all of this on our visitors and those at competing 
shopping centers. 

TECHNOLOGY APPLIED TO THE 
PARKING GARAGE 

The majority of visitors to most shopping centers 
arrive by car. The systems already installed provide 
very valuable information about them. Who doesn't 
have a license plate reader at entrances and exits? 
The majority do-especially those with pay parking. 
This security system can become an information 

system. At La Vaguada, we transformed this infor
mation into data for the marketing department. 
We thus know that, of the 4.5 mil l ion vehicles 
visiting La Vaguada in 2016, 700,000 were unique 
vehicles, which implies that one in every five cars 
in the Community of Madrid visited La Vaguada 
sometime during the year-a penetration rate of 
20%! Arriving at that figure required adding the 
people who walk in, which in our case is 60% of our 
visitors. Other statist ics we work with are: visit 
duration, visit frequency, and other data, such as 
that 16% of the cars that visit us do so to have 
lunch at our restaurants, which represents approx
imately one million people per year. 

POINT-OF-SALE TERMINALS 

The most recent project we are working on is to 
better qualify our visitors and know more about 
their behavior at La Vaguada through the point-of-
sale (POS) terminals and card payments. Consid
er ing that more payments are now made wi th 
cards than cash in Spain (the figure for the EU as 
a whole stands at 47% 2), using POS terminals in 
shops as a system for gathering information is very 
useful for shopping center managers. The informa
tion we can obtain is includes our market share in 
the catchment area and the average purchase 
amount , information that is very interest ing by 
itself, but, when analyzed for trends, can tell us 
about the shopping center's evolution. 

Once we have the whole information system in 
place, we must interpret the data. Our objective is 
to know why things happen and we use "big data" 
techniques to find out. These allow us to find out 
why things happen: What influence does the com
petition's commercial activity have? How does a 
rainy week affect us? It will take time to reach this 
point, however. 

Now is the time to move from information to knowl
edge and from knowledge to action, managing all 
the information our shopping center generates and 
applying it to the business to improve the business. 
To do this, we only need enthusiasm, determina
tion, and perhaps a bit of time and investment. 

1 1 Source: GSMA Intelligence Q4 2016. 
'1] European Central Bank, 2016 • * • * 
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LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 

When we started working 
on the first idea for the 
information system I 
explained in this article, 
one matter came up very 
quickly. This was, without a 
doubt, the legal implications 
that could arise about the 
use of this information. 
Currently, and after sufficient 
legal analysis, the rule for 
Spain is that this information 
should be used with 
completely anonymised 
data, making it impossible 
to identify individual users. 
This a/lows both our visitors 
and us to be completely at 
ease with how we use this 
information. 
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