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Across the country, shopping centers are faced with high vacancy rates and millions of square feet of
empty space. This is just one of many indicators that we are in the midst of a dramatic economic
transformation. Driven by the exponential growth in technology, a new virtual landscape has emerged
which is reshaping all aspects of human life and redefining the needs of 21st-century communities.

While virtual platforms can reach large audiences at lower costs, they still do not satisfy our fundamental
human need to be physically and meaningfully engaged with one another. They have also exacerbated
feelings of isolation created by the 20th-century shift from community-centered interactions to
segmented places of work, school, and home. Now, the 2020 pandemic has made isolation a common
reality. Within this dynamic, shopping centers have an opportunity to be recalibrated as places where
virtual communities are anchored in physical spaces to create a new type of town center.

In recent years, personal consumption expenditures on experiences have grown 4 times faster than
goods. Integrating financially secure technology platforms into vacant retail space will not only stabilize
the shopping center’s balance sheet, but it will fulfill the human need for connection while generating
foot traffic to support the remaining retail and restaurant tenants.

Co-learning and Upskilling Centers answer the
need for continual upskilling required to keep
pace with technology in both our personal and
professional lives. Additionally, they respond to
the unmet demand for new types of technology-
related skills, requiring short-term certification,
that our current education models continue to be
unable to address. The need, as well as the
desire, to continuously acquire knowledge and be
with others is not limited to one age group or
demographic which offers a broad market reach.

THIS CONCEPT PLAN PROPOSES FOUR SELF-SUSTAINING COMPONENTS:

Co-Working Spaces

Co-Working Spaces address the changing
character of the workforce as well as the
workplace. Whether a full-time employee or a
freelancer, digital platforms have freed workers
to work anywhere. Although most people enjoy
working from home part of the time, the majority
want engagement with colleagues and other
professionals for some portion of their week. The
pandemic has made many companies rethink the
need for large office spaces further fueling the
demand for co-working spaces.

Interactive/Shared Housing offers the
opportunity to meet new people while learning or
working remotely. Shared kitchens and other
spaces for social collaboration are what
differentiate this housing from traditional
independent living spaces. Potential operators
could be online universities or travel companies
leveraging the global reach of all the
components.

Membership Clubs/Community Spaces

Membership Clubs provide places for
meaningful engagement around shared interests
and activities. They would reflect the local culture
and target 21st-century activities such as eSports,
TED talks, GitHub, Pinterest, urban gardening, and
other social pursuits. These can be run using a
health club-type business model (different levels
of membership) or offered as perks for the users
of the other spaces.

Interactive/SHARED Housing

Co-Learning & Upskilling Centers

OVERVIEW

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?tab=wm#inbox/FMfcgxwJXxtGQMdWHWPhflKGzScgFPMS


LEARNING
CO-LEARNING & UPSKILLING CENTERS

LIFELONG LEARNING AND

CONTINUAL UPSKILLING

ARE REQUIRED TO ADAPT

TO THE PACE OF

TECHNOLOGICAL

CHANGE--FOR EVERY AGE

GROUP FROM TEENS TO

OLDER ADULTS.

We no longer live a

three-part life w ith

education before 25,

work until 65,  then

retirement .

Built for a different era, our current systems of

education do not have the agility needed for

today’s economy. The Council of Foreign Relations

report titled The Work Ahead estimates that “the

number of U.S. jobs requiring high levels of digital

skills has more than quadrupled already” and “the

lack of accessible educational opportunities that

are clearly and transparently linked to the

changing demands of the job market is a

significant obstacle to improving work outcomes

for Americans.”

This point was echoed by the U.S. Chamber of

Commerce, the world’s largest business

organization with over three million members. Their

surveys show that while 98% of colleges believe

they are preparing students for the job market,

only 11% of business owners agree. As a result, they

have partnered with community colleges to

develop their own Talent Pipeline Program to

improve student readiness. The huge gap in skills

demanded by the workplace--especially in

technology and healthcare--has given rise to new

education and training models.

Google, IBM, Unity, AT&T, and AWS are among the

many companies that are either partnering with

existing virtual platforms or creating their own

short-term certifications to satisfy the demand for

needed skills. Much of this work is in “new collar”

jobs like cybersecurity, data science, AI,

blockchain, virtual reality, medical technology, and

cloud computing. With hackers penetrating every

type of online system from personal to

governmental, there are 3 million unfilled jobs in

cybersecurity alone.

Boot camps, university-related continuing

education programs, online education

platforms, and MOOCs (Massive Open Online

Courses) are evolving as powerhouses to satisfy

the demand for not only skill development but

also the pursuit of personal interests. Since they

were introduced in 2012, MOOCs, like Udacity,

Coursera, and edX, have grown to 110 million

global students offering 820 skill-based

certificates and 50 university degrees. Six

online education start-ups have already

received $billion “unicorn” valuation status.

https://www.cfr.org/report/the-work-ahead/report/findings.html
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html?fbclid=IwAR0OeXiTuI93dcA_P0baxuIA-889wBCo9ia9Vie8hVMTycZIiLrLUrP6dZQ
https://www.uschamber.com/
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html?fbclid=IwAR0OeXiTuI93dcA_P0baxuIA-889wBCo9ia9Vie8hVMTycZIiLrLUrP6dZQ
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html?fbclid=IwAR0OeXiTuI93dcA_P0baxuIA-889wBCo9ia9Vie8hVMTycZIiLrLUrP6dZQ
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/talent-pipeline-management
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html?fbclid=IwAR0OeXiTuI93dcA_P0baxuIA-889wBCo9ia9Vie8hVMTycZIiLrLUrP6dZQ
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html?fbclid=IwAR0OeXiTuI93dcA_P0baxuIA-889wBCo9ia9Vie8hVMTycZIiLrLUrP6dZQ
https://www.coursera.org/professional-certificates/ibm-data-science
https://learn.unity.com/
https://www.att.jobs/article-nanodegree-program-provides-affordable-training-tech-jobs
https://www.udacity.com/course/aws-cloud-architect-nanodegree--nd063
https://www.cyberscoop.com/cybersecurity-workforce-aspen-cybersecurity-group-apple-facebook-google/
https://www.udacity.com/?utm_source=gsem_brand&utm_medium=ads_r&utm_campaign=747168229_c&utm_term=39458666392&utm_keyword=udacity_e&gclid=CjwKCAjw74b7BRA_EiwAF8yHFA-vw96KQ3xNGC8MBaGJ3u7RfpQ8Tv4cco1z7VGYFxLOrzAzVbO-RhoCYbIQAvD_BwE
https://www.coursera.org/courseraplus?utm_source=gg&utm_medium=sem&utm_content=04-CourseraPlus-US&campaignid=9777751587&adgroupid=100171642259&device=c&keyword=coursera+courses&matchtype=b&network=g&devicemodel=&adpostion=&creativeid=429317252367&hide_mobile_promo&gclid=CjwKCAjw74b7BRA_EiwAF8yHFPwCzIUQR7-zM2y6qr4TkBcwrvPUc1pwsLA4BHB3jXK8P6DTWkWoMRoCGjQQAvD_BwE
https://www.edx.org/
https://www.classcentral.com/moocs-year-in-review-2019


Another opportunity lies in shifting Career and Technical

Education (CTE) programs to shopping center locations.

They have been confined to public high schools, limiting

access to a broader array of students from different types of

schools (private, charter, homeschool) as well as levels of

education (middle school to community college). Even more

importantly, practitioners rather than overburdened teachers

need to lead the programs to keep pace with the changing

workplace.

Since the platforms themselves provide content and

expertise, physical engagement spaces could be led by

teacher assistant-types of staff or facilitators that

encourage peer-to-peer learning and collaboration. This

vital human infrastructure can inspire engagement around

projects, ideas, and interests.

OUR FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN NEED TO

CONNECT OFFERS AN OPPORTUNITY TO

PROVIDE INTERACTION AROUND

PROJECTS ,  IDEAS AND INTERESTS .

Companies like General Assembly and All Allied Health Schools

are providing much-needed training for workers in technology

and healthcare. New types of global online universities like

Minerva and Western Governors University (WGU) are also

stepping up to define a new generation of higher education.

This concept plan can be applied anywhere from redevelopment
districts to high-end communities. 

Virtual learning, working and shopping platforms have reduced the
demand for centralized and single-use physical spaces.

With available space and centralized locations, shopping centers
are ideally suited to respond to the needs of a new generation.

https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/today-marks-beginning-new-era-career-and-technical-education
https://generalassemb.ly/
https://www.allalliedhealthschools.com/about/
https://www.minerva.kgi.edu/
https://www.wgu.edu/


Even before the pandemic drove companies to re-think large office spaces, co-working

spaces were exploding. The shift towards project-based work and the freedom afforded by

mobile applications has flattened out corporate structures. It has also fueled the rise of

skill-specific freelancers. Most workers would like to interact with others while also having

flexibility when and where they work.

As students and workers become less tied to a specific location, they have opportunities to

travel and experience different geographic areas. For students, young adults without

children, and empty nesters, this can be particularly appealing and creates demand for

short-term housing that promises human interaction.

Companies like the UN’s Impact Hub and WeWork have been especially successful because

of their focus on community connectedness and interaction. They also offer international

exposure that could be leveraged to draw the global community to the co-learning,

residential, and membership components.

This new residential housing would offer large shared community kitchen areas and

collaboration/maker spaces. This component could be run as a large Airbnb-type complex

or as a longer-term residential partnership with a developer, education organization, or

company. The global reach of the co-working and co-learning partners could be leveraged

to broaden the market.

WORKING
CO-WORKING SPACES 

LIVING
INTERACTIVE RESIDENTIAL HOUSING

https://www.coworkingresources.org/blog/key-figures-coworking-growth
https://image.usa.colliers.com/lib/fe2a11717164047b721377/m/1/cae9a1af-47a2-42a5-b893-ba8be39d3a95.pdf
https://www.smallbizlabs.com/2020/09/most-want-to-return-to-the-office-at-least-part-time.html
https://impacthub.net/
https://www.wework.com/
https://www.coworkingresources.org/blog/largest-coworking-companies


CONNECTING

Pam Roy is co-founder of B-Unbound, a community platform expanding possibilities for youth, Straight Up Impact, a film 
company inspiring social change and The Viktor Frankl Institute of America, providing resources related to the search for 
meaning. Prior to her involvement in these intiaitives, her career was in real estate market research. She writes a parenting blog 
and lives in Southern California. She can be reached at pam@pamroyblog.com.

Makerspaces where GitHub or other
crowdsourcing collaboration could
happen.
Dedicated area for mom’s groups to offer
support and connection while children are
in free-range play areas (perhaps
monitored by the elderly), physical
climbing spaces, or coding classes.
Virtual reality travel experiences with
world-class museums.
Any other cultural interest that is reflective
of the community.

A dedicated TED space where either
video or in-person presentations could
occur followed by community discussion.
Urban gardening/permaculture active
learning and cultivating spaces could
happen on the rooftops.
An eSport space could be built in for
video gaming competitions.
An Etsy or Pinterest-hub could offer QVC-
type of presentations or craft classes.
Sponsored cooking demonstrations,
classes, and competitions.

MEMBERSHIP CLUBS/SOCIAL SPACES

Opportunities for meaningful engagement with others around interests and activities could

add another layer of energy to the already interconnected components. As the work of

renowned psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl showed, the search for meaning is

fundamental to a fulfilling life. It is found through our experiences, activities, and

engagements with others beyond ourselves.

Finally, this generates opportunities for places where new friendships can be formed;

where singles can meet and get to know each other; and where all ages, races, and

creeds can mix together around shared ideas and interests.

BY RECALIBRATING SHOPPING CENTERS FOR 21ST-CENTURY LIFE ,  WE WILL CREATE

ENVIRONMENTS THAT FACILITATE MUCH-NEEDED HUMAN INTERACTION ,  EMPOWER

CULTURAL CHANGE ,  AND PROMOTE ECONOMIC PROSPERITY FOR ALL .  

POTENTIAL IDEAS INCLUDE:

On the one hand, millions of dollars are committed to alleviating ill-health through
individual intervention. Meanwhile, we ignore what our everyday experience tells us, i.e.
the way we organize our society, the extent to which we encourage interaction among
the citizenry and the degree to which we trust and associate with each other in caring
communities is probably the most important determinant of our health.

An added benefit is that interaction between all members of a community has been shown to

be beneficial to mental health and wellness. According to the World Health Organization:

https://placesjournal.org/article/makerspace-towards-a-new-civic-infrastructure/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwnqH7BRDdARIsACTSAdsr2X_qEILkacy9Nny3F7NMEbX1koM7Ax-wGvXIT9XlTFwpJvOXHyMaAqOmEALw_wcB&cn-reloaded=1
https://github.com/
https://www.timeout.com/travel/virtual-museum-tours
https://www.ted.com/talks
https://www.permaculturenews.org/what-is-permaculture/
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/27/us/esports-what-is-video-game-professional-league-madden-trnd/index.html
https://www.etsy.com/
https://www.pinterest.com/
https://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/en/promoting_mhh.pdf
https://www.b-unbound.org/
https://straight-up-impact.com/
https://viktorfranklamerica.com/
https://pamroyblog.com/
mailto:pam@pamroyblog.com

