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Towards a Genealogy of Urban Shopping - Types, Adaptations and Resilience 

Fujie Rao, Kim Dovey, and Elek Pafka 

This typological account of the urban morphology of shopping presents a diagrammatic genealogy of urban 
retail types from traditional markets, streets and plazas through various adaptations and mutations into the 
contemporary shopping mall and power centre. This genealogy shows an increased car-dependency, privatized 
and centralized control, and disintegration from urban life. Many cities have been transformed by 
contemporary retail types that are less walkable, equitable, productive and resilient than those from which 
they were derived. The challenge lies in the invention of new retail types with potential for re-integration into 
more resilient forms of urban development. 
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Introduction 

Shopping has always been central to the very idea of urbanity - cities as sites of exchange.  This paper explores 
the ways in which shopping works in terms of urban morphology. How might different forms of shopping be 
best conceived of as morphological types? How are these types integrated, or not, with the city and its access 
networks? How have these types changed over time and how do they adapt and mutate into new types? What 
is the impact of shopping on the experience of urbanity and how do different retail morphologies mesh with 
goals for a more walkable, equitable, productive and resilient city? 

There is no single standard typology of urban shopping. The most common approaches involve 
distinctions according to scale, function, control and spatial form (Gibbs 2012; Guy 1998). Typologies of scale 
generally range from city centre, to town centre, district centre, neighbourhood centre and local shopping 
centre - categorized according to the size of population and territory from which they draw customers (Berry 
1967). Labels indicating scale include ‘mega-mall’, ‘regional mall’ and ‘convenience centre’. Functional 
typologies are generally divided first into ‘general’ versus ‘special-purpose’ centres, with speciality centres then 
focused on particular market sectors and products (Fernie 1998; ICSC 2017). For instance, ‘outlet malls’ and ‘big 
box’ centres generally focus on low price and particular product categories. Shopping centres are also sorted 
according to types and degrees of private and public planning, ownership and control. In the UK, retail centres 
are often divided into the ‘unplanned’ and ‘planned’ (Lowe 2005) or ‘evolved’ and ‘created’ (Teller 2008). 
‘Unplanned’ or ‘evolved’ centres result from an emergent process and contain fragmented ownership while 
‘planned’ or ‘created’ centres are developed in a coordinated manner, often under single private ownership. 
These three frameworks for understanding retailing according to scale, function and control are each 
substantial fields of scholarship and importance. The focus of this paper is on the design and spatial form of 
urban shopping. Such  morphological typologies of urban shopping so far have been limited to a particular type  
(Geist 1983) or historic period (Pevsner 1976), and they seldom consider the car-based shopping centre 
emerged in the 20th century. While the spatial form of urban shopping inevitably contains overlaps with issues 
of scale, function and control, the ultimate concern of this paper is with the impact of retailing on the city - on 
car-dependency, walkability and social equity; and on the intensity of face-to-face social interaction in urban 
life. 

The research approach is to develop a diagrammatic typology that seeks to understand retailing in 
terms of diagrammatic socio-spatial relations. A diagram is an abstract image depicting a set of forces in a 
particular alignment that shows how something works in general terms yet is also geared to the spatialities of 
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each instance. Such an approach has its roots in several modes of thought. First, within the traditions of 
typomorphology the notion of an urban type involves an excavation of the typical forms that combine to shape 
the city at various scales - the building type, street type and block type (Moudon 1994; Marshall 2005). These 
are not archetypes nor copies of some original but result from analysis of the ‘typical’ forms that emerge in 
different cities and contexts. The type is a form that is repeated through urban history, often unthinkingly, 
because it has proven to ‘work’ in some way. Such an approach also has roots in Alexander’s notion of ‘patterns’ 
that are interconnected through a pattern language (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977). Each pattern 
includes a diagrammatic sketch of the forces embedded in different urban contexts - joining the sociality and 
spatiality into a single diagram of shapes, flows and desires that are shared in typical situations (Alexander, 
Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977). The third source of the research approach lies in the application of assemblage 
thinking to urban design, the attempt to understand the city in terms of relations and flows rather than objects 
and fixed forms, a focus on synergies and alliances, adaptations and emergent forms (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987; DeLanda 2006; Dovey 2010). Here the ‘diagram’ (the ‘abstract machine’ to use the jargon) is understood 
as a set of productive forces and relations embodied in the city. However, this is not a theory paper and the 
purpose is to deploy such an approach to better understand the repetition, adaptation and mutation of urban 
shopping; to show how urban shopping works. Diagrams of retail types can help to build a socio-spatial 
knowledge base and to illuminate the complex interrelations of the sociality, spatiality and economy of retailing.  

Diagrams 

In what follows this paper suggests a typology of urban shopping that can be understood as diagrammatic 
spatial relations within an historic genealogy. At the base of all urban retailing is a spatial relation consisting of a 
flow of pedestrians past a range of products; this relation is maintained through different retail types that can 
be seen to adapt, mutate and form synergies within contemporary urban morphologies. All of these retail types 
have a particular kind of spatial diagram at their core - a flow at a tangent to a product that might be called the 
‘shopfront interface’ (Figure 1). A customer sees (smells, hears, touches) a product and the flow of desire is 
triggered. This is the core of the spatiality of exchange wherever a producer seeks a market (Dovey 2016, 162). 
This base diagram explains the spatial distribution of informal trading where the mobile hawker moves to the 
pedestrian flow. It does not change fundamentally when people speed past billboards with products that can 
only be purchased much later; nor when magazine, TV, and online shopping lead to products flowing past 
stationary consumers. The focus here, however, is on walkable shopping, the typical ways it has emerged within 
and shaped cities, and the ways it is adapting and mutating. The types that will be briefly introduced here are 
broadly recognizable; while there could be many others, this is not a catalogue but a framework for 
understanding the genealogy of retailing.  

 

Figure 1. The shopfront interface. 

 

This paper begins with four traditional retail types as described in Figure 2. The traditional ‘market 
network’, often a form of temporary urbanism with stalls set up within a plaza or open hall, has the spatial 
structure of a highly permeable grid where one can navigate in multiple ways through the network - maximizing 
access to products (Hakim 1986; Pevsner 1976; Wang 2003). The ‘plaza’ (e.g. market square) is an open public 
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space lined with shops, all of which are visible within a single field of vision and accessible from the same space 
(Kostof 1991). The market often happens within the plaza - these types are often in synergy with each other and 
with larger urban assemblages. The ‘pedestrian street’ is essentially a flow of pedestrians lined with stores. 
When vehicular traffic is introduced the ‘main street’ emerges - basically a pair of sidewalks separated by traffic 
(Kostof 1991). At the larger scale ‘downtown’ generally becomes a network of main streets - a re-emergence of 
the diagram of the traditional market. There are many combinations of these types but traditional retailing can 
be largely seen as variations and synergies of these four.  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Traditional retail types. 
 

Consider now the types that emerged in the 19th century as adaptations to these traditional types 
(Figure 3).  The ‘arcade’ is a pedestrian street that emerges as a shortcut, generally between two main streets - 
a privately controlled but publicly accessible escape from the traffic-ridden public street (Geist 1983). The 
‘department store’ generally consists of dense networks of pedestrian routes, similar to the traditional market 
except that it is enclosed and privately controlled (Frieden and Sagalyn 1989; Longstreth 2010). While the 
market grid is an agglomeration of self-organized entrepreneurs, here the ‘departments’ are organized as 
branches of a tree (Ford 2003). While the department store may be considered a store rather than a shopping 
centre, it is a crucial type within this genealogy as a prelude to the shopping mall and the big box.  
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Figure 3. 19th century types. 

In the mid-20th century this paper finds a new range of emergent types (Figure 4). The ‘strip mall’ is 
effectively a pedestrian sidewalk that has been set back from the street behind a shared carpark with a variety 
of store types (Southworth 2005). Strip malls are often located on corners for better access with an L-shaped 
strip around a common carpark. The suburban shopping mall emerges from the synergy of three retail types: 
arcade, department store and strip mall. The first move was to locate department stores at both ends of a strip 
mall with a pedestrian strip between them (Longstreth 1997). However, this allowed people to drive directly to 
the department store while ignoring the small stores (Gruen and Smith 1960). The more typical suburban mall 
emerges when the entry from the carpark is channelled through the arcade (Dovey 2008, 139). The original 
‘dumbbell diagram’ has two department stores (anchors/magnets) at the ends of a pedestrian street (or arcade) 
that is used as the entry passage (Gruen and Smith 1960). Thus it is the synergy of the magnet as attractor and 
the pedestrian street as entry that artificially produces pedestrian flows. The shopping mall embodies a 
manipulation of pedestrian traffic to increase impulse consumption - customers are forced to walk further than 
necessary to get what they want (Crawford 1992).  

 
The anchor stores of the mall are not only derivative of the department store but mark the emergence 

of ‘big box’ retailing which includes supermarkets and large specialty stores. The ‘big box’ is an adaptation of 
both the market hall and pedestrian street - a large enclosure incorporating pedestrianized networks of stalls 
and aisles. The big-box is also called a ‘category killer’ in that it seeks to kill the competition within a particular 
retail category using a mix of product range and low price (Arnold and Luthra 2000). The big box also forms a 
key part of the mid-20th century emergence of the car-based ‘strip’ - a linear agglomeration of retail and other 
attractions with separate parking; these include big-box retail, fast-food, entertainment venues, motels and 
service stations (Hernandez et al. 2004; Jakle and Mattson 1981; Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour 1977). The 
strip generally seeks to attract customers with free parking and a minimum distance between parking and 
product. It differs from the strip mall in having dedicated parking for each shop or venue.  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Mid-20th century types. 
 

There have been many adaptations of the suburban mall as it mutates and adapts to a range of 
different attractions and contexts (Leong 2001) - four of them are shown in Figure 5. The first is the ‘mega-mall’ 
which can take many forms but what they have in common is the multiplication of anchor stores, pedestrian 
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streets and plazas, simulating the complex networks of the traditional city within the heart of the mall - all 
serviced by a ring of parking (ICSC 2017). The mega-mall is the outcome of competition between malls to gain 
greater size and retail synergy. Second is the ‘cul-de-sac mall’ with an attraction at the end. It is effectively just 
one half of the original dumbbell adapted to any form of urban attraction (Dovey 2016, 162). When the 
suburban mall returns to the city centre as vertical retailing this diagram often becomes the design driver with 
an entertainment space (e.g. cinema) at the top as the magnet (Goss 1993; Herman 2001). The pedestrian flows 
to and from any heritage or tourist site, waterfront or event can be exploited by retailing in this manner (Ford 
2003). A similar variation of the cul-de-sac mall occurs within the rapid transit station (e.g. a major urban railway 
station) where the train becomes the magnet of a pedestrian-only shopping path. A different variation is the 
one-way ‘entry mall’ - most commonly found in international airports - where the flight is the attraction and the 
waiting time creates a captive audience (Sudjic 1992).   

 

 
 

Figure 5. Mall adaptations. 
 

Our final type in this set is the ‘power centre’ (Figure 6) which combines elements of the strip and the 
strip mall with the powerful attraction of the big box retailer (Jones and Doucet 2000; Thomas, Bromley, and 
Tallon 2004). While the big box was often a part of both the strip and strip mall, the separated carparks of the 
strip required a difficult journey between shops and the linear carpark of the strip mall created limits to its size. 
The key driver is car-based convenience; the power centre combines the common carpark of the strip mall with 
the big box attractions of the strip (Hernandez et al. 2004). The power centre competes with the shopping mall 
in terms of size and price, yet in other ways it is the inverse: a central rather than peripheral carpark; walking is 
minimized rather than maximized (Lorch 2005). The power centre also works as a single field of vision where the 
full range of big box outlets are visible across the carpark which is navigated by car rather than on foot (Hahn 
2000). The power centre can then be seen as an enlarged diagram of the traditional plaza - privatized and 
motorized. The power centre, however, involves minimal investment in either architecture or public space and 
lacks even the ersatz urbanity of the shopping mall.  
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Figure 6. Power centre. 

A Genealogy 

There are many other possible and useful ways of categorizing the range of ways shopping becomes manifest in 
urban morphology -  the proposed typology could be extended to incorporate other variations and hybrids, or 
larger spatial scales (Vance 1990). But consider why this diagrammatic typology might be useful. The diagrams 
are abstractions that reduce each type to the set of spatial relations through which it works. They are stripped 
of everything except the direct spatial relations of shops to flows of pedestrians and vehicles - the ways that 
encounters between consumers and products are structured.  

When these diagrams are juxtaposed (Figure 7) a genealogy of retail types is revealed.  To keep this 
simple the various adaptations of the mall have been omitted. The open market, plaza, pedestrian street and 
main street are all ancient types - typical of retail activity in the earliest of cities. The core diagram of a 
pedestrian flow past a product (the shopfront) is the key driver of exchange within each of them and it remains 
so in all of the subsequent types as the larger assemblage of spatial relations is transformed around it. The 
urban arcade is a development of the late 19th century that is essentially a pedestrian street that generates 
new flows by providing a shortcut through private space. The department store from the same period draws 
upon the productive diagram of the open market. The progression from these types to the mid-20th century 
types is defined by the introduction of parking between the street and the shopping. The strip mall is derived 
from the main street using a carpark between the street and sidewalk. The suburban shopping mall emerges 
from the strip mall as a marriage of the department store and the arcade, using the large stores as anchors or 
magnets to produce pedestrian flows through the connecting pedestrian street. The strip is like the strip mall 
but with dedicated parking for each store and shopping becomes a matter of driving from store to store. The 
power centre emerges from the strip and strip mall to incorporate the principle of visibility of the urban plaza.  
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Figure 7. A genealogy of retail types. 

This genealogy reveals the ways that traditional spatialities of shopping have been retained and 
adapted within the later types.  The market grid is a crucial component of the success of the department store, 
big box and mega-mall. The spatial diagrams of the pedestrian street and sidewalk of a main street are crucial to 
the suburban mall and strip mall. The single field of vision of the plaza is a key asset to the power centre. The 
genealogy is best understood not as a simple invention of new types but as the adaptation and reconfiguration 
of four traditional retail types through two 19th century types and then four 20th century types. While the new 
types do not necessarily replace the earlier ones, this genealogy shows a range of transformations that emerge 
in the 20th century - a progressive loss of urbanity through increased car-dependency, privatization, and 
monofunctionality. 

 
First is a progressive adaptation of the city to car-based transport. In the effort to deliver car-based 

convenience, the carpark is inserted between the street and the shops - in many cases the sidewalk is no longer 
a retail frontage and often disappears entirely. The capacity to walk from the surrounding neighbourhood may 
or may not be retained. As more and more land is consumed for carparking, the density of retail development 
generally declines. Second is a morphological transformation from a proliferation of small-grain stores to a mix 
of small- and large-grain stores incorporating the department store and big box. The next is a progressive 
centralisation of ownership. This process begins in the department store in which centralised ownership is 
established to manage a range of product departments. This is then practiced at larger scales by the shopping 
mall and power centre where substantial urban territories come under single ownership. This centralisation of 
ownership is associated with a progressive privatization of shopping space. The legal public-private interface 
moves away from the shopfront so that any social interaction takes place in quasi-public space of public access 
under private control. This process begins in the arcade where a quasi-public realm is created as a linkage 
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through the public network. In the strips, strip malls, suburban malls, and power centres the public/private 
interface moves to the carpark entry and the quasi-public retail interface is no longer part of a shortcut but a 
cul-de-sac - the experience of shopping becomes disintegrated from the city.  This disintegration also involves a 
shift from a mixing of shopping with other functions (community, public buildings, offices, and residences) into 
largely mono-functional zones. The traditional types are often part of a vertical and intricate mix of functions on 
the same site (Hakim 1986; Mumford 1961; Wang 2003) while the 20th century types are rarely mixed (Sudjic 
1992). Shopping malls and their adaptations can be vertically mixed with working (e.g. corporate tower) and 
living (e.g. luxury hotel) functions. However, such a vertical mix is often a pre-conceived co-existence of various 
functions, and largely acts as an urban enclave that is rooted in the quasi-public ‘dream world’ of the shopping 
mall rather than the public city (Garreau 1991; Goss 1993; Jewell 2015).  

 
Thus, in general terms this genealogy reveals a pattern whereby urban retailing becomes more car-

dependent, centralized, privatized, disintegrated, mono-functional and lumpy. The 20th century retail types 
represent a challenge for retail planning and for urban design thinking in general since they cut across the 
values of a walkable, integrated, equitable and resilient city that have long been key imperatives of urban design 
(Jacobs 1961; Montgomery 1998). They entrench car-dependency within the morphology of the city and don’t 
encourage walking except in the rather manipulative manner of the suburban mall (Dovey 2008). They are 
relatively unproductive because they are low-density and mono-functional cul-de-sacs within a sprawling 
metropolis that do not produce the intensive face-to-face urbanity of the most productive forms of urban life 
(Storper and Venables 2004). As the key exchange function of a city, shopping needs to be relatively dense and 
mixed with other functions in order to shrink distances and to benefit from the synergies that ensue from 
mixed-use. The modern retail types are disintegrated in the sense that the flows of the city do not pass through 
them. These types can also be socially inequitable because they often structure the city into socially exclusive 
zones, reducing the mixing of social classes that is produced in genuinely public space (Shields 1992). Public 
space is a space of learning and of engagement in public life and politics; in the quasi-public space of privatized 
shopping people learn only what has been permitted or curated in order to stimulate consumption (Dovey 
2016; Sennett 2007; Zukin 1993). 

Discussion 

The goals of this paper are both descriptive and critical. First, a typology and genealogy of urban retail types are 
presented, showing how these types work diagrammatically and how different diagrams have been adapted and 
combined in the creation of new types. Second, the ways in which the 20th century types have damaged the 
walkability, productivity, and social equity of the city are critiqued - showing the imperative for further 
transformation.  The diagrammatic typology of urban retailing is a means of organizing urban thinking, an 
attempt to understand the ways that urban retailing works through socio-spatial diagrams. These diagrams may 
well be seen as excessively reductive, however, it is not the goal here to reduce retailing to the diagrams so 
much as to reveal the ways that the same diagrams (patterns, types) can be seen to make urban retailing work 
at different scales and times. This paper first outlined four types that can be found in the traditional city: market 
(pedestrian network), plaza (field of vision with a fringe of shops), pedestrian street (pedestrian flow lined by 
stores) and main street (vehicular traffic and sidewalks). These types are then augmented in the 19th century 
with the arcade and department store. In the mid-20th century the rapid emergence of car-based retailing is 
shown through the key diagrammatic types of the strip, strip mall and shopping mall. These types transform 
modes of access (from walking to cars) and control (from fragmented to centralised; from public to private) as 
they implement modernist zoning codes (from mixed use to mono-functional).  

 

While Pevsner (1976) notes how remarkable it is that shop types remained unchanged until the 19th 
century, this paper suggests that all of the retail types found in the traditional city can be seen diagrammatically 
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as key drivers of the car-dependent types (Figure 7). Markets and plazas can be found within the shopping mall 
along with arcades and department stores. The power centre is the key innovation of the late 20th century, 
bringing together the convenience of the strip, strip mall and big box.  While the shopping mall creates a 
facsimile of the traditional city with its markets, plazas and streets, the power centre can be understood as a 
giant plaza that has been privatized and motorized.  

 
The contemporary urban designer has a conundrum - many urban areas have already been 

transformed by such modern retail types and there is no prospect of simply wishing them away. Yet this mix of 
low-density car-dependent development with centralized and privatized control, and large-grain mono-
functional morphologies is a threat to the productive role of shopping in cities. It undermines urbanity - the very 
essence of what makes cities tick, and thus harms the resilience of urban shopping - the ability to adapt to 
shocks while fostering a viable retail economy and strong public urban life simultaneously (Rao and Summers 
2016).With large land holdings under single ownership these retail types are vulnerable to the boom-bust cycles 
of neoliberal capital that can leave such projects and associated public investments underperforming - the ‘dead 
mall’ is “now a staple of North American (sub)urban landscapes” (Parlette and Cowen 2011, 794). A large 
number of big boxes have become bankrupted and then deserted as ‘ghostboxes’ (Hahn 2000; Schindler 2012), 
posing a danger to the power centre which now has a lifespan of less than half that of the shopping mall (Hahn 
2000; Lowry 1997). Of course there can be no simple return to a traditional main street where there are also 
many examples in advanced states of dereliction.  

 
While there are many cities and parts of cities that work well with traditional dense, mixed and 

walkable retailing, a key concern is with the future of run-down main streets, car-dependent shopping malls and 
power centres. The key challenge lies in trying to understand the prospects for new synergies, adaptations and 
mutations that might address these problems in a resilient way. It is necessary to look in particular at the key 
types of main street, shopping mall and power centre in terms of their capacity for further adaptation, and to 
investigate the ways in which new retail types with integrated mixed-use walkable neighbourhoods geared to 
public transit can emerge.  

 
This process is of course well under way through a range of emergent retail types. Established main 

streets are frequently noticed to form various hybrids with shopping malls and their adaptations (Dovey 2016; 
Forsyth 1997; Jewell 2015; Southworth 2005; Thomas and Bromley 2003). Pre-conceived synergies between 
different retail types are also identified. ‘Lifestyle centres’ claim to reproduce a traditional town centre with 
main streets, pedestrian streets, plazas and functional mix (ICSC 2017; Southworth 2005). The ‘theme shopping 
complex’ inserts relatively spontaneous agglomerations of small-grain retailers with fragmented store 
ownership and a coordinated central management into an enclosed shopping area that is connected to 
carparks, and thus fosters a convergence between the pedestrian street, market, and shopping mall (Wang 
1999; Wang and Xu 2002; Zhuang 2015). 

 
It is beyond the scope of this paper to critique these emerging types or suggest particular 

transformations but five dimensions along which such transformations might effectively take place are 
suggested: carpark adaptation, densification, diversity of ownership, public control and land-use mix. Main 
street retailing dies for a range of reasons but it can be revived through new synergies with compact shopping 
malls and big box retailers, bringing car-based convenience to the more traditional retail type. Main streets can 
also be revived with public transport and higher densities of shop-top housing while maintaining diversity of 
ownership and public control.   

 
For the large stand-alone shopping mall that is economically successful, the opportunity may be to 

integrate it into the larger city with a greater functional mix and less car-dependency. The greatest capacity to 
achieve this lies in the parking lots which need to be seen as opportunities for new publicly controlled urban 



10 

development. The carpark land surrounding the private mall is ripe for transit-oriented redevelopment with a 
mix of residential, commercial and community uses. The vision is that the shopping mall remains profitable but 
becomes an integrated part of a genuinely public city - just like the arcade from which it was derived (Dovey and 
Woodcock 2014, 55-56). Power centres with their central carparks and big box stores are a different challenge. 
They are cheap to build (and to demolish) with concentrated ownership.  If the location is right then there may 
be opportunities for the state to initiate transit-oriented development projects that will transform the most car-
based of retail types into more resilient and integrated forms of public urbanity.  

 
A key to unlocking capacity in all these retail types lies in the role of the state in providing high-volume 

public transport connections that assist to reduce car-dependency and therefore demand for parking. As the 
world passes what some call ‘peak car’ (Newman, Kenworthy, and Glazebrook 2013) and car-dependency 
declines, access to high-volume transit will become crucial to the economic viability of many such retail centres. 
The emergence of the autonomous car and a car-sharing economy will see new forms of transport emerge with 
less demand for parking. In the end what matters here is not the reproduction of particular types nor their 
genealogy, but the process through which new types are invented and tested in different cities and markets. 
The test lies not only in economic performance but in the ways retailing can be integrated with the design of a 
more productive, walkable, equitable and resilient city. 
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