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Abstract
The mall was initially conceived as a commu-
nity centre where people could converge for 
shopping, cultural activity, and social interac-
tion. Nowadays, one lives generally in a con-
sumer society where leisure is predominantly 
used to acquire goods or services. These might 
not reflect the complexity of users’ contem-
porary needs in functions such as shopping 
malls. A sign of this mismatch is that Dutch 
sixties malls face issues such as vacancy 
and deterioration. There is an opportunity for 
them to be adapted and redesigned to match 
socio-economic values. This research aims to 
determine if the Dutch sixties shopping mall ty-
pology is suitable for the contemporary needs 
of the users. If otherwise, a values-based rede-
sign strategy will be developed with the users’ 
participation, which can be replicated to some 
extent for other cases in other contexts. 

Keywords: shopping mall, cultural heritage, 
historical values, socio-economic values, rede-
sign strategies, contemporary needs of users
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1.   Introduction 

Many wonder if there is a bright future for the 
typical Dutch shopping malls, as the Nether-
lands has the fastest-growing rate of internet 
purchases in Europe (Eurostat, 2021). With the 
appearance of the coronavirus in 2020, which 
meant that the stores were not allowed to re-
ceive customers physically for a certain period, 
the numbers for online shopping went up even 
more (Volkskrant, 2021). However, are these 
the main reasons for the decline of the ‘histor-
ic’ sixties shopping mall, or do the contempo-
rary needs of the users no longer fit the modern 
shopping mall? The mall was initially conceived 
as a community centre where people would 
converge for shopping, cultural activity, and so-
cial interaction (Feinberg, 1991). Nowadays, it 
is generally a consumer society where leisure 
is predominantly used to acquire goods or ser-
vices (Frączkiewicz, 2013).

This research investigates how to adapt and re-
design the sixties shopping mall and its typology 
to the contemporary needs of the users. Despite 
the casual use of the term ‘users’ throughout 
society to represent all of the varying individu-
als who are likely to interact with a building, us-
ers are diverse and heterogeneous (Massanari, 
2010). As Hugh Mackay et al. (2000: 738) ar-
gue, ‘users are not a monolithic or straightfor-
ward group, but are complex and fragmented 
in nature, and are attributed with varying sig-
nificance’. In this research, users can be seen 
as the people who visit the mall for various rea-
sons. Although generally liked, users point out 
various problems with the mall and state that 
this mall is in decay and in need of a significant 
renovation (Buvelot, 2017).

Image 2: Initial American mall where people would converge for shopping, cultural activity, and social interaction (Southdale center, Minneapolis 
(1956)
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2.   Problem statement and research questions

The shopping centre took off in the Nether-
lands in the 1960s. Similar to shopping in the 
United States with background music and no 
problems with the Dutch weather, it gave shop-
ping some glamour. This postwar typology was 
characterised by a pattern of building blocks 
with a system of streets and squares. It is an 
enclosed pedestrian space, free from cars and 
public transport, with shops on the ground floor 
and residential apartments on the levels above 
(Kooijman, 1999). Unity in the design prevent-
ed a cluttered, shabby appearance and was 
characterised by continuous canopies, which 
also offered shelter from the rain (Galema & 
van Hoogstraten, 2005). This business-like and 
sleek architecture, combined with cold mate-
rials such as concrete, glass, polished natural 
stone, steel and prefabricated elements, was of-
ten little appreciated by later generations. This 
concept nowadays mainly stands for problems 
(Galema & van Hoogstraten, 2005).

Next to the architectural problems, the mall in its 
current form embodies problems with program-
ming. The shopping facilities from the 1960s 
and 1970s no longer meet the users’ needs 
(Buvelot, 2017). It mainly focuses on serving 
the consumer in buying goods. However, now-
adays, the user must be offered more than just 
everyday products but an experience while visit-
ing and in practice, resulting in a mismatch with 
the needs of actual users (Walsum, 2010).

Many shopping centres were already hit hard 
when consumers became more aware of their 
expenses during the financial crisis of 2008. 
Subsequently, online shopping developed into 
an increasingly capable opponent. The corona 
crisis further strengthened this online devel-
opment, in addition to the ban or limitation of 
physical store visits (Volkskrant, 2021). The re-
sult is shopping malls with a high vacancy rate, 
a low consumer traffic level and deteriorating in 
some manner, also known as the ‘dead malls’ 
(Hudson & O’Connell, 2009).

Image 3: Lijnbaan, a pattern of building blocks with a system of streets and squares, free 
from cars (Archive of Rotterdam, 1955)
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Figure 1: Coding main question (own work, 2022)

Undeniably, built heritage gets obsolete, degrad-
ed, outdated, and old-fashioned. New buildings 
are constructed to satisfy the needs and wishes 
of all users, to the loss of the under-use of the 
existing building stock (Pereira Roders, 2007). 
Designing with the needs and preferences in 
mind of those interacting with them is an ob-
vious way to ensure their successful adoption, 
meaning enhancing preservation and economic 
sustainability. However, despite a profound de-
sire to understand users and their needs, ‘the 
communication between the creators and users 
of environments often remains uncomfortably 
remote’. While many designers agree on the 
problem, integrating their needs is an ongoing 
debate within the interface design world (Mas-
sanari, 2010).

The following main question arose from the ne-
cessity of preserving our heritage, in combina-
tion with adapting it to the contemporary needs 
of the users:
“How can the Dutch sixties shopping mall be 
adapted to the users and their contemporary 
needs without losing its historical value?”

In order to answer this question, the following 
sub-questions will elaborate:
• Which are the historic, social, and economic  
   values of a shopping mall?
•  What are users’ contemporary needs, and how  
   do they differ from the past?
•  Which redesign strategies can fulfil the users’  
   contemporary needs?

This research aims to determine if the Dutch 
sixties shopping mall typology is suitable for 
the contemporary needs of the users. If so, a re-
design guideline can be created, which can be 
helpful for multiple cases in the future for them 
to implement the contemporary needs of their 
users in their existing typology. From a broader 
perspective, the aim is to learn and gain knowl-
edge and tools for the broader issues: vacancy 
and obsolescence of shopping malls and revit-
alising historical architectural typologies.
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3.   Theoretical framework

The conservation community uses the concept 
of cultural significance when addressing the 
range of values ascribed to a cultural heritage 
asset and justifying its designated status (Perei-
ra Roders & Tarrafa Silva, 2012). In 2007, Pereira 
Roders defined eight primary values: social, eco-
nomic, political, historical, aesthetical, scientific, 
age and ecological values; and varied second-
ary values (table 1 & 2). This research focuses 
on implementing the users’ needs in the typical 
Dutch sixties shopping mall. Therefore, this re-
search will focus on the historic values, the ty-
pology of the Dutch sixties shopping mall, and 
the socio-economic values, meaning the direct 
use and non-use combined with the collective 
sense of place attachment (communal value). 

The value framework of Pereira Roders will 
tell ‘why’ the shopping mall is valuable. Anoth-
er theory used in this research is the attributes 
taxonomy by Veldpaus (2015). This taxonomy 

Table 1: Value framework (Pereira Roders, 2007; Speckens, 2010; Tarrafa 
and Pereira Roders, 2011)

Table 2: The cultural values (ICOMOS Australia, 1999; Manson, 2002; 
Pereira Roders, 2007; English Heritage, 2008)  

will tell ‘what’ is important about the shopping 
mall, therefore, what makes it valuable. The at-
tributes can be split up into tangible and intangi-
ble (Figure 2). Tangible attributes can either di-
rectly represent a cultural value or represent an 
intangible attribute, that is the reason that value 
is attached to the tangible attribute (Veldpaus, 
2015). 

The attribute chart of Veldpaus (2015) can be 
combined with the values chart of Pereira Rod-
ers (2007) in a chart (figure 3) that will form the 
basis for approaching the case studies. Coding 
the cultural significance of the case study by 
distinguishing values (the reasons to conserve 
the resources) and attributes (resources to be 
conserved) will form a solid starting point which 
will help create different strategies for the rede-
sign.
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Next to the values and attributes framework, 
the concept of shearing layers by Stewart Brand 
(1994) will form a base for this research. Brand 
distinguishes six general-purpose layers for a 
building: Site, Structure, Skin, Services, Space 
Plan and Stuff (Brand 1994, pp. 12-13). They are 
all factors which influence the value of a build-
ing. He also estimates a life cycle for change in 
each of these layers that varies from one day to 
eternity. Seeing a building as being composed 
of interrelated layers offers perspectives on 
estimating the impact of related interventions 
on its physical condition (Kuipers & de Jonge, 
2017).
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4.   Research methodology

The research will be structured into three sub-
domains: the historic and socio-economic val-
ues will express why it is important to preserve 
the mall. Users’ needs can be translated into 
the attributes, and express what it is about the 
shopping mall that makes it valuable. Last are 
the redesign strategies that help create possible 
manners on how to tackle the interventions in 
the shopping mall. Figure 4 gives an overview 
of how the three subdomains will be examined, 
tested, and related to each other and what the 
outcome will supposedly be.

The historic and socio-economic values will be 
explored in different manners. For the historic 
values, historical research is sought in which lit-
erature and the archive are consulted. Relevant 
literature on Victor Gruen and Van den Broek en 
Bakema will clarify what the conception of the 
design of the shopping centres was in the six-
ties. This literature review, combined with visual 
material, such as pictures, from the archive, will 
reveal historical values that will later be essential 
for the research. For the socio-economic values, 
data is reviewed based on digitised news arti-

cles from Delpher, a newspaper archive. News 
articles are a valuable source that can show 
how the shopping centre positions itself in soci-
ety and what the users’ opinions are about this. 
Images from the archive, next to images of the 
fieldwork, will validate the textual data previous-
ly found related to socio-economic values.  

In the second part of this research, the users’ 
needs will be examined. A distinction will be 
made between contemporary needs and past 
needs. The past needs can be studied similarly 
to the historical values   found earlier: with his-
torical research based on literature and pho-
tos from the archive. The contemporary needs 
of the users will be explored based on qualita-
tive (concepts, thoughts and experiences) and 
quantitative (theories and hypotheses) sources. 
Firstly, an innovative data source, social media, 
will be used. Today, social media can reframe 
our understanding and experience of heritage 
very well. It can provide extensive data for re-
searchers to perform real-time analytics on what 
places and attributes people value in the histor-
ic urban landscapes they live or visit, enough to 

How can the sixties shopping mall be adapted to the users and their contemporary needs 
without losing its historical value?

Which are the historical, social and 
economical values of a shopping mall?

What are the contemporary needs of users 
and how do they differ from the past?

Which redesign strategies can fulfill the 
contemporary needs?

Which are the 
social-economical 

values?

Which are the 
historical values?

What are the potential 
redesign strategies?

What were the prior 
needs of users?

What are the 
contemporary needs 

of users?

Historical researchArchival research

Interviews

Fieldwork Social media
analysis

ObservingPhotographingArchive
(images)

Literature

Literature review

Main question

Sub questions

Secondary
sub questions

Research 
methods

Results

End product

Historical valuesValues of users Attributes Strategies

Value chart Attribute chart Design actions

What HowWhy

Archive
(images)

News 
papers

Value-based redesign strategy

Test and compare 
founded strategies

Figure 4: Flowchart of research methodology (own drawing, 2022)
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share with their social network (Pereira Roders 
et al., 2019). Google reviews and hashtags on 
Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter reflect the us-
er’s direct opinion and experience. 

In addition to social media, actual fieldwork will 
take place. Participant observation enables re-
searchers to learn about the activities of the 
people under study in the natural setting through 
observing and participating in those activities. It 
provides the context for development interview 
guides and provides researchers with ways to 
check for nonverbal expression of feelings, de-
termine who interacts with whom, grasps how 
participants communicate with each other, and 
check for how much time is spent on various 
activities (Kawulich, 2005).

Next to photographing and observing the us-
ers, they will be interviewed to find out what 
they appreciate about the mall, along with what 
they miss. This semi-structured interview will be 
based on several presented propositions, giving 
the respondents and interviewer space to devi-
ate (Figure 5). These sources, observing, inter-

viewing, and social media, are effective on their 
own but intend to confirm or deny each other, 
which will improve the validity of the research. 
The established values and needs of users from 
the literature, archive, interviews, observations 
and social media can be classified in a value and 
attributes chart. Coding these values and attri-
butes expresses why and what about the mall 
is valuable and forms the basis for approach-
ing the case studies and their possible redesign 
strategies.  

The third part consists of an investigation into 
possible redesign strategies. Based on litera-
ture reviews on ‘Rewriting Architecture: 10+1 
Actions for an Adaptive Architecture’ (2021), 
‘How Buildings Learn: What Happens After 
They’re Built’ (1995), and ‘Make it Anew’ (2018), 
different redesign strategies can be explored. 
These books show approaches, each a way of 
thinking and acting, to add value to complex sit-
uations with subtle, precise and sometimes rad-
ical interventions. Based on this literature and 
the previously researched values and attributes, 
one or more appropriate strategies that apply to 
the case studies can be chosen.

Fieldwork Social media

Google 
reviews

Instagram, facebook 
& twitter Photographing Observing 

users
Interviewing

users

“Keep or demolish?”

“Food or shopping?”

“Covered or uncovered?”

“Morning or evening?”

“New functions or preserve? ”

Do the fieldwork and social media 
correspond or where do they differ?

“Communal or individual space? ”

“Safe or unsafe? ”

(Approx. 15 respondants)

“Public or private?”

(Approx. 10 reviews) (Approx. 5 posts each)

Figure 5: Combining research methods for the Amsterdamse Poort  (own drawing, 2022)
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There are still limitations to these research 
methods. Drawbacks of qualitative interviews 
include reliance on respondents’ accuracy and 
intensity in terms of time, expense, and possi-
ble emotional strain. As Esterberg (2002) puts 
it, “If you want to know about what people ac-
tually do, rather than what they say they do, you 
should probably use observation”. However, par-
ticipant observation is conducted by a biased 
human who serves as the instrument for data 
collection; the researcher must understand how 
his/her gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class, and 
theoretical approach may affect observation, 
analysis, and interpretation (Kawulich, 2005). 
Although the role of social media in providing 
new techniques for community engagement 
has been acknowledged, its usage is still mini-
mal and not fully explored within the context of 
urban cultural heritage conservation. One will 
have to take this in account with the validity of 
the results (Pereira Roders et al., 2019).
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5.   Case studies

In order to test the theoretical framework and 
sample the methodology, three case studies are 
presented in this paragraph. Each of them has 
its values that present which one is the most 
suitable for further research.

The Westfield mall shows that the renovation 
has positively contributed to the socio-econom-
ic values of the mall. However, there are hardly 
any traces of the old historic shopping centre 
‘Leidsenhage’. The Amsterdamse Poort shows 
the opposite. Although the original typologies, 
such as the pattern of building blocks, the sys-
tem of streets and squares, the materials, and 
courtyards, are still there, social safety and liv-
ability have not always been appropriate here. 
Images 4 and 5 show that the original structure 
of the canopy remains the same. However, a 
completely different atmosphere appears. The 
Lijnbaan is an example of a shopping mall where 
several interventions have been done over the 
years. However, the original understanding of 
its architecture is still clearly visible. In addition, 
the Lijnbaan is still the busiest shopping centre 
in Rotterdam, and the percentage of vacancies 
here is still far below the national average (Re-
tailtrends, 2022).

Image 4: Amsterdamse Poort (Archive of Amsterdam, June 1991) Image 5: Amsterdamse Poort (own photo, October 2022)

Using these case studies and analysing and 
comparing them will help better understand how 
it should and should not be. The values and at-
tributes framework (Pereira Roders, 2007; Veld-
paus, 2015) will help uncover these matters. 
Out of the three case studies, the Amsterdamse 
Poort will fit best in this design by research due 
to its low socio-economic value and its status 
of decay.  
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6.   Relevance

Our heritage is our inheritance, what the past 
has conceded to us, what we value in the pres-
ent and what we choose to preserve for future 
generations (UNESCO, 2012). It is essential to 
protect our heritage as it adds character and 
distinctiveness to the place, region or commu-
nity and provides a sense of identity. Heritage, 
tangible as well as intangible, has a positive 
influence on many aspects of the way a com-
munity develops (Pereira Roders, 2007). Much 
research has already been done on the impor-
tance of heritage and the corresponding cultural 
values. Although these individual researches are 
relevant to include in a redesign for the shop-
ping mall, a link is missing. The link between the 
redesign of an existing shopping mall with its 
historical values, and the socio-economic val-
ues. Combining these values and prioritising 
both in the redesign can give it back its cultural 
significance. 

Trade has accompanied humanity from the be-
ginning of time. For a long time, the shopping 
centre not only functioned as a retail program 
but also formed the heart of a city or district and 
had an important social function. There were 
open markets where people came to exchange 
goods without using money. Additionally, while 
trading, people were chatting and spreading 
technical knowledge and culture (Frączkiewicz, 
2016). The mall was initially conceived as a 

community centre where people would con-
verge for shopping, cultural activity, and social 
interaction (Feinberg, 1991). However, online 
shopping, home delivery and digitalized services 
have changed the retail landscape significantly 
(Syllabus, 2022).

To restore the cultural and social significance of 
the shopping mall, new needs must be matched, 
and the Dutch sixties shopping centres will have 
to adapt and be redesigned to increase their so-
cio-economic values again. For the social rel-
evance of this research, valuable conclusions 
about the current state of affairs will be drawn, 
it will be tested whether a particular method 
works, and this will lead to recommendations 
for solving the problem. Additionally, this re-
search will contribute to raising awareness 
within our society and bringing back the cultural 
significance of the Dutch sixties shopping mall.
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Appendix 1: Research plan structure diagram
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Appendix 2: Simplified esearch plan structure diagram


