BIG DATA

Data as an essential
management tool for
Hoog Catharijne
The renewal of Hoog Catharijne
isn’t quite finished yet, but based
on what is already completed,
many find it is the most
beautiful shopping centre in
The Netherlands. Deputy centre
director Jeroen Puik thinks
so too. SCN interviewed him,
together with Wendy Hulshof,
senior business consultant at
PFM Footfall Intelligence, the
supplier of the counting system.
What do big data mean in the
exploitation of Hoog Catharijne?

34 scn 2019 | 3

BIG DATA

Which changes in footfall
does this renewal bring?

J

eroen Puik runs quite a team together with
shopping centre director Sarah Vehmeijer,
and takes care of the operations of the
shopping centre, including the offices and the
parking garages. This team consists of facility
managers, technical managers and a marketing manager. They direct the cleaning, but also
security and maintenance companies. For many
years the team has had to deal with the effects of
the current big renewal. Expectations are that it
will be ready by 2022, but, as Jeroen puts it: ‘We
are actually already in such an advanced state,
that the nationwide communication is about
to kick off. Because in the end we consider the
whole country as our catchment area.’
Hoog Catharijne is being redeveloped for several reasons. One of these was the increased
business on one of the main axes, the Radboudtraverse. Jeroen Puik: ‘on Saturdays people
would walk shoulder to shoulder and it was very
clear that the shopping experience was therefore restricted. Moreover, these large crowds
had a negative effect on shop visitation; people
were being dragged from A to B and then out
of the shopping centre all together. So it was
necessary to come up with a solution to enlarge
the capacity. But the passage was already quite
broad and making this even broader, would not
improve the shopping experience. The most
logical solution was to create a new passage in
the same direction. Also, we were looking for a
way to add volume and a second passage would
be a good solution.’

IT’S ALL ABOUT INSIGHT
Hoog Catharijne has been counting footfall for
a long time. Could you tell us something about
the development? ‘It’s obvious to say that the
crisis and the building activities have had a
negative effect on the number of visitors. But
when the crisis was over and the rebuilding was
advanced – among other things the opening of
the North passage – we quite quickly noticed an
increase in the numbers. At the moment we’re
heading towards 30 million visitors per year
and the shopping centre isn’t even completely
finished yet.’

Wendy Hulshof is curious to know: ‘Did you
also do simulations using the available data
beforehand? And did you measure particular
expectations?’
Jeroen Puik: ‘Absolutely, and one of these
scenarios showed a prognosis of 32 million. And
as you’ve just heard, we’re certainly heading in
that direction. But you should realize that the

Hoog Catharijne
is demonstrably
one of the
winners in the
retail market
prognoses can fluctuate quite a bit, because of
the changes in the retail, the economy et cetera.
So making statements about the actual future
buyer behaviour of the customer is really very
difficult. The rest of the retail offer also plays a
part in this. Suppose certain shopping locations
in this region keep declining, that could result
in an even higher prognosis for Hoog Catharijne
than the one we have now. After all, we are talking about the most central and most accessible
big shopping centre of The Netherlands, directly
linked to one of the most beautiful city centres. Whatever the numbers will be, Utrecht will
definitely be one of the winners in the future.
That much is clear to me.’

A JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY
The data from the counting system have also
been used to research what the effects of the
layout of Hoog Catharijne would be. Jeroen
Puik: ‘The customer was obviously used to a
certain route and has to learn to find their way
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‘A plus
scenario
like this is
definitely
not common
for the retail
market’

is Boven Clarenburg opening again? Of course
these retailers notice changes. Not only due to
the consequences of the North and South passage, but they are also curious what the effects
of the opening of a Jumbo supermarket will be.
This too will become clear through counting
with the PFM-system.’

IS EVERYTHING ALLOWED IN COUNTING?
Hoog Catharijne uses an extensive counting
system with camera’s and sensors that in a
way places a cordon in which all entries and
exits of the shopping centre (including those
in the parking garages) are covered. Although
collecting data from cell phones of visitors is
technically possible nowadays, this is not being
done (yet).
Jeroen Puik: ‘This is the policy of Klépierre at
this moment. We realize of course that by using
this technique we will learn even more about
customer behaviour (where they enter and exit,
the duration of their stay, the frequency of their

visits) but considering the possible legal complications of this technique, we have decided not
to use it. Perhaps in the future, because it would
be great to complement the quantitative data
with a few qualitative aspects. At the moment
we solve this by conducting frequent surveys
in the shopping centre.’
Wendy Hulshof, who composes the dataanalyses for Hoog Catharijne at PFM, notes that
in this particular location it is important to be
able to make a distinction between passers-by
and customers. ‘By analysing the WIFI traffic
you could very well make that distinction. But
using the possibilities we do have now, we can
come a long way.’

TURNOVER RENT AND DATA
At Hoog Catharijne Klépierre mostly works with
turnover rental contracts. How is the acquired
data being used? Jeroen Puik gives us an example: ‘Based on our counting and the turnover of
the shop, we can see if a shop is doing way better

Wendy Hulshof and Jeroen Puik

REDIRECTIONS
During this years long operation the public
often had to deal with blockades and redirec36 scn 2019 | 3

tions of course. Doesn’t that lead to complaints
or requests from tenants to adjust the rental
price? Jeroen Puik: ‘No, actually it doesn’t,
because we measure both the positive as well
as the negative effects of the construction work.
Sometimes this leads to less customers at a
location, but other times the retailer actually
benefits from the redirection. This shows up
perfectly in the counting data. It’s just part of
such a radical renewal. After all, we’re working
towards a completely new situation. Furthermore, we have ongoing discussions with our
tenants. By explaining what’s going on and
by making sure that the signage – for both the
decor of the building sites as well as the way
finding – always looks good, we try to keep the
disturbance to a minimum.’

CURIOUS
Wendy Hulshof: ‘The rebuilding of Hoog
Catharijne and the changes in, for example
the entries, must have consequences for shops
located outside of the shopping centre. Do you
hear anything about that?’
Jeroen Puik explains that Hoog Catharijne
is very much seen as part of the city centre.
‘Via CMU (Centre Management Utrecht) we
keep in close contact with these retailers. And
sure, we regularly get questions such as: when
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in the new layout. That is nothing short of a
journey of discovery. As for monitoring the
footfall, we’re very curious to find out how the
balance between the North and South passage
will develop. The simulations that we’ve run
during the development stage showed that the
balance was around 45-55 percent. It’s too early
to make an accurate statement, because it’s still
very fresh and not all retail units have been filled
up yet. But we are convinced that in the end it
will probably be 50-50. In the meantime we’re
monitoring how this is developing. We can
perfectly register the plusses and the minuses
moment by moment. And furthermore, we can
follow the effects of new shops or events.
The data from the counting system are also
used for the leasing department. Jeroen Puik:
‘It’s funny, because they are really waiting for
this information and keep asking when they
are getting a new ‘heat file’. It is clear that the
developments that come out of these data are
important in the conversations that are held
with retailers. Moreover, we think it’s important as the owner to be able to show what we’re
talking about. It’s part of our expertise.’

than average. We then check out the option of
relocating this shop to a bigger unit. Because
what is good for the retailer, is good for us! But if
the data shows the retailer is not doing so well,
you also need to have a talk. And it helps to bring
in figures in such a conversation.’
Nowadays it’s possible to complement this
information with countings in front of the shop’s
entry. Wendy Hulshof: ‘Real estate owners are
looking for the most successful retailers in the
market. This sort of information helps to create an ideal tenant mix. Especially if you have
multiple shopping centres in your portfolio.
Furthermore, counting the visitors at the shop
entries, can be a valuable complement for turnover rental data. It gives you an insight in to the
relationship between passers-by and conversion. This way you can include very valuable
information in the conversation.’
But does this complete and automated counting of passers-by leave any room for gut feeling? The human factor so to speak? Jeroen Puik:
‘Absolutely. We often come together as a team
to exchange information. Leasing managers
have different information at their disposal
than shopping centre managers. So we enrich
the ‘raw data’ (from the four-weekly report
from PFM) with information from various
other sources. For example, it’s relevant what
our security and cleaning staff notice happening
in the shopping centre. We also consider how
a sales team is doing and whether the product
range is working in this location.’

But also, the data recovered from the counting
system is further interpreted by PFM. Wendy
Hulshof: ‘We make notes. For example, what
was caused by the reconstruction, the weather,
the opening of a new shop or changes in the
walkways? Besides that, we keep in consideration the changes in the market – also on a
national economical level – and for example the
developments in unemployment or the effects
of online purchasing. They’re all symptoms
that can influence the number of passers-by.
Furthermore, we can benchmark how a shopping centre or portfolio is doing compared to
the whole market.’
Jeroen Puik: ‘The interpretation of our big
data is too complex to just simply do by yourself
on a spreadsheet. It’s a profession in its own
right and we’re happy about the part PFM plays
in all this. Good working hardware is only half
the story, good reports are the other half.’ ←
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