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Abstract: The aim of this theoretical research is to analyze the state of retail distribution nowadays,
reviewing the dynamics of action that contribute to the move from a linear to an incipient circular
retail model. The framework is based on the Retail Wheel Spins Theory and the Retail Life Cycle
(RLC), with an extra review of Bauman’s liquid metaphor. We consider two questions. Firstly,
are offline retailers ready to disappear as online commerce and digital marketing aggressively break
into the retail industry? Secondly, could commercial spaces (in the fifth stage in the evolution of
retail and territory) be in the decline stage in the RLC in the near future or can a circular connection
take place? Thus, a desk research methodology based on secondary documentary material and
sources issued leads to an interpretive analysis that reveals ten trends (e.g., solid retail vs. liquid
retail; glocal retail; food sovereignty) and a wide diversity of changes that could involve offline stores
recovering territory and entering a circular phase. Our findings suggest that digitalized physical
stores are flourishing and our reflections augur changes in pace and the closure of the linear business
cycle to recover territory, the city, its local market, and its symbolism, as well as a liquid business
steeped in omnichannel formats developing an incipient circular movement. Conclusions indicate
that it is possible to perceive a timid change back to territory and retail spaces which, along with
phygitalization, will coexist with the digital world.

Keywords: phygitalization; circular commerce; retailing; digitalization; territory; technology;
commercial cycle

1. Introduction

The service sector and, above all, retail activities, as part of the total economic activity of any
country, are clearly visible for the society and the territory. As consumers, influenced by cultural
elements (Nayeem 2012) we are in charge of obtaining goods and services we need for ourselves,
for fulfilling self-consumption, or for other consumers who depend on our purchasing decisions,
as families or other social groups. That is why variety, quality and above all, nowadays, convenience
and geographical proximity to the retail offer are crucial for the quality of the offline retail service
(Kim and Kim 2012). However, consumers are increasingly inclined to purchase more goods online,
avoiding the queues in retail stores, facilitating the identification of the best stores via search engines
that can provide an infinite assortment of goods or the ability to exhaustively track the product during
the delivery process (Kim et al. 2013). This phenomenon is happening around the world with different
intensity depending on the country (Ashraf et al. 2014)

The guidelines for retail activity in recent decades have been ruled by the search for maximum
competitiveness. Consequently, specific morphological areas of urban areas have been used during
particular periods of time and subsequently abandoned once they were no longer profitable, convenient,
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or attractive for both retailers and consumers. In other words, a linear model of urban space occupancy
has been used for retail purposes, without thinking of the consequences on urban degradation.

Focused on Western countries, the invasion-succession processes that took place in North American
urban areas were not completely imitated in the majority of European cities and towns, which avoided
the functional abandonment of urban centers and the systematic substitution of monospecific retail
suburban areas devoted to retailing when becoming no longer competitive, the so called greyfields
(Bottini 2005).

This is a time of profound change, and there is a gap in the literature about the forecast linearity
when describing the future retail models in commercial distribution (the fifth stage). The strongest
and most powerful global dynamics are dominating the market, albeit combined with local and
regional experiences of bottom-up retail, which, while not being able to equate in volume terms with
the dynamics leading the market, are slowly changing the global business activity perceptions of an
increasing number of consumers (Dirlik 2018).

In this commercial context, examining current and future retail trends (Deloitte 2019) and based on
the classic cyclical retail theories (McNair 1958; Hollander 1960, 1996) and the Retail Life Cycle (RLC)
(Davidson et al. 1976), with the extra review of Bauman’s liquid metaphor as a framework, the aim of
this conceptual paper is to reflect on the direction retail activities are moving towards nowadays and
to look for signs of a new focus, considering the dynamics of action which contribute to a change from
a linear to a circular retail model.

Our research questions are two. Firstly, are the offline retailers likely to disappear as online
commerce and digital marketing aggressively break into the retail industry? Secondly, could the
commercial spaces (fifth stage in the evolution of retail and territory) be in the decline stage in the
RLC in the near future or can a circular connection take place? In this sense, the actions of symbiotic
recovery between the city and offline retailers are experienced, with the emergence of phygitalization,
following the digital tsunami that has led to the eruption of the online phenomenon, and are reviewed.

The paper is organized as follows: firstly, the connections between retail and territory are presented,
showing the linear stages. Secondly, the retail offer, demand, and territory are reviewed: the new
entrepreneurs and the new business models; the new active, committed, and responsible demand and
territory. Next, reflecting on this, the traces of change from a linear commercial distribution model to a
circular one are presented. Finally, conclusions and limitations are shown.

2. Connections between Retail and Territory: The Linear Stages

Throughout recent decades, Western countries have witnessed the implication of retail activities
in the development of urban areas, being a true reflection of the latest urban dynamics (Espinosa 2011;
Bae 2017). It is possible to distinguish four major stages running in parallel to the configuration of
the new urban areas, and, above all, to the territorial reconstruction after the excesses and selective
abandonment of areas promoted by the law of supply and demand and by the insatiable search for
maximum competitiveness among urban spaces, especially those dedicated to retail activities.

In the initial stage, retailing had a markedly local character, formed by a dense and atomized
network of small shops distributed throughout the city. Spatial proximity favored the direct and close
treatment of consumers, enhanced by the active role that retailers played throughout the process of
buying and selling their goods or services (Campesino 1999). Evidently, the urban compactness helped
to create this network of shops throughout the city, although it was organized in a hierarchical way
with the historic center enjoying full functionality and vitality (Schiller 1994). The progressive shift of
retail from the historic center towards the hyper-central areas (Mérenne-Schoumaker 1996) and new
suburban centers was forced by various urban, economic, and commercial factors (Dawson 1988).

In the second stage, the city’s legacy suffered a progressive social, economic, and architectural
deterioration in addition to a clear functional and physical failure to adapt itself to the new retail
requirements. This was characterized by a larger area to display products in stores and a gradual
reduction in the functions of retailers in the collection and replacement of goods.
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In the third stage, the increase in consumer car ownership, the reconfiguration of new retail areas
led by great peripheral or commercial driving forces, the economic lethargy of the historic center
(De la Calle 2000), and the relentless aging of the most traditional shops created a territorial map
of retailing in which the large national and international companies bought up the majority of the
commercial space in hyper-central urban areas, while local and regional shops slowly left their golden
age phase. However, as De Mooij and Hofstede (2002) suggest converging technology and disappearing
income differences across countries will not lead to homogenization of consumer behavior. Rather,
consumer behavior can become even more heterogeneous because of cultural differences.

In this sense, the abandonment of retail activities in historic centers and peripheral districts
and the almost exclusive occupation of commercial space by large companies in both suburban and
hyper-central areas of cities (Mérenne-Schoumaker 1996; Espinosa 2004) coincided in time.

Despite these forceful, up-down dynamics, it is possible to detect a fourth stage, in which a cycle
based on this purchase linear commercial growth is broken to restore the city and the human scale of
the act between consumers and their local shops (Vural-Arslan et al. 2011), which is so vital in order to
establish long-lasting, sustainable, ethical, and socially responsible relationships (Underhill 2009).

To contextualize this retail cycle, the final phase has a very uneven start. Firstly, from a temporary
perspective, there is a large gap between the first actions carried out in North America nearly fifty
years ago and the emergence of public and private partnerships in Europe in the past decades
(Pattberg et al. 2012). Secondly, Latin America, Asia, and the Arab states for their part, reflect phases
that can be placed at different stages (Dávila 2016; Beiró et al. 2018). In North America, urban recovery
developed in parallel to suburban retail sprawl and was less rapid and sizeable than in previous times,
whereas Western European countries responded more quickly to urban deterioration, due to the value
of identity and symbolism of the city’s legacy (Turok and Mykhnenko 2007).

That is to say, after decades of suburban growth, but not looking at the degradation and adaptation
of urban centers, especially in historic centers, many Western cities tried to bring back vitality to
the most depressed historic commercial axes (Rovira et al. 2012). This recovery in the vitality and
viability of European urban centers (Schiller 1994; Davoudi 2003) entailed the approach of compactness,
which is committed to the development of local retail and the human and experiential scale of the
act of purchase. Although there are urban commercial approaches which have decided, in their
fourth stage, to wholly commit to this retail urban goal, there are many other examples in which the
retail revitalization of central spaces was attempted but balanced with a desire to not limit suburban
commercial growth (Ozuduru et al. 2014; Guimarães 2017).

3. Retail Offer, Demand, and Territory

Changes in the retail scene are manifested mainly from the supply and demand sides with
substantial differences in retail entrepreneurship and among consumers, such as the impact of
consumer green behavior (Dabija 2018) or in other sectors such as luxury retail (Park et al. 2010).
In general, it can be said this evolution of the retail distribution sector has been motivated by the
interrelated transformation of three indispensable elements: the commercial sector itself, consumers,
and the territory. In fact, it is sometimes extremely difficult to know which of these three elements has
enabled the paradigm shifts which have taken place in the retail distribution sector.

3.1. The Offer: New Entrepreneurs and New Business Models

The retail offer has experienced a decrease in the number of sales units and retail floor space
(Goodman and Remaud 2015). As the consumption of goods and services in households increased,
points of sale multiplied throughout the territory in order to better serve consumers, but now
the opposite phenomenon is visible. This increase in retail floor space had much to do with the
tertiarization of the economies of Western countries and the move from buying to “provision” to just
“going shopping” (Roy Dholakia 1999) as a playful and hedonic activity linked, above all, to urban
environments (Bell 1976; Shields 1992; Wynne et al. 1998). It was precisely in Western countries that
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retail expansion had its greatest floor space and economic growth. Moreover, the major companies
in commercial distribution operating on a global scale mostly came from countries where they were
clearly and successfully positioning themselves for retail in economic tertiarization.

The general trends within the retail distribution sector have been clear (Kaczmarek 2009): the
internationalization of supply, the concentration of capital in large distribution chains (mostly of
European and North American origin, and starting to be Asian, (Poole et al. 2002)), a decline in
independent retailers’ market share (Coca-Stefaniak et al. 2005) and the greater presence of franchises
and distribution chains in the commercial landscape (Baena 2015; Doherty 2009; Kärrholm et al. 2011;
Chkanikova and Mont 2015), a combination of offline and online establishments, the creation of unique
experiences in establishments, and the reinvention of the retail outlet through the latest technologies
(Deloitte 2019).

Also, over the past two decades, increasingly fierce competition in the retail distribution sector has
led to a multitude of acquisitions of small chains by larger distribution groups, causing a reduction in
intervention agents in distribution and the disappearance of the weakest companies (Fuchs et al. 2009;
Linneman and Moy 2002).

In such an important sector as food, the concentration of the main distribution groups’ sales
shows the market share of formats such as supermarkets and discount stores (Deloitte 2019). The food
sector deserves special attention because of its very frequent consumption and its necessary proximity,
or geographical convenience, of the outlets with respect to the consumers (Lavorata and Sparks 2018).
Thus, this sector has been made up of an oligopoly of the large food distribution groups controlling a
large part of the market share, mainly of packaged food, where there has been a very significant decline
of traditional retail outlets since the mid-1990s in all Western countries (Dewitte et al. 2018). The most
direct consequence was the expansion of the “food desert” (Whelan et al. 2002) territorial problem and
the increase in the turnover of medium-sized urban formats, especially supermarkets and discount
stores (Wortmann 2004). The outstanding general trend that the retail sector is heading towards is
e-commerce, which has dramatically transformed the traditional distribution channel. However, it is
also possible to talk about new alternative commercial channels, such as direct selling from producers
and farmers, concept stores and consumer cooperatives, in which the consumers themselves design
their own offer (Sánchez-Hernández 2009), reinventing the commercial formats of retailing and e-tailing
(Turban et al. 2017).

3.2. The Demand: Active, Committed and Responsible Consumers

Demand is the reason for the existence of retailing. Until three decades ago, consumers were
perceived in Retail Geography research and Marketing (Spork 1987) as passive agents, although they
had the choice of points of sale, taking into account various factors such as proximity to home, value for
money, the assortment of goods, the ambience of the store, or the degree of interaction with the owner
or sales assistant, being their guides in the act of purchase. In other words, the role of the consumer
was limited to selecting the goods available in the stores they relied on for shopping. The explained
shopping dynamic is well known, as it prevailed for decades. From the beginning of consumerism,
a relationship of dependence evolved between supply and demand, in which the retail offer had to
fulfil not just the basic needs of consumers (Baudrillard 2001) but also, create new needs and desires
for seducing consumers (Crawford 2004). Moreover, it worked. Over the last few decades, the number
of homo consumericus, as mentioned in Saad (2007) in Western societies has dramatically increased.

It is true that the growth in the frequency of purchase and the volume of goods consumed
has been an important part of the market machinery, which required an ever faster output of
manufactured goods for a faster and more ephemeral consumption (Bell 1976; Gottdiener 1991;
Wynne et al. 1998; Farrell 2014). This was aided by the gradual acquisition of cultural capital by
a larger number of consumers (Zukin 2004), who carefully studied fashion catalogues and new
trends and used the Internet for finding information based on opinion forums and consumer reviews.
Penz and Hogg (2011) investigate the multi-dimensional antecedents of approach-avoidance conflicts



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 300 5 of 15

experienced. They compared online and offline consumers, testing the influence of the situation,
product, and reference group on shoppers’ intentions shoppers in changing retail environments when
purchasing in a particular shopping channel. In general, the crisis was a redefinition of consumer’s
main features. In short, demand is undergoing a very significant change, meaning that there are more
active, committed and responsible consumers who are not malleable by the global dynamics of the
distribution sector. A number of consumers have also become sellers via platforms (C2C) and circular
upcycling options. What they show by their consumption patterns is that they do not want to consume
more, but better, faster, and more conveniently, and, moreover, more healthily.

3.3. The Territory: Location, Location, Location

One of the most universal recommendations shopkeepers receive before opening a retail store is
that location is crucial to the success of the business. In fact, Salvaneschi (1996), in his book ‘Location,
Location, Location’, reaffirms the importance of the territory in retail success. The modernization of
retail distribution has had a strong spatial component, since the change from one retail paradigm to
another implies the colonization of a new territory without a previous shopping vocation. Likewise,
the urban-commercial recovery of the historic centers and central areas of the city has virtually been
based on the importance and symbolism that the city has for the city and its inhabitants, the heritage
city. As Bottini (2005) stated, when large retail areas were opened on the peripheries, the consumption
share was considered, but not the congestion and traffic pollution it caused, nor the emptying of the
old centers and offices. Sustainability and environmental aspects were also left aside from urban-retail
projects and green marketing was not on the agenda (Groening et al. 2018). However, as pointed out by
Fuentes (2011) marketing and consumption of green products has significantly grown in recent years.
As a nexus between producers and consumers, retailing plays an important role for the distribution of
green products.

In Western countries, and after a long period of excessive growth in which the territory has been
exploited as an ephemeral vessel whereby to establish economic activities, a moment of reflection on
the future awaiting the city’s most symbolic spaces has arrived, and how they could be improved
to make them more habitable, functional, and experiential (Raco et al. 2018). Thanks to the great
structuring power of the territory having commercial distribution, this reflection on the urban model
has had commercial activity as its main support. The return of retail outlets to the historic center of the
city represents a much more radical change than the mere transfer of commercial activities to the urban
center, a consolidated city district, or to the historic center. It is a change that is about rethinking the
social value of this economic activity and its power for the recovery of degraded spaces or those in crisis.
It is of paramount importance to steer retail growth towards a better territorial balance and, above all,
to restore the human scale of the acts of purchase and to retail in general (Pauwels and Neslin 2015).

4. Traces of Change to a Circular Retail Distribution Model

Countries must identify the stage of their retail landscape to avoid the setbacks that have already
been experienced by other territories. The retail industry is showing multifaceted transformations
that can be traced to the evolution of space and place (Borghini et al. 2009). When not reacting in
time, adjustments to the retail scene and consumption habits will occur. In this sense, there are many
initiatives trying to foster local or traditional retail stores as engines of economic and cultural growth
and avoid historic urban wastelands. Figure 1 shows the proposed circular commercial distribution
model with the trends that are promoting this movement.
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Future of offline retail: Phygitalization. Large retail players operate on an unprecedented
global scale because the barriers separating different countries have been significantly reduced.
To gain competitive advantage differently in all retail outlets, many innovations are evident from
testers in shop windows, payment methods, kiosks, clothing rails that are both real and virtual,
interactive touch screens for advertising, to virtual personalized customer experiences. To understand
this phenomenon better, researchers have introduced a framework to describe the fusion of the physical
and the virtual world in stores: phygitalization. Phygital refers to the concept of both the physical
and digital synchronization of the marketing channels to create a different shopping experience
(Vel et al. 2015). Lin and Hsieh (2011) explain the concept of phygitalization by bridging the physical
store with information technology systems such as tablets and interactive kiosks. The purpose is to
create a new-merchandise layout, to make products more accessible, as the customers will be able to
order products directly with the digital elements of the store, but also, technology in-store increases
the perceived convenience of buying-store, creating interactive and exciting shopping experiences
(Blázquez 2014). According to Mitsostegiou et al. (2015), in 2030 retail will be about customer service,
virtual stores, interactivity, purchase-home delivery, click & collect, and the traditional distinction
between online and offline retail will no longer exist for all age groups and all social groups of the
population. The effect of these trends on customer loyalty is beginning to be measured by the large
companies. It is no longer a question of providing a service on different platforms, but of combining
them. Through the use of technology, there is a fusion of supply, demand and territory.

Solid Retail vs. Liquid Retail. From a solid location to a virtual one: Berman (1983) notes that
“everything solid disappears into the air”. The diffused city evolves towards the compact city. Online retail
has inevitably entered into our homes and the solid retail location is virtualized. The point of sale
becomes lighter, moves and becomes hybrid. Retail is customized and makes consumers become actors
and subjects of its offer, interacting more and more with them, making them participate from start to
finish. Retailing is increasingly ephemeral and the point of sale is irretrievably accelerating its life cycle.
Shopping is more of a game and is hybridized with leisure, in other words, from ‘buying provisions’
to simply ‘enjoying shopping’. As Herbert et al. (2018) suggest the French food retail industry is
experiencing an interregnum. At this point, it is also worth mentioning how virtual retail is looking for
a more solid reality, especially in recent years. Warehouses belonging to the most important online
retailers are gradually being located in the newly created distribution hubs, near big cities, with similar
spatial dynamics to offline retailing.
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Digitalization and Globalization in commerce: The changes in grocery stores have
taken place with the supremacy of the nearby supermarket against the large hypermarket
(Verhetsel 2005; Albecker 2010). This format has become a close geographical area and sensitive
to the intra-specific relationship between competition and association, reconfiguring the urban
space (Herbert et al. 2018). These places are enabling a reorganization of local stores allowing
“chrono-mobility”, omnichannel retailing (Zorrilla 2016a), and the optimization of logistics.
Sánchez (2012) has shown the changes that the retail sector is undergoing and that we, as consumers,
have chosen our mindset when purchasing, and compiling the shopping list has changed. The more
traditional stores are trying to reinvent themselves in order to adapt to the new consumer behavior.

One of the biggest risks is in re-inventing something that already exists, just by giving it a tweak
of differentiation so that it is not so difficult to be competitive. Cities living in constant change are
boosted by two phenomena: digitalization and globalization (Johansson and Öjerbrant 2018). The first
has given a boost to many retail companies competing for a better location on the commercial axis
of each city (and in SEO positioning). These companies are seeking “agglomeration economies”,
which account for a massive number of consumers at the respective points of sale, such as shopping
centers where an agglomeration of both people and shops can be seen (Rovira 2016). The second one is
advancing in leaps and bounds, especially in larger cities. It is true that many medium- and small-sized
cities are experiencing local growth and a consolidation of commercial areas, placing them among a
large number of cities having commercial areas as poles of attraction (Van Duin et al. 2010). With the
assertion of the phenomenon of consumption, the commercial spaces supporting these activities are
multiplying. Since it is not possible to imagine a city without consumption, it is equally difficult to
imagine consumption disassociated from the shopping center phenomenon.

Retailing on the outskirts vs. retailing in the center and vice versa. Superstores, “category killers”
or hypermarkets unquestionably chose the outskirts of urban spaces because of their pressing need for
space. However, it is observed that these formats are entering urban centers. A well-known German
company decided to locate in city centers and an important French category killer specializing in
sports followed in its footsteps. Therefore, it seems that there is a trend for smaller and larger space
formats to coexist (Reynolds et al. 2007)). The outskirts model has begun to lose its strength and
new projects in urban centers are increasingly being proposed. The appeal of the city is its diversity
and multifunctionality (Atkinson and Bridge 2004). New, bohemian, attractive and lively residential
neighborhoods which are being re-populated in the form of lofts and designer homes incorporated
into the run-down areas and neighborhoods (Zukin et al. 2009).

Extending the commercial areas entails additional costs for the cities themselves which means
that compact growth is often preferable (Chabrol et al. 2014). From the consumer’s point of view,
there are various opinions on their preferences. For convenience, many prefer that all the shops
are located in a space within everyone’s reach without having to make much effort when going
shopping (Franzén 2004). This way of thinking makes compact growth a much more attractive
proposal, although a totally opposite preference also exists, that is to say, many people, due to the
bottleneck caused by all the shops being in a small area leading to a very stressful situation, prefer to
travel elsewhere for their purchases or go online (Smith 2002).

‘Glocal’ (Global and Local) Retail. In the future, “no places” or cloned spaces will be in crisis.
Consumers are aware of the fact that the retail offer is being replicated everywhere by the same
brands, the same logos, and the same products, leading to a loss of differentiation and authenticity
(Foglio and Stanevicius 2007). If consumers close their eyes and are taken to the central square of a
shopping center in any city of any country and are asked where they are, the noises, smells, and the
atmosphere may very well remind them of any similar shopping center in very disparate locations.
If they open their eyes to ask where they are, they will probably be unable to recognize it and definitely
confuse it with somewhere they have visited before (Firat 1997).

Today, there is an excessive concentration of chain stores and franchises in all cities, leading to a loss
of commercial identity as emblematic and historical shops are disappearing, which irrevocably leads
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to an extreme similarity between different cities (Chinomona and Sibanda 2013). The competitiveness
of small shops in the face of these powerful brands is decreasing and they are now in the background.
According to Rovira (2016), it is an intermediate space for local and global retail, that is to say the
so-called ‘glocal’ retail, in which there is an adaptation of the global businesses focused on the reality
of local or regional markets. It is an idea put forward by some entrepreneurs who are innovating in the
face of changes arising from the shopping habits and lifestyles of consumers.

‘For Rent’. Retailing saturation. Today, a quarter of retail premises in Western societies are
empty (Saraiva et al. 2019) and an increasing rise in the empty retail surface is likely. It is a problem of
saturation which, however, has not been reflected in prices. This will become a serious issue which
needs to be managed. The future is committed to highly concentrated commercial spaces. It has
become a fact that a proportion of shopping malls is entering a phase of decline in Western countries
(Parlette and Cowen 2011).

Firstly in the United States of America, a country where shopping malls have a longer tradition,
the so-called “dead malls” are a matter of interest due to their widespread presence (Schatzman 2013).
Secondly, dead malls are also being mirrored in Europe and are also facing serious challenges in
several countries such as Portugal (Ferreira and Paiva 2017), France (Soumagne et al. 2011), or Sweden
(Kärrholm et al. 2011). As for whether there are any surplus stores, effectively there are, but they
are missing. What a paradox. The future is committed to a correct adjustment of supply and not an
unbalanced growth in it. The existing market is not big enough for the entire supply to be profitable.

The closure of many old premises has attracted a lot of attention and highlighted a reality that has
been of concern to many survivors of traditional retail: the large expansion that franchise businesses
are experiencing. This phenomenon can be seen in many cities and began to be seen most notably in
the 1990s, gaining more strength with the crisis. It is true that nowadays franchises can offer greater
stability compared to traditional businesses. That is to say, it is possible to take advantage of the
brand’s know-how. Many traditional retailers, who were affected during the economic crisis by having
to close their shops, and even being dismissed, decided to invest the compensation they received in
other safer business sectors (Villaécija 2015).

Off-line Commerce vs. On-line Commerce: E-commerce is an indispensable ally for any company
which wants to make its products reach any corner of the world. According to a study undertaken by
eBay in 2016 “The Future of Retail”, Spain has a global retail growth rate of 27.5%, a not insignificant
e-commerce figure (Voces 2016). Retail is determined by a series of political and technological factors
which are key to the development of global retail, although both political and economic cooperation
between countries has significantly gained weight in order to reduce retail barriers for continuous
growth. It is possible to access new markets and remote areas, and often even areas that are somewhat
cut off, so that they can consume products which, until now, they could not obtain. With just one click,
in addition to being convenient when ordering products which are needed or wanted, costs and time
are reduced too, distributors need fewer staff and even less stock, as consumers order the product when
they need it and a large warehouse becomes unnecessary (Zorrilla 2016b). Due to our new pace of life
and the amenities that online shopping can offer, our shopping habits have changed unexpectedly,
in such a way that products are purchased very differently compared to years ago (Gazquez 2016).
But what about the territorialization of traditional shops? The fact that online channels exist does not
mean we have to neglect traditional retail. Just the opposite, since Amazon has already opened its first
bricks and mortar site (Bensinger and Morris 2014). As Fariñas (2016) argues, one of the advantages
that make small traditional shops special is the fact that you can touch, smell, and try the product you
are thinking of buying. When buying in a physical store the closeness and customer attention received
can change the final decision to purchase the product, due to the advice you receive from the staff.
On the other hand, the offline retailer adjusts offers and discounts at different outlets to attract the
public. Also, they can restructure into more original and specialized formats such as pop-up stores or
concept stores.
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The Role of Public-Private Partnerships (PPP): PPPs have been established as a mixed
management model among private and public agents related to the promotion of central shopping
areas, which can have its own legal form that not only affects retailing in a more efficient way but
radiates towards virtually the entire public scene where commercial activity takes place (Osborne 2000).
Taking as a reference point the stability and efficiency they have demonstrated in the management of
urban-commercial space in North America and the countries of Northern and Central Europe, it is
possible to reverse commercial decline while beautifying the public space and improving their image
for consumers and potential investors (Warnaby et al. 2004; Espinosa and Hernandez 2016).

As The The Economist (2013) argues, many retailers or entrepreneurs take on a variety of tasks
ranging from cleaning up areas and their maintenance to security and safety itself. These are
complementary services to those offered by town councils or governments on a local scale,
thus increasing the perception of cleanliness, safety and the attractiveness of the area. The fact
is that when a PPP is implemented, the public administration does not stop providing the public
services it has to, but instead delegates some actions which are privatized and run in parallel to public
actions. This is the main reason for PPPs being criticized as involving the latent privatization of public
management of public spaces (Wieczorek 2004; Vollmer 2008).

More and more citizens are caring about their own cities and the spaces they frequent,
thereby recognizing that implementing PPPs can be an important tool to revitalize areas and
neighborhoods (Pellicer 2016), potentially attracting many more tourists and visitors, which will
make the economy grow and the territory come alive.

The Resilience of Small Shops: Small shops need to implement new strategies to counteract the
advance of large stores in cities (Contents 2016; Piqueras Gómez de Albacete 2016). As Fariñas (2016)
shows, independent, small shops have many strong points in comparison with large stores: a close
relationship with consumers thanks to tradition and character (Doern 2017) and a more flexible capacity
of reaction for management and innovation. It should be kept in mind that a number of traditional
shops remain “alive” in many urban areas, still having their traditional clientele and attracting new
consumers willing to pay for a more individualized customer service (Williams and Vorley 2017).
It cannot be denied that in some cases, these consumers are captive citizens unable to move longer
distances or to more modern formats due to their own physical limitations or the limitations of the
urban areas where they live.

Nevertheless, there is a new type of consumer who needs a homelier shop that does not sell
mass-produced products, and, above all, is not pressurized by a shop assistant eager to earn a
commission (Fariñas 2016). One of the advantages of traditional shops is the use of local capital which
is reinvested at a local scale unlike large chains and franchises, where the money ends up outside these
areas (Rosado-Serrano et al. 2018).

Food Sovereignty, zero miles food and local shopping: Sustainability has become a major issue
in food production and distribution for a growing number of consumers, who are becoming aware of
what is in their shopping basket, the origin of the product, and the environmental and social impacts
of food production (Olivares 2017).

That is why a growing number of consumers are demanding their own food sovereignty, which is
giving rise to the so-called consumer-led “short marketing channels” or short food supply which have
entered into the commercial distribution landscape (Block et al. 2012). Consumers are demanding
more local and seasonal products, which have not contributed to the pollution of the environment
when they were produced, transported, stored, and commercialized. These include zero food miles
products which can be tracked from production to final consumption (Weiler et al. 2014) without going
against labor ethics and the environment.

5. Conclusions

Countries and companies, as well as managers and retailers, should consider whether or not they
are facing a different commercial paradigm from the one experienced earlier and the effect on the retail



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 300 10 of 15

wheel while it is still spinning. The commercial scenario is combining phygitalization, glocalization,
and omnichannel retailing imbued with territoriality as the new actors of commercial distribution
and also of a new space that is physical, but also virtual. Therefore, phygitalization allows digital
technologies to act as interactive vehicles whereby consumers can be directly connected to the store
itself. Managers must be aware of this, or they will be losing opportunities in the future.

Retail has become liquid. The classic suburban retail formats are pointing at urban centers,
reducing their dimensions in order to fit into the central urban retail arena. The resilience of small
shops is beginning to bear fruit in large cities where new commercial formats and public and private
partnerships in commercial areas (PPPs) are appearing. Sustainability concerns are growing through
new distribution formulas and new concepts to include in our shopping list, such as zero food miles
and sustainable retail (Atkinson 2013), especially in food distribution, but also related to more ethical
concepts such as slow fashion (Naidoo and Gasparatos 2018; Young et al. 2018).

It is expected that by 2025, the business fabric of territorial retail will endure, but will have to be
revitalized. At this time, it is possible to say that there will be a crisis for some players and opportunities
for others as never before in history. The wheel of retail is continuing to spin (Massad et al. 2011) and
future lines of research are open in specific countries to analyze the stage they are at and the factors
that will impact on their commercial aspect, trying to avoid earlier mistakes to ensure that commerce,
the consumer, and territory co-exist in harmony.

Therefore, the offline retailers are not likely to disappear as online commerce and digital marketing
have broken aggressively into the retail industry and commercial spaces—the fifth stage in the evolution
of retail and territory—are not in the decline stage in the RLC but a circular connection seems to be
taking place.

The limitations of this study are the intrinsic weaknesses of the theories chosen to interpret the
traces of the incipient circular model, as well as the lack of empirical data to compare with the stated
trends. This new circular model challenges the structure of conventional retailing procedures with
bottom-up, local projects run by consumers and small entrepreneurs who defy and bet on a new retail
model based on important and necessary sustainable-based values. Thus, environmental awareness,
support of local networks of producers and consumers, the importance of retailing with the vitality
and viability of symbolic urban areas, and a competitive environment for retailing in which many
actors can co-exist are key points of this incipient new way of managing retail activities.

Future research and empirical work can establish if this circular movement is taking place in all
countries and continents at the same time and what factors are the key to these trends.
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