[image: image1.png]THE STREETS AT Ny

SOUTH N'T

ano| MAIN STR





The Streets at Southpoint – A Critical Analysis

JOMC 131 Group Project

April 30, 2002

Erin Coltrane

Amanda Proffitt

Ashley Williams

Table of Contents

Organization’s background

Background on issue

Supporting materials

Plan, goals, objectives, tactics, budget

Critique of organization’s plan

Suggestions for improvement

Herald Sun Press Releases

Mall Information

Fact Sheet from Web site

Information from Web site

I. Background of Organization

The Streets at Southpoint mall is a “two-level, regional shopping center with an outdoor cityscape called Main Street.  It has 1.3 million square feet of retail space and more than 140 shops and restaurants” (www.streetsatsoutpoint.com).  It is located off Interstate 40 in Durham, and held its grand opening on March 8, 2002.  One of its major components is Main Street, a 200,000 square feet outdoor entertainment area that includes many new restaurants, retail stores and a movie theater.  It also includes a 30,000 square foot food court that features 10 distinct eateries from many different cultures and many unique stores, including the first Nordstrom in North Carolina.  Since its opening, it has created 3,500 permanent full-time jobs and will provide 5,500 jobs during seasonal times.  The mall was developed by Urban Retail Properties Co., one of the nation’s largest property managers.  

II.  
Background of Issue
The mall was first proposed in August of 1998, and it was immediately met with controversy.  Durham residents had many concerns about the opening of a new mall in their community.  Two of the major concerns developers were forced to deal with were traffic problems around the mall and dissension among community members. 

Residents in Durham felt that Interstate 40 and the area around the proposed land for the new mall could not handle the overload of traffic expected with the new buildings.  Many residents, like Graham Greene, felt that “the city and the developer, as well as the state, [were] not prepared to put up the money to make the highways work” (WRAL 1).   A traffic model proposed by South Square Mall in Durham put the estimated traffic at 35,000 vehicles per day, which many felt was entirely too much traffic for that area (WRAL 2).  The mall developers needed to prove that they had solutions for the overflow of traffic expected with the mall’s opening.

Besides the traffic issue, many residents were concerned simply because they did not want more development in their area.  Many felt that the mall was unnecessary due to the presence of South Square only a few miles away.  As real estate analyst Eric Karnes put it, “You get a new mall and you kill an old mall.  And what hurts is that you’re not just killing South Square Mall, you’re also damaging the businesses that surround it.  The residential neighborhood that surrounds it” (WRAL 1).  Other community members felt that the development of the mall and other businesses on the land would take away from their land values and from what drew them to the area in the first place.  Resident Antoinette Hawes said that, “At one point, you could only hear the birds and the crickets.  This was a very nice, serene surrounding, and these people needed this and wanted this.  We didn’t ask for the mall.  It came to us” (WRAL 3).  

Aside from having these issues with the community to deal with, the public relations firms and the mall developer also needed to concentrate on building momentum and publicity for the grand opening.  Despite such controversies about its existence, the mall would still open and the firms desired a good turnout as well as an overall positive feeling about the new opportunities Southpoint would bring.  

III.
Supporting Materials

Supporting materials used throughout the public relations campaign for The Streets at Southpoint mall include a variety of print media.  For example, beginning 10 months before the creation of the new mall, the public relations professionals working on the project began sending out press releases and fact sheets.  As the plans finalized, the releases and fact sheets became more detailed, listing each of the new stores in the mall.


Press events were also used to meet campaign goals.  One hundred days before the opening, a press conference was held catering to media and approximately 250 prominent business people from the local area, including politicians.  During this event, an audiovisual presentation was used to help generate excitement for the grand opening.

Although many of the public relations tactics involved were print media, some news stations did features on the new mall.  For example, both ABC and NBC ran half-hour specials discussing The Streets at Southpoint.

One of the most accessible tools used was the mall’s Web site, www.thestreetsatsouthpoint.com. Throughout the construction process, one could get current information on the mall’s progress.  As each new store was slated to be located in the mall, one could also read about the products or services offered.  Contact information was offered on the online fact sheet, as well as calculations of the number of jobs the mall would create, both during and after the construction period.

Throughout the public relations campaign, each of these media tools worked to the campaign’s advantage in drawing both interest and support.   These supporting materials led to a huge success when over 120,000 people came to the mall’s grand opening.

IV a. 
The Plan  


The creation of a media campaign for The Streets at Southpoint grew from the idea that Durham was a good market for a new mall.  Located near the Triangle area, mall owners decided to bring in specific stores to provide unique products for the area.  The Streets at Southpoint holds the only Nordstrom  and Cole Haan stores in North Carolina.  While the new mall brought upper-class shopping to the area, it also created new jobs.  After the opening of the mall, approximately 3,500 permanent full-time jobs were created with the potential of offering 5,500 jobs on a seasonal basis.  

Knowing all this before initiating a public relations campaign, mall owners hired Angela Sweeney, Senior Marketing Manager for Urban Retail Properties Co. to oversee the public relations function throughout the construction and opening of The Streets at Southpoint.  Sweeney’s job included hiring public relations firms, as well as hosting press events, being the spokesperson throughout construction and managing the budget and the media.  She oversaw the whole public relations process beginning 10 months before construction until two months after opening day.

IV b.
Goals

The goal set for the public relations campaign prior to the grand opening of the mall was to generate the maximum amount of exposure before and after the grand opening.  If this goal was met, it would be possible to see that the campaign was a success based on the amount of media coverage received, as well as the amount of people who visited the mall.


Another goal  was to create the best mall in North Carolina.  Although the public relations plan dealt mainly with generating a large crowd on grand opening day, it was also important to retain a large volume of customers by offering a quality mall.  
IV c.
Objectives

The campaign’s main objective was to reach the mall’s intended publics through media tools such as press releases and special events. Publics included everyone in Raleigh, Durham and Chapel Hill.  Although the campaign focused on reaching the immediate Triangle area, other publics included North Carolinians throughout the state who may want to visit the mall.


By reaching local publics, the campaign’s purpose was to generate word-of-mouth excitement about the grand opening.  If this objective was reached, it would be possible to draw a larger opening-day crowd.  

IV d.
Tactics

The public relations plan for The Streets at Southpoint mall began with hiring professionals to take on the task.  Sweeney began this task by interviewing several local public relations firms before selecting two.  Both Webb Patterson Communication of Durham and Richard French and Associates of Raleigh were hired to carry out the public relations function.  


No local research was conducted prior to initiation of the campaign. Both firms agreed that a new mall, which featured stores for everyone’s taste, would generate a variety of audiences ranging from children to adults of every ethnicity and background.

Once the firms were hired, the campaign began.  Starting 10 months before opening day, one or two press releases discussing the progress of the new mall were sent to local papers.  Tours of the mall were given several times throughout construction.  Thirty days prior to opening day, the campaign created more press releases and ran a story about the mall on the front page of the Herald Sun the entire week before grand opening.

Throughout this time, information about the stores slated to appear in the mall was sent to trade magazines around the state.  These new releases targeted the shopping industry or anyone interested in possibly putting a retail store in the mall.

One week prior to opening, a guideline detailing media policies and procedures was posted on the Web site, www.thestreetsatsouthpoint.com, which provided contact information as well as rules that could better serve the media.

In anticipation of large crowds, plug-ins for audio and video were installed in center court of the mall to better facilitate media coverage.  This allowed news coverage to be hardwired for live feeds.  Since there were no cords, this eliminated tripping hazards for shoppers while still allowing the mall to gain maximum coverage from local news broadcasts.  The plug-ins were located in the center of the mall, making it  possible for those watching at home to see the large crowds as well as get a better idea of how the mall was set up inside.


As necessary with any public relations plan, a crisis plan was created for The Streets at Southpoint.  Threats such as traffic problems or dissension in communities surrounding the mall were all taken into consideration.  A plan regarding security was also created which detailed the mall’s closed circuit security system, as well as the security force of more than 50 police officers.  Although many possible crisis plans were anticipated, none have been enacted.  

IV e.
The Budget

At initiation of the campaign, the budget was set at $200,000.  This money was used to fund agency fees, press events such as the 100 store audiovisual presentation and clipping and video services.  Although the budget was limited, Sweeney said the campaign was a success because the mall received over $1 million in publicity.  Obviously, the $200,000 investment was worthwhile and led to a successful opening for The Streets of Southpoint.

V. Critique of Organization’s Plan

The Streets at Southpoint had overwhelming success at generating publicity for the opening of the mall.  By implementing tactics such as a thorough website, fact sheets and press releases, the desired goal of generating publicity was achieved. The organization’s campaign had numerous strengths and a few areas that could use improvement.

For the opening of the Streets at Southpoint, two public relations firms were hired- Web Patterson and Richard French and Associates.  This could be both a blessing and a curse.  In this instance, having two firms aided the campaign because more ideas could be tossed around and jobs could be delegated more easily.  Utilizing two separate firms could potentially harm an organization, however, because competing ideas could lead to mixed messages to the public. Luckily, the Streets at Southpoint campaign brought these two public relations companies together and did so while retaining a unified goal and message. 

According to Angela Sweeny, the Senior Marketing Manager at The Streets at Southpoint, the goal of the campaign was to generate maximum publicity for the opening.  Setting up a clear goal is important in any public relations endeavor and this was one strength of this campaign.  This goal is successful in giving direction as to what tactics to employ.  The goal could be strengthened, however, if it was measureable.  Generating maximum publicity, for example, is somewhat vague. 

There were three main issues the public relations campaign dealt with: the grand opening, traffic issues, and gaining support for the construction of the mall. The primary focus of the campaign was promoting the opening of the new mall.  A number of tactics were used in order to reach this goal. First of all, the public relations firms sought television coverage.  According to Sweeney, building relationships with key people in the media was very important.  Since The Streets at Southpoint was not only a story about a new mall, but also an economic impact story, television stations provided extensive coverage.  ABC and NBC affiliates even held half hour specials on the grand opening day.  By establishing relationships with those in the media early on, The Streets at Southpoint generated much needed publicity.  Sweeny also said the new mall is equipped with cable hookups in the middle of the food court to provide stations with the opportunity at doing live feeds.  This seemingly simple provision is just another way to strengthen relations with the television media and ensure better coverage.

The plan also focussed on newspapers to generate coverage for the opening of the mall.  Rather than placing ads in numerous papers, Sweeny said the buzz surrounding the opening was promotion itself.  The Herald Sun, in fact, ran articles the entire week before the grand opening.  Some ads were used in newspapers and one was even placed in the Daily Tar Heel.  By targeting college newspapers, The Streets at Southpoint generated even more publicity about the mall’s opening.  Once publicity was generated through ads, it increased as newspapers covered stories pertaining to the mall. 

Another tactic aimed at increasing publicity was a special event. The event, a press conference, took place 100 days before the grand opening. The media and influential business leaders were invited to the affair, which gave guests their first look at The Streets at Southpoint.  The event included an audio-visual presentation and the unveiling of the first 100 stores.  This was instrumental in creating a buzz about the mall and getting the media and business community excited.  According to Sweeny, publicity increased a great deal following the press conference. This aspect of the campaign was one of the strongest because it presented important publics with information about the mall and generated enthusiasm.  

The two public relations firms also created a web site for the new mall. This site is perhaps the strongest part of this campaign. Fact sheets, news releases, articles, contact information and details about the mall itself are included. The site is very thorough, creative and informative.  This is a key way to reach consumers.  In formulating plans, it is important to have contact information, which this site also includes.  It was easy for us to find the public relations representatives and contact them. 

Another issue of the campaign was traffic.  According to Sweeney, the mall received between 120,000-140,000 visitors on the grand opening day.  In a normal business day, the mall would expect to see less than half of that.  The mall created a large number of parking spaces, but of course not enough to house the influx brought by the grand opening.  This, therefore, presented somewhat of a problem.  Traffic was backed up onto I-40 and parking spaces were absolutely filled. In anticipation of this problem, Sweeney said the mall took appropriate measures.  For example, the mall put a reader board on the highway urging customers to use an alternate exit. By opening the other exit, traffic was reduced on I-40.  This aspect of the campaign is key because it shows crisis anticipation.  According to Sweeney, the firms formulated a crisis communications plan that outlined how to deal with certain problems and what messages were to be released.  This was another strength of the plan. Not only were crises anticipated, but one response was decided on, which ensures only one message is released by the organization.

In addition to the grand opening and traffic issues, another aspect the firms dealt with was opposition to the mall’s construction.  When the mall was first proposed, many in the community pushed to keep it from being built. For this issue, Sweeney said the mall stressed to locals the positives of building a mall there (i.e many jobs created).  While this was a good approach, the mall should have had more concrete ways of responding to the community’s concerns, instead of, for the most part, brushing them off.

The grand opening of The Streets at Southpoint was a success. The mall spent $200,000 on their campaign, yet generated one million dollars in publicity. The profit generated, and the fact that more than 120,000 people visited the mall, shows the success of this campaign. While no formal evaluation was done, Sweeney said the public relations firms did sit down and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the campaign. 

VI.
Suggestions for Improvement


The campaign as a whole was extremely successful. A huge customer base was generated and there was also much publicity concerning the mall and its grand opening.  There are a number of things the mall could improve on, however. 


First of all, the organization needs to do more research. Sweeney never mentioned getting feedback from people in the community about what they wanted in the mall. The company also did not deal directly with the community’s concerns about having a mall in their backyard. In response these concerns, the company dismissed them and moved on with construction.  Although there have been customers flocking to the mall, it is still important to address people’s concerns and build a good relationship with the public.


Secondly, the mall should have done more formal evaluation. Just because hundreds of thousands of shoppers came to the mall during the opening, this does not mean they were completely satisfied with the mall. Sweeney said those working on the campaign sat down and discussed the plan, but this was far from a formal evaluation. The organization should get feedback from the public, for instance through surveys or a focus group, in order to be responsive to their needs.


Another potential problem with this campaign was hiring two public relations firms. Although it was successful in this instance, the mall might want to reconsider being represented by numerous firms. It was probably difficult to get ideas, goals and tactics consistent between the two groups. In an event like this one, it is important that the intended publics receive only one message. Hiring one public relations firm might better ensure that. 


Another suggestion, which Sweeney herself pointed out, was a lack of relations with the weekend correspondents in the media. Most coverage was done during the week, so the mall was able to form strong ties with those members of the media. Since the mall’s grand opening took place on a Friday, with tons of coverage the subsequent weekend, it was important for the mall and those in the media to be on the same page.  Sweeney said the mall ran into some problems because the weekend personnel in the media were not as familiar with how the mall conducted things. 

