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Retail closures have become a frequent story across Southern New England in recent years, and
the trend is likely to continue into 2025. However, the so-called “retail apocalypse” is only part of the
story. There’s another side — one of resilience and adaptation — that often gets overshadowed by
the gloom.

There is no shortage of negative headlines. Many malls continue to experience distress while 
various retailers have filed for bankruptcy or downsized, reducing their footprint in Connecticut,
Massachusetts and Rhode Island. A juggernaut like Walgreens closing 1,200 stores in the U.S. is
certainly alarming, but there are counter currents to this too.

In many big box spaces long-since vacated by their original occupant, we are seeing second- and
third-generation tenants that are using the spaces in creative ways. Some tenants are selling
physical goods, but others are offering entertainment experiences such as bowling alleys,
trampoline parks, axe throwing and escape rooms. This trend makes fewer headlines, but it is
extremely encouraging to see these spaces being put to use.

Some retailers are able to bridge the gap between traditional and non-traditional. Take Starbucks,
which continues to expand its innovative approach to retail and “third place” ethos throughout the
region. Large national banks like Chase, meanwhile, have increased their retail presence in
Connecticut and Western Massachusetts, and automotive retail continues to flourish.

Supermarkets are an increasingly diverse sector. While more traditional players like Stop & Shop
are closing locations, Big Y is opening more stores in the area, along with brands like Aldi and
Sprouts, each of which appeal to a select segment of the market.

Retail continues to be in transition, but it’s not all bad news. This era has winners as well. While
e-commerce has increased since the pandemic, around 80% of purchases are still made at brick
and mortar locations. When you factor in the rising portion of retail space used for entertainment, a
brighter picture for retail emerges.

So how can we facilitate further growth from the players who are expanding in this market?
Municipalities with more streamlined approvals and review processes will have an advantage. A
developer recently told me the average time for his firm to open a permit and complete a Starbucks
in Connecticut is five years, while it’s less than a year in other regions of the country.

We can mourn those parts of the retail industry we are losing. But these losses have always
occurred. (Bradley’s, anyone?) We must also be sure to usher in the retail future that is emerging.
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