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he threat of on-line shopping has been an unsettling factor in the

retail real estate market for some time now.' While the recent

problems of many “pure-play dot.com e-tailers” (e.g., Price
line.com) may raise questions about just how serious this threat is, on-
line consumer shopping continues to grow rapidly. And even though
such e-commerce still only constitutes a relatively small proportion of
the total, (slightly less than one percent), its continued growth, along
with the sustained optimism of the technology guru about its future,
continues to cast a shadow on investment holdings of the real estate that
houses today’s brick and mortar retailers.

Of course, those with a current vested interest in such real estate can take
comfort in the fact that forecast of drastic economic change seldom if
ever comes close to the mark. But things do change and some times
dramatically. How and where we distribute consumer goods and
services, for example, is substantially different today from what it was
prior to the dominance of the automobile in our lives.

While one of the messages in this article is that it is safe to say that there
is no depression in sight for most current investors in retail real estate,
there is good reason to believe that change, and possibly significant
change, is coming. While we don’t know exactly how much and how
soon, we do have knowledge and a broad understanding of some of the
agents of change, (stability and uncertainty), likely to impact the move-
ment of shopping into the virtual world. After spelling out these forces
and how they are likely to influence retail real estate, some thoughts are
offered about likely outcomes. To preview these, if the concern is with
the next decade or two, technology gurus offer greatly exaggerated
views about the likelihood of radical change in where and how we will
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