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Abstract

In today’s suburban landscape, the shopping center has become a 
significant destination for many.  Vastly sized, it has become a cultural 
landmark within many suburban and urban neighborhoods. Not only a 
space for ‘purchasing’, the suburban shopping center has become a place 
to shop, a place to eat, a place to meet, a place to exercise – a social space. 
However, with the development and dominance of big box retail stores and 
online shopping on the rise, suburban shopping malls as we currently know 
them, are slowly disappearing.

Suburban malls, which were once successful in serving their suburban 
communities, are on the decline. These malls are suffering financially as 
stores close and the community no longer has reason to attend these 
dying monoliths – it is with this catalyst that the mall eventually has no 
choice but to close. With little additional places for social engagement in 
a suburban community, the mall has become a contradictory example of 
what it was once intended to do.  A place for social and civic engagement, 
as well as an economic triumph has now become an eye sore – a burden on 
the community it was once designed to serve. Citizens are forced to drive 
elsewhere – arguably to a regional mall, or a big box power center.

What if a declining mall could be repurposed or redefined to enhance 
the community it stands within by reimagining the shopping mall? Are 
there possibilities for a reimagined shopping center – possibilities that 
would resist the single minded consumerist approach and instill a sense 
of place within the community it stands?

This master’s report is aimed at determining a new typology for a failing 
approach to consumerism, architecture and landscape architecture – an 
approach that focuses on social engagement and meaningful connections 
with the surrounding community. There have been a number of 
advancements and changes within consumerism in the Western World - a 
cycling of architectural styles, technological innovation and social trends. 
By focusing on the ‘next shift’ in successful urban planning, this report 
opens up a new possibility of both consumerism and social engagement 
acting harmoniously. Can these ‘dead malls’ help define a ‘sense of place’ 
within the community they were originally part of? Rather than discarding 
(literally tearing down) what once was a flourishing space of both 
consumerism and social engagement, can they be reimagined to enhance 
the community beyond a reductive view of pure consumerism, and become 
a new landmark that will have the potential to enhance and engage the 
community, as well as contribute to the economic success of a city?





Introduction

DEATH OF A 
SUBURBAN 
INSTITUTION

When Victor Gruen designed the first suburban 

shopping mall, Southdale Center in Edina, Minnesota, 

he dreamed it would revolutionize the American 

way of life. Gruen, a Viennese immigrant, was a 

socialist and hated the trend toward decentralized 

development that ran rampant in the 1950s. He 

hoped that Southdale would become a communal 

gathering place, maybe even encouraging the 

growth of a city around the mall.
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Envisioning a hub for dense suburban developments, Gruen’s 

design for Southdale Center included apartment buildings, 

hospitals and office space. The central building was fully enclosed, 

the storefronts faced in, and large anchor stores were placed at 

separate ends to attract customers and promote foot traffic to the 

smaller shops in between. The design even boasted a European-

style central court with sculptures, an open-air café and an 

aviary, all meant to provide a combination of community and 

commercialism.

Needless to say, Gruen’s good intentions did not go as planned. 

Southdale’s opening in 1956, and subsequent success, suddenly 

spurred the construction of fully enclosed, climate-controlled 

malls across the U.S., further encouraging the population shift 

away from urban areas to the ‘burbs. Over the next several 

decades thousands of acres of farmland were converted into 

massive centers for buying stuff, each surrounded by a sea 

of asphalt parking–“pyramids to the boom years,” the writer 

Joan Didion called them. Their construction was helped along 

by the Interstate Highway System and enormous commercial 

investments aided by changing tax laws. The white flight from 

cities during the 1960s and ’70s assured a customer base (and 

further isolated those left behind in city centers). 

By the 1980s and into the ’90s, malls had vanquished Main Street  

America and colonized pop culture. The mall ‘experience’ was 

idealized across the media zeitgeist: in board games, TV game 

shows, and Hollywood movies of the time. By the early ‘90s, there 

were more than 48 malls within a 90-minute drive of Times 

Square (New York Times, 1992). That same year, the Mall of America 

opened its doors in Bloomington, Minn., with an amusement park 

at the center of 5.6 million sq. ft. of retail that eventually grew into 

more than 500 stores. All told, 1,500 malls were built in the U.S. 

between 1956 and 2005, and their rate of growth often outpaced 

that of the population (Time Magazine, 2017).

Like all booms, this one couldn’t last. The decline began slowly, 
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in the mid-2000s. The rise of online shopping and the blow of 

the Great Recession led to a drop in sales and foot traffic at big-

brand retailers like JCPenney and Macy’s that anchored many of 

the country’s malls. Between 2010 and ’13, mall visits during the 

holiday season, the busiest shopping time of the year, dropped 

by 50% (Wall Street Journal, 2018). 

Recent data paints an even gloomier outlook — an April 2017 

report from Cowen and Co. predicted that as many as 20 percent 

of stores at some mass and middle-market mall retailers will 

close in the next five years. A Credit Suisse report from the same 

year forecast that  a quarter of the roughly 1,200 malls still spread 

across the country are at risk of closing by 2022. Other analysts 

predict the number will be even higher. 

In the face of such unprecedented die-off, some ailing mall 

properties have already moved on to a second life. Austin 

Community College in Texas purchased Highland Mall in 2012 

and converted part of it into a tech-driven learning lab and library. 

In Nashville, Vanderbilt University Medical Center moved into the 

second floor of the 100 Oaks Mall. The Southland Christian Church 

in Lexington, Ky., bought their nearby mall and transformed part 

of it into an auditorium. Many others simply lie vacant, an eye-

sore and economic burden to the surrounding community.
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Data on shopping malls is from CoStar Realty Information Inc. Data on population is via US Census.



Not all malls are failing, of course, and the ones that are thriving 

tend to share certain characteristics. Chief among them: luxury. 

From the 375-store Galleria in Houston to the Shops at Crystals in 

Las Vegas to the Bal Harbour Shops near Miami, complexes filled 

with runway brands such as Gucci and Louis Vuitton are reporting 

healthy revenues.

Others have found success by updating what the best malls 

have always done: give people a reason to come beyond filling 

shopping bags. The Grove in Los Angeles has a mini main street 

and trolley running down its center, meant to evoke an urban 

boulevard, and hosts a summer concert series. The Palisades 

Center in West Nyack, N.Y., has a bowling alley, a comedy club 

and an indoor rope-climbing course. And at a moment when 

photographing one’s meal has become standard practice, malls 

in cities from coast to coast are pouring hundreds of thousands of 

dollars into upscaling their food courts and providing destination 

restaurant options.

Clearly there is a shake-up going on.  Consumer attitudes to the 

typical suburban mall are changing. 

It also turns out that not everyone wants to spend their leisure 

time inside. Many of the new, millennial-focused malls are indoor/ 

The Grove 

in Los Angeles, CA.
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outdoor complexes designed as one cog of a suburban town 

center that includes apartments and office space–not unlike 

what Gruen envisioned more than a half-century ago. Easton 

Town Center outside of Columbus, Ohio, for example, includes 

300 shops spread across a mix of enclosed mall and an open-air, 

car-free street grid. The development has become a magnet for 

millennials who are leaving downtowns for the suburbs but still 

want to live in a dense, walkable community. 

Still, despite the successes, only a relatively small percentage of 

malls have figured out how to ‘make it work.’ Many others are 

playing catch-up. As retail vacancies continue to increase and 

foot traffic declines due to the ease and convenience of online 

shopping, traditional malls must recognize the need to transform 

themselves to stay alive. For years, the growth of malls was 

powered by suburban expansion and the purchasing power of its 

residents. Today, as consumer expectations of the retail experience 

shift, malls have an opportunity to fulfill other community needs 

beyond commerce. 

In his in-depth 200+ page study, Experiential Retail: The Store 
Must Do More, Oliver Chen writes about the mall:

“We believe the mall is much more. The mall can be a place for 
consumers to be inspired, to be educated, to be entertained and 
to socialize. In addition to the shopping task, discovery, inspiration, 
socializing, entertainment and aspirations are important mindsets 
and the mall needs to do more to address these dynamic needs of 
the new customer.”

Despite the dire predictions, retail is not dying. But what shoppers 

want to experience is changing. As Mr. Chen suggests, malls and 

the traditional retail experience must evolve to meet the growing 

needs of the diverse communities they are a part of and the 

users they serve. It is only by thinking bigger, bolder and more 

comprehensively that the suburban shopping mall can remain 

relevant long into the future.
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A comprehensive literature review was compiled for 

this report, spotlighting four unique topics: (1) the Success of 

Urban Public Spaces; (2) Strategies to Improve Sustainability 

in Urban Landscapes; (3) Principles of New Urbanism; and (4) 

Community Health through Design. 

Each of the above topics are central to the focus of this report. 

The site of this report is a suburban shopping mall in Tucson, 

Arizona. The economic function of the mall has been in steady 

decline over the past two decades, leading to increased vacancy 

and general material/aesthetic deterioration. The site, like many 

other suburban shopping malls, is fully enclosed and surrounded 

by a sea of asphalt parking. The building and property are 

largely disconnected from adjacent business and residential 

communities. There is little sense of place or few defining 

characteristics within the context of the surrounding Sonoran 

Desert ecosystem and there is an overall lack of general ecological 

function across the breadth of the site.

The following section is meant to provide the reader with an 

overview of the ideas, theories, and significant literature currently 

published on the afore mentioned topics and their relevance to 

the focus of this report and the final design solution presented by 

the author.
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Accessibility, 
Comfort-ability,
& Sociability.

THE SUCCESS OF
URBAN PUBLIC
SPACES

According to William H. Whyte, the father of social 

behavior studies in urban settings, the presence and 

number of people within a space are what define a 

space’s success (Whyte, 1980). Whyte also believed 

the presence of people positively attracts others to 

enter a space as well (Whyte, 19080). If the presence 

of people defines a space’s success, then what are 

the qualities a space needs to possess in order to 

attract people?
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ACCESSIBILITY

Accessibility is one of the key qualities that define the success of 

an urban public space. When a space is accessible, it means it is 

designed to be available to as many people as possible and does 

not limit or exclude any individual. In determining a space’s level 

of accessibility, one must observe the design in its entirety and 

consider whether or not it meets the following criteria: accessible 

to all individuals, physically connects with the surrounding 

landscape, and has clear and defined entrances. 

Accessible to All Individuals
Spaces that are accessible to all individuals are designed to 

accommodate a variety of users, including children, the elderly, 

pregnant women, mothers with strollers, and the blind (Evcil, 

2012). Spaces that do not cater to a variety of users run the risk 

of experiencing little to no usage due to limited accessibility. In a 

study in Famagusta, Cypress that focused upon the relationship 

between park usage and accessibility, study findings found that 

poor accessibility was a main deterrent affecting the levels of 

everyday usage (Pasaogullari & Doratli, 2004). Based upon the 

conclusions of the study, it is also believed the lack of people 

within these spaces further discouraged others from entering or 

visiting for a significant length of time.

Physically Connects with the Surrounding Landscape 
An urban public space is physically connected with the 

surrounding landscape if it is accessible by one or multiple modes 

of transportation. The greater the number of transportation 

options available, the greater the variety and level of usage a 

space will receive. When a space is physically connected with the 

landscape, it provides the freedom for individuals to choose how 

they would like to visit a site, and does not limit where they can or 

cannot go (Lau & Chiu, 2003). 

Walking is considered the most common accessible mode of 

transportation and is the least expensive option for those with

22

Li
te

ra
tu

re
 R

ev
ie

w
s



limited means or without possession of a car (Bertolini & Djist, 

2003). Additionally, an urban public space is generally considered 

accessible only if it is within a five or ten minute walking distance 

from nearby residential communities (Herzele & Wiedemann, 

2003). However,  there are many additional studies on walkable 

communities that conclude distance does not play a huge factor 

in the levels of pedestrian activity in and around an urban public 

space. 

A 2005 study in Chicago, Illinois  found the most significant 

factor to influence whether a user would walk to a site was not 

the distance to a space, but rather how comfortable, safe and 

pleasing the experience to a space was (Southward, 2005). This 

also proved to be true in a 2007 Parisian study that focused upon 

the relationship of pedestrian activity to the spatial environment. 

Study findings showed high levels of pedestrian activity were 

heavily influenced by the functionality and aesthetics of the 

linking pedestrian corridors (Foltête & Piombini, 2007). In both 

cases it was found that the presence of adequately sized and 

well-maintained sidewalks, way-finding signage, landscape and 

lighting greatly influenced high levels of pedestrian activity and 

provided strong connections between residential communities 

and public spaces. 

Finally, spaces that are accessible by different forms of 

transportation are more likely to attract and receive a greater 

variety in users than those that do not. For example, in two similar 

transportation studies in 1999 and 2003, spaces with access 

to diverse forms of transportation were identified as “mobility 

nodes,” because of their ability to connect with and attract very 

diverse visiting populations (Bertolini & Djist, 2003). This also 

proved true in a 2012 study that focused upon accessibility and 

usability of public green spaces in Santa Cruz, Bolivia. The study 

found that the provision of public transportation significantly 

influenced lower-income families and young individuals to visit 

public spaces that were otherwise too far to walk to (Wendel, 

2012).
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Clear and Defined Entrances 
Designs that encourage and provide a sense of direction are often 

the easiest to navigate to and through. Entrances, by the same 

token, are the most important feature that directs the movement 

of users into an urban open space. Spaces that do not have clear 

and defined entrances tend to experience very limited amounts 

of user activity within (Nijhuis, 2011). In a 2011 study about space 

directionality, one author found that people are only willing to 

enter or move through a site when clear directionality is given. 

Human beings depend upon line of sight to orient themselves 

through the complex built environment. Spaces or entrances that 

are not clearly visible more often than not go unnoticed and are 

predominantly vacant (Van Nes, 2011). 

COMFORT-ABILITY

Successful urban public spaces promote the feeling of comfort, 

or human safe zones, to users (Turel, 2007). A space’s level of 

comfort-ability varies between different users, but the sense of 

comfort is generally attributed to key influential factors identified 

as perception of comfort, and security and safety. 

Perception of Comfort
How users perceive their surroundings greatly affects how they 

act or interact within the built environment. According to the 

literature, the feeling of comfort or discomfort within a space was 

one of the main factors that either encouraged or deterred people 

from entering an urban public space. One study in particular on 

safety and design identified women, elderly, minorities and the 

disabled as the types of users most affected by their perception 

of comfort within an urban public space. Findings showed that 

these types of users shared a common fear of encountering 

negative attention in urban public spaces that received little to 

no usage and lacked diversity in the types of users (Luymes and 

Tamminga, 1995). 

Women, in particular, tended to be the most discerning, in general, 
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when choosing spaces based on comfort. In the chapter, “Life of 

Plazas,” from his book, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, William 

H. Whyte states that the most popular and comfortable public 

spaces he observed in New York always had the highest number 

of women (Whyte, 1980). The same went for an observational 

study conducted within different public spaces in China, which 

found that women were attracted to higher levels of ambiance 

security, design elements such as vegetation and lighting, over 

any other group observed in the study (Zhang, 2013). 

There are also studies that identify common perceptions of 

comfort among different user groups. One 2011 study about the 

relationship between user activity and levels of visibility within 

public spaces found that most people preferred designs that 

provided a balance of openness and enclosure (Weitkamp, 2011). 

The study argues that it is our primitive nature as humans to 

want to have the option to hide if needed, but still be able to see 

what is going on within our surroundings. This notion of the need 

for balance within a design has been observed time and again 

in many settings. A similar study focusing primarily upon user’s 

preference of visibility within urban public spaces found that 

people tended to attract to semi-secluded areas only if the degree 

of visibility, or line of sight, wasn’t blocked by the placement of 

trees or other freestanding design elements (Van Nes, 2011). 

Security and Safety 
According to the literature, the feeling of security and safety is 

the main factor that influences a space’s level of comfort-ability. 

In one Middle-Eastern study, 70% of people said that they chose 

to visit urban public spaces on the basis of physical and social 

safety factors (Abu-Gazzeh, 1996). The study goes on to identify 

several of the physical factors considered as positive influences to 

comfort-ability, including: the presence of adequate crosswalks, 

lighting, well-maintained sidewalks and pathways, and 

manicured vegetation.
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Well-maintained vegetation emerged quite frequently within the 

literature as an effective way to influence high levels of comfort-

ability. One 2004 study showed that people preferred vegetation 

to be planted in uniform rows that did not block viewing corridors 

or provide hiding places for people to lurk behind (Behnaz & Afshar, 

2004). However, other studies seem to contradict this finding. 

One, in particular, found that the majority of residents within an 

inner- city neighborhood preferred the look of natural vegetation 

that was dense in nature because it gave them a sense of comfort 

and safety (Kuo, 1998) This difference in preference of vegetation 

may be attributed to the fact that the inner-city neighborhood 

observed lacked any existing vegetation in their courtyard and 

thus residents gravitated towards the idea of planting dense and 

wild vegetation. 

The fear of crime and other unwanted attention or activities in 

urban public spaces proved to be the major social factor affecting 

people’s comfort-ability levels. One study on nighttime crime 

and safety in public spaces, found that the addition of lighting in 

some urban public spaces not only reduced levels of crime but 

positively influenced comfort-ability at night in these spaces as 

well (Roberts, 2009). A similar study that focused upon crime in 

London public spaces found that the installation of new lights 

not only decreased the fear of crime for 90% of the people living 

nearby, but also seemed to have boosted women’s sense of 

confidence when they walked within and around these spaces 

(Painter, 1996). 

SOCIABILITY

Unlike the other two qualities previously discussed, sociability 

develops only after a space has been established for some time 

because it is dependent upon how accessible and comfortable a 

space is perceived by users. Levels of sociability within a space are 

characterized by how well the design fosters social interactions, 

community cohesion and social integration (Cattell, 2008).
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Social Interactions
An urban public space can encourage different levels of social 

interaction simply by how the space is designed. The greater the 

amount of activities a space provides, the greater the chance for 

social interactions to occur casually among people with different 

interests (Cattell, 2008). Similarly, other studies have found that 

chaotic spaces, or places that have a lot of activities occurring 

simultaneously, attract the most people because they attract 

a variety of people and offer freedom of movement from one 

activity to the next (Demerath & Levinger, 2003). 

Urban public spaces designed with a single purpose encourage 

users with similar interests to gather and socialize within a 

common ground (Ka’zmierczak, 2013). In one study about 

children’s relationship to the surrounding landscape, findings 

showed that playgrounds not only provided opportunities for 

children to meet, socialize and form friendships with other children 

outside of school, but also spurred opportunities for their parents 

to develop and strengthen friendships as well (Corcoran, 2009). 

In another study focusing on the social benefits of community 

gardens it was found that the presence of a shared garden within 

a community significantly encouraged daily social interactions 

amongst the participating residents (Firth, 2011). 

Designs that are open for interpretation by the users also provide 

opportunities for social interaction to occur. In observation of 

three different urban public space transformations for a 2005 

study, the most influential spaces for fostering social interaction 

were ones where the designs were left undefined. In these spaces, 

users were allowed the freedom to create their sense of place 

through the use of interactive art, moveable chairs, and other 

various seating elements, and share their designs with others 

(Groth & Corijn, 2005). Similar studies also found that children 

were very attracted to spaces with undefined designs because it 

allowed them to share their personalities and imaginations with 

others (Corcoran, 2009).
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Social Cohesion 
Urban public spaces possess the ability to enhance a sense 

of community for neighborhoods because they can provide 

opportunities for people to become familiar with their neighbors 

in safe and inviting settings (Francis, 2012). This statement 

proved to be true in another 2008 study on community gardens 

and their benefits towards communities. The study found that 

the presence of community gardens greatly increased levels of 

trust amongst residents and enhanced the sense of community 

as well (Voicu & Been, 2008). Social cohesion also proved to be 

strongly evident in a similar study observing different skate 

parks in Canada. According to the study the parks provided 

opportunities for different children to not only social interact with 

each other in a safe setting but also encouraged skateboarders 

to work together to teach and learn from each other (Shannon & 

Werner, 2008).

Social Integration 
Urban public spaces also provide opportunities for social 

integration between residents of different ages, genders and 

backgrounds. In two different studies on community gardens, 

social integration proved to be very evident within gardens that 

were located within culturally diverse communities. The first study 

found that community gardens in Detroit provided opportunities 

for immigrants to teach and educate their children and neighbors 

on how to plant and grow food from their native country (Voicu & 

Been, 2008). The second found that community gardens in the UK, 

attracted entire families to participate and encouraged residents 

to share their knowledge, and growing tips with neighbors (Firth, 

2011). Even though these two studies proved social integration 

can occur within specific urban public spaces, their findings may 

be skewed because their observations were conducted within 

very multi- ethnic communities. The truth is, urban public spaces 

merely provide opportunities for social integration to occur, but 

can never fully force people to integrate with others if the desire 

and need isn’t there.
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How this might impact my design...

• Accessible and comfortable design solutions provide 

strong foundation for positive social interactions.

• Design should be accessible to all individuals while also 

providing connections to surrounding community and 

natural amenities.

• Legibility and clarity in design of utmost importance.





Urban development and 
renewal should be accompanied 
by a green vision.

STRATEGIES TO 
IMPROVE 
SUSTAINABILITY 
IN URBAN 
LANDSCAPES

Compact cities in developed and developing 

countries commonly face a shortage of open green 

space. Urban development and renewal without a 

green vision will miss the opportunities to create 

environmental relief (Steiner, 2014). Open green 

spaces provide not only aesthetic qualities but also 

significant ecosystem services and quality of life in 

the ever-shrinking environment of urban areas (Wu, 

2014).
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SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPE DESIGN: DEFINING SUSTAINABILITY

Many designers misunderstand the definition of sustainable 

landscape design. In many common theories of sustainable 

landscape design, the sustainability aspect is only associated 

with eco-technology methods and materials in design (Meyer, 

2008). It is believed that minimal design is the key to sustainable 

landscape design by avoiding human impact.  However, in her 

article, Sustaining Beauty, Elizabeth Meyer addresses concepts of 

sustainable landscape design. Generally, “sustainable landscape 

design is the combination of ecological health, social justice, and 

economic prosperity” (Meyer, 2008). Meyer addresses “attitudes, 

feelings, images, and narratives” in landscape design by providing 

the following key principles in sustainable design:
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1. Sustaining culture through landscapes.
• Sustainable landscape design is not the same as sustainable 

development, ecological design, restoration ecology, or 
conservation biology. 

• Design is a cultural act, a product of culture made with the 
materials of nature, and embedded within and reflected by 
particular social formation, while employed principles of 
ecology.

2. Sustainable landscape design must perform socially and 
culturally.
• Nature is not out there but in there, interwoven in human 

urban condition.
• Hydrology, ecology, and human life are intertwined.

3. The mimicry of natural process is more important than the 
mimicry of natural forms.

4. Sustainable beauty is dynamic not static, It changes over 
time. 

5. Designed landscapes need to be constructed human 
experiences as much as constructed ecosystems: they need to 
move citizens to action.
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The 2009 Sustainable Site Initiative (SSI) (LEED, 2009) further 

establishes and encourages sustainable practice in landscape 

design, construction, operation, and maintenance. In this case, 

the definition of sustainability comes from Our Common Future 

(WCED, 1987) and is defined as the “meeting the needs of present, 

without compromising the ability of future generation to meet 

their own needs.” Clearly , according to the SSI, the emphasis of 

sustainability is not only about natural ecosystems but should 

also address both human and economic needs.

The LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) 

certification process attempts to provide such a framework for 

sustainability that addresses and includes both human and 

nonhuman impact according to the following principles:

• Provide the economic or social benefits to the local 
community (LEED, 2009).

• Promote sustainability awareness and education (LEED, 
2009). 

• Protect and maintain unique cultural and historic places 
(LEED, 2009). 

• Provide for site optimum accessibility, safety, and wayfinding 
(LEED, 2009). 

• Provide opportunities for outdoor physical activities (LEED, 
2009).

• Provide views of vegetation and quiet outdoor space for 
mental restoration (LEED, 2009).

• Provide outdoor space for social interaction (LEED, 2009).



URBAN ECOLOGY

Ecology issues are equally as important as human issues as it 

relates to a sustainable community. A sustainability community 

should balance it’s focus on the environment, quality of life, and 

social and economic opportunities. The goal for a sustainable 

community is living well within limited resources while also 

seeking a high quality of life and respecting the identity of each 

individual place (Beatley & Manning, 1997). 

In order to minimize human consumption of the land, compact 

development and high density are the main principles in creating 

a sustainable community. Additionally, new development 

should avoid ecologically sensitive land and natural hazard areas. 

Strategies for controlling the urban growth boundary and making 

a city more compact are crucial to creating more sustainable 

communities. Because of the focus on these strategies, a city’s 

urban core plays an important role for achieving the goal of a 

sustainable future. Key sustainability strategies, especially for the 

city core, include:

• Creating compact development. (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Focusing population and commerce activities in higher 
densities (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Creating more land-efficient projects and mixed-use 
opportunities (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Balancing transportation systems and walkability (Beatley & 
Manning, 1997).

• Reusing existing buildings and focusing on re-urbanization 
(Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Providing affordable housing (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Allowing diverse activities that create a “twenty-four-hour 
city” (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

• Designing for a sense of place (Beatley & Manning, 1997).
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Sustainability is not only about natural environment but also 

about the economic, social, and cultural values. Both humans 

and the natural environment need to be considered when 

defining sustainability. The strategies and principles mentioned 

make urban environments more livable for people. Additionally, 

designers should provide more social opportunities for people as 

a part of regular daily life. Natural features, historical features, or 

man-made features can all help to establish the sense of place. 

Creating and enhancing these physical and social opportunities 

helps to establish a sense of place which reinforces the belonging 

between people and the natural environment

A WORD ON GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE

Green infrastructure is another city sector that, although is not 

required in the discussion of urban sustainability, has been 

gaining a lot of attention in recent years for its integration of 

creative thinking, art and design. Urban areas often lack horizontal 

space for vegetation so they have to be innovative to incorporate 

green spaces. Green infrastructure allows a city to address this 

issue with sustainable urban landscape and other green practices.

In the context of climate change, green infrastructure can be used 

to improve community resiliency, reduce pollution and runoff, 

and cut back on energy and water supply, all while maintaining 

the original functionality of the walls, buildings, roofs, etc. that 

they are incorporated into (Oskamp 2010). Green roofs, for 

example, provide new innovative uses and functionality to spaces 

that would otherwise go unused. They also increase biodiversity 

in urban settings by creating habitats for birds and insects, and 

are an excellent way to apply technologies to grow food in urban 

settings; creating a sustainable and local source of food.

Vertical gardens, or green walls, act similarly to green roofs 

having many of the same benefits, but they can be located both 

outdoors and indoors. There are studies connecting indoor green 

spaces in urban areas to health, concluding that there are many 
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psychological benefits to having these green spaces (Maas, 2006). 

In the economic sense, vertical gardens can also increase real 

estate value and foot traffic in retail spaces, helping to improve 

sales (Plant Connection Inc., 2017).

Another type of sustainable landscape practice, permeable 

pavement (also known as porous pavement) acts as both 

pavement and a stormwater management system all in one. It 

allows stormwater to re-enter the soil instead of being carried 

around as runoff which could potentially cause flooding and 

pollution in urban areas. Permeable pavement helps mitigate 

this issue and allows for improved soil moisture and the natural 

filtering of water through the soil. Permeable pavement also 

reduces costs that would otherwise have to be spent on flood 

damages. Additionally, pervious pavement often results in lower 

overall construction costs due to elimination of the need for other 

stormwater management measures (Shamma 2015). 

Other green infrastructure practices like green roofs and increased 

tree canopy have also been employed to minimize the urban 

heat island effect. Such practices improve local microclimates 

by cooling and humidifying the air of surrounding communities 

while also having the effect of promoting clean air quality and 

reducing wind turbulence and noise. 

Although implementing green Infrastructure into cities will 

undoubtedly have an upfront cost, the energy savings and other 

benefits ensure long-term cost savings while increasing both 

mitigation and adaptation measures in cities. There are often 

reservations for investing in green infrastructure practices because 

people think they will not see a return on their money. However, 

there is growing evidence that shows green infrastructure does, 

in fact, provide a return on investment; often within 10-20 years 

(Breuning 2017). Clearly, the combined functionality, cost and 

energy savings, aesthetics, and most importantly, environmental 

sustainability should make the investment in green infrastructure 

a priority for most urban communities. 
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A WELL-ROUNDED APPROACH

Urban sustainability is a process, rather than an end product, and 

requires continual planning and adapting. In a best-case scenario, 

socioeconomic factors should be addressed, poverty eradicated, 

social and environmental justice upheld, and human health needs 

met. A sustainable city may look and function differently from 

place to place. Some qualities of a sustainable city might include 

being inhabited by people dedicated to minimizing resource use 

and consumption. Others may focus on being well-planned and 

intelligently designed and where infrastructure choices are made 

with respect to energy, water, transportation, waste management, 

green infrastructure, building design, and governance.

How this might impact my design...

• Must broaden focus beyond environmental 

amendments to design. A space cannot truly be 

sustainable unless it performs socially and economically 

as well.

• Compact and mixed-use development important to 

bring in and maintain variety of users to site.

• Reuse existing infrastructure for re-urbanization.





A return to 
human-scale
proportions.

PRINCIPLES OF
NEW URBANISM

New Urbanism started as a movement in the 1980s 

to combat the growth patterns of suburbia and 

sprawl. The idea was a return to what originally 

made neighborhoods and cities great before the 

car took over—good pedestrian connections, a mix 

of independent businesses, and access to lots of 

public greenspace. It included not only architecture 

but planning as well, which encouraged density and 

walkability.
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BACKGROUND

Since the late 1940s, the residential population of the United 

States has increasingly migrated from the urban core to the 

suburban fringes of our cities and towns (Bookout, 1992). This 

transition has been both accommodated and perpetuated by 

decentralized land-use that has been labeled suburban “sprawl.” 

This sprawling land-use pattern, which continues to dominate 

the American landscape, has been associated with a number of 

environmental, social, and economic costs. These costs include but 

are not limited to environmental deterioration, associated health 

concerns, excessive land consumption, inefficient transportation, 

fiscal disparities among communities, a decline of a “sense of 

community” and the rise of “placelessness” (Squires, 2002). 

New Urbanism arose as a reaction against the perceived 

environmental, economic and social problems of suburban 

sprawl and the anti-humanistic architecture of modernism 

of the 1960s and 70s (Brian, 2005). As a late twentieth century 

urban design and planning movement, New Urbanism has been 

primarily associated with traditional neighborhood design (TND) 

and transit-oriented developments (TODs). Unlike previous 

planning movements that envisioned futuristic utopian ideals, 

this new theory of urban design draws upon pre-World War II 

development patterns to structure new claims of how we should 

design, construct and retrofit the human environment to better 

address the cost of sprawl development. The purpose of which 

is to create communities of real neighborhoods and diverse 

districts, conserve natural environments, and preserve our built 

legacy (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000). 

SCALES / PRINCIPLES

On a regional scale, New Urbanism seeks to create a physical 

framework that is supportive of economic vitality, community 

stability, and environmental health. The goal at this scale is 

to concentrate compatible residential and work populations
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within clusters of walkable neighborhoods to form towns, while 

locating less compatible activities, such as heavy industry or 

extensive open spaces, in between or beyond these clusters 

(Lecesse & McCormick, 2000). On the neighborhood and 

community scale, New Urbanists believe that residential design 

features can satisfy residents, encourage local walking and use, 

support pleasing neighborhood contacts, and bolster a strong 

sense of community, while increasing residential densities 

beyond the suburban norm” (Brown & Cropper, 2001).

Principles of New Urbanism may be, and commonly are, 

translated into physical features associated with New Urbanism 

that have intended outcomes, usually behavioral, associated with 

them. Highlighted on the following page are some of the design 

features most commonly discussed in the literature and listed 

specifically in the Charter of the New Urbanism as reflecting New 

Urbanist Principles. The design categories are associated with 

common modes of implementation or design features as well as 

with a behavioral goal desired from their implementation. This 

table reflects a typology of spaces and represents the “design 

tools” of New Urbanism which are discussed individually below. It 

should be noted that these design tools are meant to encourage 

or discourage certain behaviors, rather than to determine them 

(Brown & Cropper, 2001).

Mixed Use Centers
Having areas of mixed use, particularly at town or village centers, 

is extremely important in New Urbanist communities. Local 

centers should be designed as community anchor points with the 

provision of amenities to meet the daily needs of local residents 

(Falconer, Newman & Giles-Corti, 2010). This provision of needed 

amenities is best provided by a mixture of compatible land uses 

such as commercial, public, and residential spaces (Miles & Song 

2009). These mixed use areas also need to provide a variety of 

neighborhood activity options to appeal to people of different 

ages, interests, and to those who do and do not own vehicles 

(Brown & Cropper, 2001). Properly configured these mixed use
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Variety of the appropriate 
mix of compatible land uses 
(e.g. residential areas mixed 
with commercial and public 
spaces)

New Urbanist design 

categories, their 

implementation & 

intended outcomes.

Mixed Use Centers • Provides opportunity 
for walking or cycling 
rather than driving to 
pick up consumables

• Creates live-work 
relationships

• Supports economic 
vitality

• Creates opportunities 
for social interaction 
and walking as part of 
daily routines

• Increases sense of 
community

Design Categories Implementation Types
(Design Features)

Intended Outcome

Neighborhood activity 
options for young, old, car 
owners, and those who do 
not own cars

• Increase physical 
activity and improve 
public health

• Decrease auto 
dependence

Pedestrian friendly 
streetscapes (street trees, 
sidewalks, front porches 
shallow setbacks, and 
interesting streetscapes)

Streets / Public Space • Encourages walking 
which additionally 
provides health 
benefits

• Greater sense of 
community

• Increases interactions 
with neighbors and 
therefore emotional 
connections

Provide district
Features such as public 
spaces (e.g. plazas, sidewalks, 
important intersections)

Reducing car impact with 
accessible street forms (e.g. 
no cul-de-sacs), narrow 
roads, rear garages, alleys 
and street parking

• Decreases driving 
speeds

Interconnected street 
network

• Reduces number and 
length of auto trips

• Conserves energy/
resources

• Enhances the ease of 
use of places
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Provide parks & open spacesParks and Open Space • Encourages social 
interactions

• Enhances/supports 
neighborhood life

• Supports more 
compact communities 
(regional scale)

• Supports civic ‘spirit of 
community’

• Provides destination 
and gathering spaces

Design Categories Implementation Types
(Design Features)

Intended Outcome

Range of housing types and 
price levels with a variety of 
densities (some higher)

Housing • Houses owners & 
renters

• Brings diverse people 
into daily interactions

• Strengthens 
personal and civic 
bonds essential to 
community (increased 
sense of community)

• Provides greater 
opportunities for social 
interaction

Residential areas mixed 
with commercial and public 
spaces

• Provides an 
opportunity for 
residents to walk or 
cycle rather than 
drive to pick up 
consumables

Windows, porches, and 
balconies close to the street/
public space

• Creates safer 
environment

• Engages the 
pedestrian interest

• Enlivens the 
streetscape

• Creates opportunities 
for social interaction

Allow for and provide 
alternative modes of 
transportation (Bicycle 
paths, sidewalks, mass 
transit options etc.)

Transit-Oriented 
Development

• Decrease dependence 
on the automobile

• Conserve resources
• Increases public transit 

use

New Urbanist design 

categories, their 

implementation & 

intended outcomes.
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areas are meant to provide live-work relationships and the 

opportunity for residents to walk or ride a bicycle rather than 

drive a car to pick up consumables (Falconer, Newman & Giles-

Corti, 2010). This generates greater opportunities for social 

interaction and walking as part of daily routines (Miles & Song, 

2009). In addition mixed land uses have been advocated as one 

component of a strategy to increase physical activity and improve 

public health (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2005). 

Mixed use areas also support economic vitality, and decrease 

vehicle miles traveled (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000) and therefore 

dependence on the automobile. At the community level, town 

centers have a relatively high density in order to promote 

commercial viability and therefore a revived public realm. This 

new ‘realm’ translates into an increased sense of community 

(Talen, 1999) .

Streets and Public Space
Public spaces can be classified in several ways. In regards to 

New Urbanism, public space often refers to the street network 

or configuration, streetscapes, and sidewalks. This is explained 

in the Charter of the New Urbanism, which says that rearranging 

neighborhoods into a highly connected street network radically 

improves the pedestrian environment. Sidewalks actually become 

the community’s premier public space (Lecesse & McCormick, 

2000). This is accomplished by reducing non-through streets such 

as cul-de-sacs and decreasing block sizes, allowing for greater 

pedestrian connections to community facilities. In this type of 

community neighborhoods are characterized by permeability, 

the connectiveness of places to other locations, which prescribes 

a movement system through which people travel with ease. 

Residents are presented with a variety of places to walk to within 

a comfortable distance, safe intersections, short residential blocks,

streets with sidewalks, and easy access to public transit and 

connectivity between streets (Miles & Song, 2009). Streets in 

this sense are designed for pedestrians, bicyclists, and drivers to 

encourage the casual meetings among neighbors that help form 

the bonds of community (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000).



Facilitating greater pedestrian activity is therefore a quintessential 

element in New Urbanist designs. Greater pedestrianism is meant 

to, among other things, decrease driving speeds, reduce the 

number and lengths of auto trips and the need to drive, encourage 

casual social contacts among residents enabling them to get 

to know each other, form bonds of community, and reinforce a 

sense of community. Consequently, greater pedestrianism may 

also help conserve resources and provide health benefits from 

walking (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000).

Parks and Open Space
Parks and open space areas are an essential part of New Urbanism 

and must be provided in communities. In New Urbanism, 

environmental concerns for habitat, wetlands, open space, and 

farmlands, as well as the need for recreational open space are 

addressed on a regional scale. The idea is that preserving open 

space in a coherent manner can reinforce a development tendency 

toward more compact communities (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000). 

Parks and recreational areas are also important on a community 

level as they can be areas of destination or places where groups 

can meet. Parks can encourage social interactions by allowing for 

casual meetings or passive social contact, which can be a factor 

in determining social networks (Fleming, Baum & Singer, 1985). A 

study done in 2004 found that in a survey of a typical suburban 

subdivision and a nearby New Urbanist community the open 

space and natural features of the community were mentioned as 
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“Streets have an overt social purpose. They are to be thought of 
as public space—much more than voids between buildings—and 
therefore must be made to accommodate the pedestrian. Streets are 
designed to encourage street life, since any increase in pedestrian 
activity is thought to strengthen community bonds and promote 
sense of place. Streets are to be a place where pedestrians feel safe, 
so that residents are encouraged to use streets (sidewalks), thereby 
strengthening the chance for social encounters.

Public spaces provide a venue for chance encounters, which serves to 
strengthen community bonds. Neighborhood gathering places serve 
as a counter-pressure to community fragmentation which results 
when communication is privatized. If public spaces are a pleasure to 
inhabit, they will be used, and their usefulness as promoters of sense 
of community will flourish.” (Talen, 1999)
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key walking destinations, and rated most positive with regards to 

sense of community. Also, parks serve as a symbol of civic pride 

and sense of place which promote the notion of community 

(Talen, 1999).

Housing
Housing plays a multi-dimensional role in New Urbanism. It 

is important not only as a living space, but also has economic 

and social importance. Economically it is important to provide a 

diversity of housing types and prices to bring in different social 

classes to support the commercial areas in the community as 

consumers as well as by providing a labor base. Architecturally and 

aesthetically, housing plays an important role in New Urbanism 

as well particularly with regards to features such as front porches, 

recessed garages or garages accessed through rear alleys, and 

shorter setbacks.

The design of houses can also play a role in residents’ sense of 

community as a mixture of housing types encourages random 

personal contact between people of different social classes. 

Communities become more nearly complete and integrated 

and, as a result, sense of community is established (Talen, 1999). 

This idea is reinforced in the Charter of the New Urbanism which 

states, “Within neighborhoods, a broad range of housing types 

and price levels can bring people of diverse ages, races, and 

incomes into daily interaction, strengthening the personal and 

civic bonds essential to an authentic community” (Lecesse & 

McCormick, 2000). Sense of community and neighborliness are 

engendered by having small-scale, well-defined neighborhoods 

with clear boundaries and a clear center. When smaller scales 

are juxtaposed with increased residential density, face-to-face 

interaction is further promoted. Personal space is, in a sense, 

sacrificed in order to increase the density of acquaintanceship, 

and this concentration nurtures a strong community spirit (Talen, 

1999). Thus a variety of housing types and densities is intended 

to play a vital role in sense of community, and is expected to have 

some connection with social interactions as well.



Transit-Oriented Development
New Urbanism deals with transit on multiple scales. New Urbanist 

communities strive to have a variety of transit options available 

to residents on the neighborhood and community scale such as 

walking trails, bike paths, and buses. In New Urbanist communities, 

transportation planning focuses on reducing dependence on 

the automobile, increasing public transit use, and developing a 

more flexible road system (Lecesse & McCormick, 2000). At the 

larger scale, New Urbanism anticipates a high degree of regional 

integration (including integration of new neighborhoods with 

regional transit services), such that people are not beholden to 

cars to fulfill their transport needs (Falconer, Newman & Giles-

Corti, 2010).

Whatever the scale, the overall goal of New Urbanism in 

promoting and implementing transit-oriented development is 

to “help reduce local traffic problems, conserve energy, improve 

air quality, and encourage people to walk, bike, or take the bus 

to get around within their neighborhood or district (Lecesse & 

McCormick, 2000).

CRITICISMS

New Urbanists argue whether or not a pedestrian oriented, mixed 

land-use pattern based on a traditional patterns can indeed  foster 

a sense of community and enhance the sense of place among 

residents (Day, 2003). The nature of the claim that physical design 

is capable of creating a sense of community among residents has 

sparked an academic interest into the merit of this contention. 

However, the findings have produced conflicting reports and no 

consensus regarding the validity of this social claim. 

On one side of the argument, a few studies have suggested that 

within New Urbanist developments there is a positive relationship 

between physical design and behaviors associated with a sense of 

community (Lund, 2003). This is contrary to research that found 

traditional development patterns and New Urbanist subdivisions 
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failed to increase a sense of community among residents (Nasar, 

2003). More recent research on the subject has suggested that 

typical design features foster increased pedestrianism and thus 

physical design is only capable of indirectly generating a greater 

sense of community by increasing contact between residents 

(Kim & Kaplan, 2004). 

Although there is much uncertainty within the existing academic 

research regarding New Urbanism’s social claim that a sense of 

community is an asset of its design principles, there is no research 

that either supports or rejects the second claim that New Urbanist 

design principles are capable of combating the “placelessness” 

of suburban design. Edward Relph first recorded this criticism of 

suburban sprawl in 1976. Relph was concerned that created places 

in no way reflected or represented the surrounding community 

or natural surroundings of which they were a part. Therefore, the 

author called for a return to a more “authentic” means of place 

making that focused on each location’s “sense of place” (Relph, 

1976). 

Since that time research and discussion has generated a broad 

diversity of thought regarding the theoretical nature of a sense 

of place. However, as stated previously, there is still no research 

that suggests any design tenets including the New Urbanist more 

traditional patterns are capable of enhancing the “sense of place” 

as a means of combating the perceived placelessness of suburban 

development.
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How this might impact my design...

• Enhance walkability and connections beyond site 

boundary to make space truly accessible.

• Parks and open space encourage social interactions.

• Mixed-use development important for vitality.

• Must be accessible to broad demographic range.





Creation of an identity
through response to 
local diversity.

COMMUNITY 
HEALTH
THROUGH 
DESIGN

Design must respond to local diversity, create 

an identity, and move away from sameness and 

predictability. People cannot connect to a place and 

make it theirs without being able to see the sky, 

experience the weather, enjoy natural light, listen 

to music or rushing water, relate to both their urban 

and natural surroundings, smell the food and the 

flowers, or feel the merchandise.
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What is the purpose of town planning? Is it to create a beautiful 

environment, or a well-functioning settlement, or a fairer 

society? Is it to facilitate economic development? Or is it to ensure 

long-term sustainability, attempting to reduce our ecological 

footprint? To some extent, it is, of course, all of these things...but 

what is the essence of it? The Healthy Cities Project, coordinated 

by the World Health Organization (WHO), suggests that the true 

purpose of town planning is about human health and planning 

human settlements which offer the best opportunity for people 

now and in the future to enjoy good quality of life (Barton, 2010).

This follows logically from the WHO definition of health written in 

its constitution in 1948, in the period of idealism that followed the 

Second World War :
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“Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. The enjoyment of 
the highest attainable standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being, without distinction of race, religion, 
political belief, economic or social condition.” (Constitution of the 
World Health Organization, 1948)

This challenges the conventional assumption that health policy 

is only a matter for health care professionals. On the contrary, a 

concern for health and well-being becomes central to many 

aspects of national and local policies. This can be seen in relation 

to the epidemic of obesity hitting many industrialized countries. 

Solutions are being sought in food policy, retailing, recreation 

and transport rather than relying on health care alone to find 

solutions to the problem. By encompassing social, economic and 

environmental policy in town planning it is possible to create 

more opportunities for healthy lifestyles and the well-being of 

the greater community. 



URBAN PLANNING AS A DETERMINATE OF HEALTH

The environment has long been recognized as a key determinant 

of health (Marmot, 1999). Additionally, the effect of ‘place’ on 

health is an important element of both policy conceptualization 

and development (Macintyre, 2002). 

Despite this knowledge, most heath programs today are aimed 

solely at changing the behavior of individuals or small groups 

rather than addressing issues from a planning perspective. 

Unsurprisingly, such programs are not often effective. Efforts 

reach only a small proportion of the population and are seldom 

maintained in the long-term (Lawlor, 2003). What is needed is 

a more fundamental reassessment of the way in which social, 

economic and environmental impacts shape and are shaped 

by spatial planning. This calls for a reassessment of the role of 

the planning and design of the built environment in promoting 

health.

Evidence shows that spatial planning, or urban planning, in our 

towns and cities, has a profound effect on the risks and challenges 

to population health (Braubach, 2010). A settlement health map 

on the following page was developed by the WHO and highlights 

the broad nature of multiple impacts of human settlement to both 

individual and community health. The diagram shows the various 

spheres of social and economic life and the wider environment 

that impacts the health of individuals. All these spheres are 

themselves affected by the changes in the built environment, in 

complex and interacting ways.

The reliance on the automobile in the urban environment is a 

prime example to consider. Many of the urban development trends 

supported by cities and facilitated by planning authorities over 

the last half a century have promoted unhealthy car-dependent 

lifestyles as an easy choice. Such trends may constrain choice for 

healthy lives, exacerbate inequalities and also have implications 

for sustainable development. Across the country, areas along the
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expanding suburban periphery exhibit a pattern of low density, 

use-segregated, car-based development dependent on high 

levels of fossil fuel use (Rao, 2007). This urban form not only uses 

land wantonly but reduces the viability of local services, making 

walking impractical because of long distances and deterring 

cycling. The fashionable office, retail and leisure parks that spring 

up in the wake of road investment typically rely on 90–95% car 

use. The segregation of land uses undermines the potential for 

integrated neighborhoods, thriving local facilities and local social 

capital (Rao, 2007). 

Unsustain-ability is literally being built into our cities. 
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A settlement health map 

showing the broad nature 

of multiple impacts of 

human settlement form 

on health.

Health map Barton and Grant 2006 developed fr
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THE THREE DOMAINES OF HEALTHY BUILT ENVIRONMENTS

As city planners and other professionals increasingly focus on 

this rapidly expanding area of scholarship and research, it is 

important to categorize the ways that the built environment can 

be modified to promote good health and well-being issues.

The following ‘domains’ provide a framework for targeted 

primary prevention measures that can be used explicitly by built 

environment professionals and planners to develop, prioritize, 

and implement healthy built environment policy.

The Built Environment and Physical Activity
The built environment can support physical activity in different 

ways, including integrating land use and public transport to 

promote walking and cycling for transport; preserving a variety 

of open spaces for recreational use; designing street networks 

and providing infrastructure for walking and cycling for both 

recreation and transport.

The Built Environment and Connecting and Strengthening 
Communities
The built environment can support community connection in 

different ways, including providing streets and public spaces 

that are safe, clean, and attractive; encouraging residential 

development that is connected to the street, yet private; enabling 

community empowerment through meaningful participation in 

land use decisions.

The Built Environment and Equitable Access to Healthy Food
The built environment can support healthy food access 

by reducing fast-food exposure in the vicinity of school 

environments; retaining peri-urban agricultural lands as a source 

of easily accessed healthy food; encouraging the establishment 

of farmers markets and community gardens.
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The above domains are broad areas where better planning of 

the built environment has potential to effect substantial health 

improvements for both individuals and urban communities. They 

are areas where the built environment can most effectively and 

efficiently be manipulated to focus its support for human health. 

By incorporating both built and behavioral elements, the 

above framework speaks to health as well as built environment 

professionals and urban planner, addressing some of the major 

risk factors burdening urban populations across the globe.
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• Built environment should support a variety of different 

physical activities. 

• Clean, safe and attractive spaces encourage community 

interactions through collective pride of and care for 

shared public amenities.
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Salt Lake City, Utak.
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A number of built projects were reviewed during the 

course of background study for this report. In total, four projects 

were selected to examine in further detail. These case studies 

explore projects local to the Sonoran Desert as well as projects 

that have the same goals but are in different climates.

The following section is meant to provide the reader with an 

overview of the many innovative ideas and best management 

practices emerging across the country in reference to the 

revitalization and transformation of struggling shopping malls.

Each case study highlights potential design solutions that will be 

explored in detail to better understand the potential application 

to the project that is the central focus of this report. Similar to the 

projects under review prior to their own revitalizations, the site of 

this report is a fully enclosed suburban shopping mall in Tucson, 

Arizona that has been in steady economic decline for the past two 

decades. A lack of connection to the surrounding community as 

well as an absence of defining characteristics have contributed 

to rising vacancies and general aesthetic deterioration. By 

integrating proven revitalization strategies there is still hope 

of returning this property back to a flourishing space of both 

consumerism and social engagement.
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APOCALYPSE OR RESURRECTION

Today, many business journals are obsessed with the so-called 

“retail apocalypse,” “the death of the mall,” or “the death of retail.” 

Ironically, retailing is standing on the edge of a renaissance, 

substantially different from the era that preceded it, but with 

an even greater possibility for success. The decline of the mall 

is a death wrongly foretold - and that creates opportunities for 

reinvention and revitalization.

Creating a New Concept for the Mall

The most important cultural trend impacting retail today is that 

in just the last ten years or so the age-old model where people 

had to go to the store to buy something has been cut. Back in 

the day, and it wasn’t really that long ago, when you needed 

or wanted something, you had to go to the store to find it. Not 

anymore. Now the decision to go to the store is a decision to go 

shopping, because buying something – anything – is faster, 

easier and infinitely more convenient done online. Ultimately, 

this has turned the decision to go shopping into a conscious one 

where you actually want the experience of shopping.

Malls are in the cross hairs of this trend, since they were conceived, 

designed and built around the old shop-to-buy model. They were 

and remain primarily a collection of stores, with a smattering of 

restaurants and entertainment thrown in, but basically they 

exist for people to come there to shop and buy. That remains the 

primary experience they offer. As a result, the challenges malls 

face are greater than that for an individual retail tenant in the mall. 

Malls have to do more to entice shoppers to come. They carry the 

biggest load to create experiences that people want to have. 

As Ken Nisch, chairman of the retail design firm JGA said, “Retailers 

have to give people something to do, then they will shop. But 

shopping can’t be the thing to do” (Forbes, 2018).
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The Transformation of Retail

Until recently, most mall design had become fairly standardized, 

with predictable architecture, finishes, layouts, environments, 

and stores. By comparison, customers today are seeking 

greater authenticity and a deeper sense of connection to their 

community, culture, climate, and daily lives. 

In response to competitive as well as community changes, 

the action in the shopping-center world has shifted from the 

construction of new malls to the rehabilitation, repositioning, and 

intensification of uses at existing mall sites around the country. 

Exciting and innovative new shopping environments are being 

created from the bones of older malls, and the emerging product 

bears little resemblance to what preceded. The old rules of mall 

development are breaking down rapidly as developers rethink 

what the mall could be. Their emphatic conclusion is that the age 

of the cookie-cutter mall is over: developers are remaking malls as 

quickly as they need to in order to remain competitive. New design 

concepts, retail formats, public environments, amenities, tenant 

mixes, use mixes, anchors, parking configurations, neighborhood 

links, price points, and customer experiences are being tailored to 

fit the needs of the community and the mall site, as well as the 

competitive demands of the market.

Redeveloping the vast stock of obsolete malls is a daunting 

challenge for mall owners, particularly those with large portfolios, 

not only because of the vast expense of the undertaking, but also

because of the complexity of the task. Redevelopment solutions 

are unique, and will differ from one mall to the next. What is 

possible in one location may not be possible—or desirable—in 

another, and the revitalization effort will require (1) a sophisticated 

understanding of each site’s current and future competitive 

position in the local market and (2) a hard analysis of which 

redevelopment opportunities are financially realistic.
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Main-Street-style development 
including shopping, dining, 
entertainment, office space and 
upscale loft condominiums

KIERLAND
COMMONS

Dubbed Arizona’s first ‘lifestyle center,’ Kierland 

Commons is a mixed-use development centered on 

a “Main Street” feel and composed mostly of outdoor 

retail shops with residential units above and an 

adjoining residential tower. Kierland Commons was 

created to serve as the community gathering place 

for the 730-acre master-planned community of 

Kierland, whose notable features include a Westin 

Resort & Spa and the 27-hole Kierland Golf Club.
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Kierland Commons 

provides unifying 

design elements that say 

to the customer, 

“You have arrived at a 

special place.”

SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA

DESIGNED BY
Design Workshop, Inc. (Denver), 
development concept and urban 
design plan

Nelson Partners (Phoenix), 
architecture

COMPLETED IN 2000

38 ACRES, 600,000 SF 
STREETSCAPE



Kierland Commons comprises a spine of fashion-based retail 

tenants and entertainment, office, and residential uses on a 38-

acre parcel within the larger 730-acre Kierland master-planned 

community 15 miles outside of downtown Phoenix. The vertically 

integrated mixed-use project embraces an urban configuration 

of narrow streets and a compact mix of uses containing 342,488 

square feet of upscale shops, 124,214 square feet of office space, 

and 84 loft-style condominiums. Designed as a “main street” 

development that could act as both a retail destination and a 

town center for the surrounding community, Kierland Commons 

uses an innovative streetscape design to mitigate the effects of 

the harsh desert climate.
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Master plan concept for 

Kierland Commons.

Conceptual drawing 

of streetscape for 

Kierland Commons.



With more urban density that most retail projects, the design of 

Kierland Commons reduces the footprint of parking and asphalt 

by providing structured parking. Storefronts face an interior, one-

way street while surface lots are separated and relegated to the 

back of buildings or the perimeter of the property in an effort to 

separate vehicular and pedestrian traffic. 

Climate enhancement and a central plaza featuring grass, palms 

and pop-jet fountains make Kierland Commons not only the 

most distinguished public destination in the area but a model for 

similar mixed-use development across the state and country. 

Kierland Commons was one of 10 developments honored as 

award winners by the Urban Land Institute’s (ULI) 2009 Awards 

for Excellence. The awards are widely considered the land-

use industry’s most prestigious recognition program. Other 

awards Kierland Commons has received include the 2004 Honor 

Award given by the Arizona Chapter of the American Society of 

Landscape Architects (ASLA).

The central court

at Kierland Commons 

provides luxurious 

spaces for play 

as well as rest.





Master-planned community 
accommodating retail, restaurant, 
office, residential and civic uses

SOUTHLAKE
TOWN SQUARE

Located in a fast growing north central Texas 

community, Southlake Town Square began in 1996 

as a 135-acre, fifteen to twenty year master plan 

for the City’s new downtown. The master plan was 

designed to accommodate a total build-out of 

approximately 2.7 million square feet, including 

retail, restaurant, office, residential and civic uses. 

Currently there are 555,000 square feet of retail 

and restaurant uses, 26,000 square feet of office 

space, 250 hotel rooms, 3,200 theatre seats, and a 

completed 1st phase of single family residential.
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Southlake Town Square 

brings to mind a 

historic town center, 

but one that is skillfully 

planned to integrate all 

the requirements 

for successful 

modern retailing.

SOUTHLAKE, TEXAS

DESIGNED BY
David M. Schwartz Architects 
(Washington, D.C.), architecture 
and master planning

Bennet | Benner Partners (Fort 
Worth), planning and urban design

CONSTRUCTION ONGOING

135 ACRES, 2.7 MILLION SF AT 
TOTAL BUILDOUT
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Conceptual drawings 

for storefronts at 

Southlake Town Square.

Master Plan for 

Southlake Town Square.



MASTER PLANNING SOUTHLAKE TOWN SQUARE

A primary goal in designing the master plan for Southlake 

Town Square was the creation of a development oriented to the 

pedestrian that would foster a sense of community for a city 

whose only commercial development at the time consisted of 

several strip centers, pad site restaurants and one big box retailer. 

Bringing a mix of uses to the site in close proximity to each 

other was identified as important to reinforcing Town Square 

as Southlake’s downtown, as was successfully accommodating 

cars without negatively impacting the pedestrian experience, 

given that most people coming to Town Center would arrive via 

automobile.

The basis for the master plan is a modified grid pattern. The grid 

plans of such towns as Charleston, South Carolina; Savannah, 

Georgia; and Annapolis, Maryland, were studied. Like many 

American towns, Town Square’s grid is modified to adapt to its 

specific site characteristics. The grid plan accommodates three 

parks of differing characters. The largest is 6 acres and is located 

on the steepest portion of the site, an area with a historic stand of 

mature live oaks.

In fixing the block sizes for Town Square, it was important to 

develop a block dimension that was small enough to relate to the 

pedestrian, yet large enough to allow for future parking garages. 

To successfully meet current and future parking demands a 

series of “A” and “B” streets were developed. “A” streets define 

larger “super blocks” that are large enough to contain parking 

garages, while the “B” streets break the “super blocks” into a series 

of smaller, pedestrian-sized blocks, and provide access to the 

parking areas at the center of blocks. As the project has expanded 

and the demand for parking increased, the existing center-of-

the-block parking is being progressively replaced with parking 

garages, doubling the available parking spaces. The height of the 

parking decks will not exceed the roofline of the buildings.
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URBAN DESIGN

The traditional American “Main Street” served as the model for 

the urban spaces of Southlake Town Square. A new zoning code 

was written as part of the master plan in order to accommodate 

the “Main Street” goals. Two of the most important aspects of the 

new code were to permit buildings to have zero-setback from the 

sidewalk, and to allow for on-street parking; both are important 

factors in creating a pedestrian-friendly environment. Town 

Center’s shop windows and building entrances front directly onto 

the sidewalk, and are not separated from it by deep setbacks and 

landscape treatments. Parked cars act as a natural barrier between 

pedestrians and moving traffic. Street trees, period street lamps, 

and benches further articulate the sidewalk edges.
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A 200’ x 200’ public square creates a focus for the entire master 

plan. It is flanked on the east and west by retail and office buildings, 

to the south by an open block with a pond and bandstand, and to 

the north by a new Southlake Town Hall and Library, which was 

completed in 2000. The public square functions as both a formal 

town park as well as a place to host community events.

The office and retail buildings around the Square are all designed 

as two story structures with office space on the second floor and 

shops and restaurants at street level. Each block is designed as a 

single building, with a common office lobby and core, but with 

multiple façade treatments that are stylistically varied and which 

break down the scale of the building exteriors.
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Design includes the 

community’s city hall and 

a grand park that fulfills 

the residents’ desire for a 

real downtown.





Open-air retail and entertainment 
destination anchored by a
historic farmer’s market.

THE GROVE
& FARMER’S 
MARKET

Harkening back to a day when merchants sold their 

goods in outdoor plazas and courtyards, The Grove 

and Farmer’s Market is a retail and entertainment 

complex in Los Angeles’ Fairfax District. The 

development is on an old orchard and nursery and 

has been a destination and tourist shopping haven 

since its opening in 2002. The development includes 

specialty shops, restaurants, a multiplex cinema, and 

a large center park highlighted by a water feature. 
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Many of the store fronts  

at The Grove are of 

Art Deco-style, 

reminiscent of the 

early to mid-1900s.

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

DESIGNED BY
Elkus/Manfredi Architects (Boston), 
architecture

Lifescapes International (Newport Beach), 
landscape architecture

COMPLETED IN 2002

575,000 SF DEVELOPMENT 
W/ 70-SHOP FARMER’S MARKET



The Grove is a 575,000-square-foot, open-air retail and 

entertainment center adjacent to the historic Farmers Market in 

Los Angeles, California. Completed in 2002, the center, in just a 

year of operations, has posted visitor patronage levels exceeding 

those of Disneyland in nearby Orange County. Patronized by 

neighborhood residents as well as areawide households and 

tourists, The Grove has been visited by some 16 million people 

since its opening.

The Grove owes its success to the synergy among its 

entertainment-focused uses—a 14-theater cineplex, a range of 

sit-down restaurants, a three-level Barnes & Noble bookstore, 

and a complement of major retailers—all of which are arrayed 

throughout an architecturally friendly outdoor, protected, and 

communal environment. In retailing terms, The Grove has three 

heavyweight anchors—the 70-shop Farmers Market on one end, 

a flagship Nordstrom on the other end, and the aforementioned 

3,000-seat cinema.
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The Master Plan for 

The Grove uses active, 

welcoming public spaces 

as anchors.



Architecturally, The Grove is designed to evoke a small-town past. 

As Rick Caruso, developer of The Grove and CEO of Caruso Affiliated 

Holdings, describes it, the “story line” that guided the design is 

that of “an old downtown that has come back to life.” Thus, the 

circulation spine of The Grove is a “street,” complete with crowned 

roadbed and raised sidewalks, which winds around a wide “town 

green” that has a lake and a bridge.

The site of The Grove—formerly 17 acres of surface parking lots, 

a nursery, and a bank—had been eyed by developers for many 

years. Sitting in the middle of one of Los Angeles’ densest and most 

affluent areas, and within the broad “halo” of the world-famous 

Farmers Market, the site had been entitled for the development 

of a regional shopping center exceeding 1 million square feet, 

though no developer had been able to get past neighborhood 

opposition to such a large undertaking.

Caruso offered a deal that many thought was more palatable 

than past proposals: 1) a project approximately half the size of the 

previously entitled project; 2) a promise to preserve the Farmers 

Market; 3) a more neighborhood-oriented mix of uses, including 

restaurants and a bookstore, generated in part by discussions 

with neighborhood residents; and 4) an outdoor setting in the 

spirit of the adjacent Farmers Market.
Conceptual drawings of 

The Grove’s central court 

including streetcar.



The focus of The Grove’s site plan is First Street, the pedestrian-

only road that runs more than a quarter mile from the Farmers 

Market on the west end of the site to a new valet parking and 

drop-off area at the east side. From building face to building 

face, the street is 60 feet wide, including a 28-foot roadbed and 

16-foot-wide sidewalks on either side. The street bends around 

a one-acre green, the focal point of the center. The green, The 

Grove’s “100 percent corner,” is broken up into three areas: a lake 

on one end, several kiosks on the other, and a grass lawn area in the 

middle. The lake, which features “dancing” fountains computer 

“choreographed” to music, is ringed by a stone balustrade and 

crossed by an old-fashioned bridge, popular places to view the 

fountains and to people-watch. The lawn is used for outdoor 

seating for programmed performances and activities, and as 

a play area for children. The adjacent kiosks offer ice cream, hot 

dogs, juice, and coffee—the only fast food available at The Grove.

A double-decker trolley that runs down the center of First 

Street at ten-minute intervals is part tourist attraction and part 

transportation. Especially popular with families with children and 

tourists, the trolley runs, in traditional fashion, on steel wheels and 

in-ground tracks. Aside from entertaining kids, the trolley serves 

a larger purpose of connecting directly with the Farmer’s Market, 

increasing its draw and creating a more compelling destination 

for the community and for visitors.

The streetscape architecture of The Grove is intended to be 

nostalgic, echoing the styles prevalent in Los Angeles during the 

1930s and 1940s. The two- to three-story storefronts are highly 

detailed, with period windows and trim, balconies and awnings, 

and an irregular pattern of facade widths and alignments, 

all meant to suggest the richness of a building-by-building 

historical development pattern. At the opposite end of The Grove, 

the street is terminated by a focal point structure designed to 

resemble a train station out of Victorian London. With its three-

story window and broad brick facade, the structure borders the 

green and provides enclosure to its space.
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The mix of uses at The Grove, with its emphasis on entertainment-

related uses—food, movies, and books—along with high-quality 

shops, appears to be a strong attraction and well tuned to the 

public shift to more leisure time activity.

The Grove’s site design, including the open-air First Street and 

town green, seems to encourage strolling, and contributes to The 

Grove’s appeal as a destination. The many different seating areas, 

benches, dining terraces and balconies, as well as the high level 

of landscaping, fountains, and other site detailing, heighten this 

appeal.

The bounded interior space of The Grove creates a sense of 

place and, with its implied security, further contributes to The 

Grove’s market appeal. For pedestrians, The Grove offers a sizable, 

protected environment for strolling, a place where one can be 

active and outdoors and yet safe.
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Pedestrian-scaled 

streetscapes and an 

overall European aesthetic 

creates a spirited 

sense of place.





Bold landscape anchors
25 acres of mixed-use
development.

CITY CREEK
CENTER

In the heart of Salt Lake City, City Creek Center is 

the retail centerpiece of one of the nation’s largest 

mixed-use downtown redevelopment projects. 

This LEED certified center with streetscapes, public 

areas and green space brings nature into the urban 

environment and creates a true civic experience. 

The project has had a tremendously positive impact 

on the surrounding community, revitalizing a 

previously under utilized downtown with a world-

class shopping and entertainment gem at its core.
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Abus labussi gnonsulium 

dem opultua maximac 

ritimol tudefactanum 

teatiem viribus firi in in 

tus publis. 

SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH

DESIGNED BY
SWA Group (Dallas)
planning and landscape architecture

FFKR Architects (Salt Lake City)
architecture

COMPLETED IN 2012

700,000 SF RETAIL SPACE
1.7 MILLION SF OFFICE SPACE
500+ RESIDENTIAL UNITS



The centerpiece of one of the largest sustainably designed urban 

communities and Utah’s newest retail and dining destination, 

City Creek Center covers two downtown city blocks and features 

a unique shopping environment with a retractable roof, a creek 

winding through the property, a pedestrian skybridge, and two 

18 foot waterfalls. From its inception, the 25-acre mixed-use City 

Creek Center was aimed to feature a creek to enliven the shops 

and promenades and provide a respite for the thousands of 

people expected to live, work and shop there annually.

Designed as a 1,225-ft-long replica of Salt Lake City’s City Creek, 

the 25-acre City Creek Center is located directly across from Utah’s 

most popular tourist attraction, the historic Temple Square of 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. City Creek Center 

features a 30,000 SF fully retractable glass roof – the nation’s first 

in a shopping center – over the retail galleria so visitors can enjoy 

the shopping center in any kind of weather. Among the many 

features, three unique fountains delight and entertain Salt Lake 

City shoppers with musically choreographed animations using 

the elements of fire and water.
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A feeling of community 

can be achieved by 

providing public spaces 

where people can 

gather—especially if 

water is involved.



Opened in late March 2012, there are nearly 100 stores 

encompassing 700,000 square feet of retail and restaurant space, 

including a 150,000-square-foot Macy’s and 124,000-square-

foot, two-level Nordstrom as retail anchors; 1.7 million square 

feet of office space; some 535 residential units, and 5,000 below-

grade parking spaces. Designed by SWA Group, City Creek has 

earned Silver LEED for Neighborhood Development (LEED-ND) as 

a pilot project. Sustainable principles have been applied in design, 

construction and operation of City Creek. For example, more than 

50% of demolition debris was recycled.

“City Creek is one of the most technical and dynamic projects 

undertaken by SWA in our 50-year history, and will make 

City Creek Center and downtown Salt Lake City a destination-

community unlike any other in the U.S.,” said Rene Bihan, principal 

of SWA. 
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of City Creek Center 

are as important in 

achieving retail success 

as the enclosed spaces.



The City Creek stream and promenade begin at the northeast 

corner of City Creek Center and meander in an S-shape across the 

entire project, ending at the southwest end. The 1-kilometer-long 

recreated creek with live fish and other flora/fauna habitat serves 

as the central organizing feature for the retail/housing/office 

development downtown and is the largest flowing watercourse 

of its kind built on-structure in the U.S. The creek flows across two 

city blocks, and drops 37 feet in elevation from beginning to end. 

Some 600 boulders were used for the creek, promenade seating 

areas and other aspects.

As it meanders throughout the property amid pedestrian 

walkways and cafes, the recreated creek features three waterfalls 

and a fountain with 50-foot-high jets. The creek varies in width 

from 1’ to 28’ and from 4” to 18” in depth. The water portion of the 

creek totals about 19,000 SF, but paving, plantings, courtyards, 

and roof gardens add up to a total of 90,000 SF of outdoor space. 

The largest water feature is the Regent Court Cascade, a 18-

foot waterfall of 2,500 gallons per minute over native local Utah 

sandstone boulders of up to 14 tons, brought in from nearby 

sources. There is a pond with live trout, lush plantings of native 

material and an interactive fountain in which children can play.

Dominant native trees are Populus tremuloides – Aspen; Betlua 

occidentailis – Native Birch; and Prunus virginiana – Choke Cherry. 

In total, 627 trees were preselected for the project a year and 

half before installation. Trees came from five different nurseries 

in Oregon and Idaho. The soil depth varies from 3’ to 5’ deep and 

a structural soil (an engineered planting soil that can support 

paving over the tree root zone) was used to maximize available 

tree root zone.
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The center’s shopping 

and leisure space features 

a 30,000 square foot 

retractable roof, outdoor 

dining, a creek that runs 

through the property, 

a pedestrian sky bridge 

and two 18-foot-tall 

waterfalls.
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Foothills Mall, 

Tucson, AZ.
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As stated previously, this master’s report focuses on a 

project site in Tucson, Arizona. An extensive regional and local 

analysis was conducted in order to select a site relevant to the 

focus of this report, which follows in the subsequent section. 

The objective of the ensuing analysis was to select a falling 

shopping mall site within nearby proximity facing similar 

challenges as other typical malls in decline across the country.  

Through a thorough study of the selected site’s history, 

surrounding land use, neighboring demographics and landscape 

performance will it then be possible to move forward with a 

relevant and informed proposal for design amendments to the 

property.

The following section of this master’s report covers: (1) site 

context and selection; (2) surrounding land use and existing 

landscape performance; (3) inventory of existing site photos and; 

(4) alignment with proposed development plans for the selected 

site that are current underway by a real-world third party.
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across 
Greater Tucson
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Regional Considerations

Similar to most major metropolitan areas, the city of Tucson has 

multiple shopping mall options serving the greater population.  

Tucson’s first mall, El Con Center, opened in 1960 to the east of 

downtown and as the city has expanded over the years new 

malls have sprung up to serve outlying suburban communities.  

Today, six large-scale malls are distributed across the greater 

Tucson area. In comparison to Tucson’s population of just over one 

million residents (2010 US Census), the ratio of malls to consumers 

is well above the national average. It is no surprise that over 

the years older malls have begun to fail as newer options have 

become available. Some malls, like La Encantada to the northeast, 

have continued to remain successful, most likely due to their 

Site Context & Selection

Tucson has several 

large-scale shopping 

centers both in it’s 

urban core and on the 

suburban periphery. 

Si
te

 A
na

ly
si

s



focus on luxury shopping, dinning and entertainment options. For 

the most part, however, malls in Tucson’s urban core are struggling 

as consumers turn to the convenience of online shopping and big 

box retailers. 

One of the properties most noticeably in decline is the Foothills 

Mall on Tucson’s northwest suburban edge. Open since the early 

1980s, the Foothills Mall has recently faced and unprecedented 

decline in traffic despite it’s prime location nestled within a thriving 

residential suburbia. As retailers and restaurants vacate the mall 

at an ever increasing rate the question of how to revitalize the 

property has become a major topic of focus for the city. Can the 

site be repurposed to better meet the needs of the surrounding 

community? 

The Foothills Mall and downtown Tucson are separated by 

approximately only eight miles. Although this seems an 

insignificant distance, as the city continues to expand traffic 

congestion becomes an ever more significant issue. Such a trip 

can take upwards of 30 minutes by vehicle. Due to its location, the 

Foothills Mall is an ideal option for redevelopment , a ‘Suburban 

Downtown’ for the towns of Marana and Oro Valley that currently 

have no such concentration urban amenities.
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Despite the relatively 

short distance, it can take 

upwards of 30 minutes to 

travel from the Foothills 

Mall to Downtown Tucson.
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Local Considerations

The Foothills Mall opened in 1982 as an upscale shopping 

option for the neighboring suburbs of Oro Valley and Marana. 

Fierce competition in the mid-1990s saw the one-time luxury 

destination re-tenanted as an outlet mall. The change brought 

about some success but the property again spiraled into 

steady decline following the recession of 2008. Vacancies have 

continued to grow over the last five years most likely due to the 

recent opening of the nearby Premium Outlets in Marana, only 

four miles away. Today the mall sits at 54% occupancy with new 

tenants moving away every month. 

The property was bought in 2016 by local investors, Bourne 

Companies LLC., with the hope that the site could be redeveloped 

into a community center with additional uses other than just 

retail.

The mall itself sits on approximately 53 acres and is located on 

major arterial roadways with access to public transportation. The 

site has a variety of major infrastructure already currently in place 

including roadways, water, sewer and drainage facilities all which 

would immediately support a multitude of opportunities and mix 

of uses.

The property sits firmly within a dense suburban footprint with 

continued growth and expansion to the northwest. In recent 

years there have been more than ten new residential community 

developments built within a 5-10 mile radius of the mall 

property. Information from the latest US Census shows a majority 

of households in the immediate area are between 30-50 years of 

age, with many owning their own home.

The Foothills Mall property is zoned as the largest single parcel 

within a five mile radius. As neither Oro Valley or Marana have a 

designated downtown, the Foothills Mall serves as the only large-

scale community space of note in the area.
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The Foothills Mall is uniquely situated to take advantage of 

existing infrastructure and established surrounding commercial 

and high-density / multi-family residential developments, 

which are components that undeveloped properties on the urban 

periphery do not have. 

The vision is to take advantage of the central infill location off 

the mall, the uses and infrastructure already in place, and to 

create a new destination - a live / work / play, multi-modal 

experience for the region - by bringing a new design concept 

and mix of amenities and experiences tailor fit to the needs of the 

surrounding community.
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A closer look at existing 

and surrounding land 

uses immediately around 

the Foothills Mall.
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Building

Typical of most malls built at the time, the Foothills Malls is fully 

enclosed and sits under a 620,000 main roof. The building is 

anchored on each end by large department stores. Currently, the 

mall is at 54% occupancy with the only successful businesses on 

site being a Barnes&Noble bookstore, a Ross outlet clothing store 

and a movie theater.
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Adjacent Roadways

The site is situated at the intersection of two major arterial 

roadways, Ina and La Cholla, and is approximately three miles to 

the east of Interstate-10. La Cholla Blvd. (to the east of the site) has 

recently been improved in the site vicinity, including a complete 

reconfiguration of its intersection with Magee Road and a new 

bridge over the Canada del Oro Wash just north of the site. Ina Rd 

is a well-traveled east / west corridor connecting Interstate-10 to 

Tucson’s northeast side.

Site

The property site sits on a total of 53 acres. The property is over 

90% impervious surface with most the developed area devoted 

to parking. The site has a variety of major infrastructure currently 

in place - roadways, water, sewer and drainage facilities - to 

immediately support a multitude of opportunities and mix of use.

Surrounding Land Use
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A closer look at existing 

and surrounding land 

uses immediately around 

the Foothills Mall.
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The areas surrounding the Foothills mall are not entirely devoted 

to retail as indicated by the presence of two nearby business parks. 

The parks currently house upwards of over 40 small businesses, 

and facilitate the need for user diversity in the area and a constant 

visitor presence.

Neighboring Shopping Center w/ Grocery Anchor

To the east of the mall, across La Cholla Blvd., lies a neighborhood 

grocer and other mixed use amenities. Options for nearby healthy 

food choices support options for future residential development. 

Additional large scale development immediately adjacent to 

the intersection further anchors the area as a destination for the 

surrounding community.

Adjacent Big Box Retail

To the immediate north of the site lies a Walmart Supercenter. 

Contrary to the popular opinion that Walmart stores are bad for 

small businesses and communities, a recent study in the Journal 
of Urban Economics found that the presence of a Walmart in a 

neighborhood actually predicts a rise in price of nearby home 

values. The Walmart Supercenter shares a perimeter drive with 

the Foothills  Mall and, based on visual observation, seems to have 

a healthy business.
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and surrounding land 

uses immediately around 

the Foothills Mall.
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Neighboring Washes

The nearby Canada del Oro Wash provides potential access 

to Tucson’s Loop Trail and connections to the to site from 

surrounding residential communities. The smaller Carmack Wash 

sits immediately adjacent to the site along it’s west side and 

eventually daylights into the Canada del Oro. The site’s connection 

to such significant natural elements have the potential to 

highlight the unique vegetation, wildlife and character of the 

Sonoran Desert.

Adjacent Multi-family Housing

Housing opportunities already exist adjacent to the Foothills 

Mall showcasing a large potential user group to new amenities 

developed on site. However, currently there is a lack of any 

significant connection between the two areas. Nearby town 

homes are separated from the existing mall by fencing barriers 

and overgrown vegetation. Existing conditions discourage 

walkability and community connection.

Misc. Restaurants / Clinic / Banking

Adjacent restaurants further anchor the intersection as a 

destination for the surrounding community. Their presence, along 

with an emergency clinic on the corner, support opportunities for 

future mixed used development in the area as a space that meets 

multiple needs of visitors and residents alike.
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As is typical of most of 

most shopping malls, 

the main building is 

surrounded on all sides by 

a sea of asphalt parking.
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Existing Mall Footprint

Adjacent
Multi-FamilyCarmack

Wash

N La Cholla Blvd
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Comprised primarily of buildings and surface 
parking, the site is over 92% impervious.

There are approximately 2,850 parking spaces 
on site, the majority of which lie vacant the 
entirety of the year.

Vegetation on site is minimal. Of the 270+ trees 
that do exist, many are non-native / unhealthy.



With more than 90% impervious cover across the site, stormwater 

runoff sheet flows across open parking lots during storm events 

to drain into nearby streets and the Carmack Wash to the west 

of the site leading to significant flooding. Pollutants and trash 

from vehicles and users flow freely into natural areas that act as 

corridors for wildlife movement across the dense surrounding 

urban matrix.

Little thought is given to slowing water and harnessing runoff as 

a resource to nourish on site vegetation, thus saving on irrigation 

costs.

Although perceived as expensive, recent studies show that 

investment in green infrastructure practices in urban areas, such 

as water harvesting, can lead to significant financial returns in as 

little as 10-15 years.

Lack of pervious surfaces 

or areas of significant 

vegetation can lead 

to flooding during 

storm events.

Existing Landscape Performance
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torm / Runoff 

* Reclaimed water not available on site.
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Exterior Conditions

Major problems on site are characterized by a general lack of 

maintenance, desolation and vagrancy.

Surface parking on site can, more often than not, be found 

empty. Exposed asphalt and lack of significant vegetative cover 

undoubtedly contribute to Urban Heat Island Effect and surface 

temperatures can often exceed 120 degrees in Arizona’s hot 

summer months. 

Concrete and asphalt have fallen into general disrepair due to 

lack of maintenance over time. Of significant note are the island 

planters throughout the property, many of which are filled 

with dead / dying trees and weeds. It is unknown if irrigation on 

property is still functioning.

Additionally, signs of homeless population and general vagrancy 

exist across the site, especially on the property’s west side near 

Carmack Wash. Individuals can be found sleeping under the 

shaded eves at the back of the mall and abandoned shopping 

carts and broken glass must be avoided even when traveling 

short distances by foot across the parking lot. 

All of these factors contribute to the perception of a lack of safety 

and general unease felt by visitors. There are few, if any, natural 

areas for pedestrians to sit and linger outdoors. Most visitors move 

quickly from to and from their vehicles  and leave the site after 

their intended purpose for visiting in the first place.Si
te
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Images taken on site 

at the Foothills Mall of 

existing conditions.

desolation

lack of maintenance

vagrancy
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Images taken on site 

inside the Foothills Mall of 

existing conditions.
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out of scale / character

vacant

cheerless / comfortlesss
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Interior Conditions

The inside of the mall, surprisingly, has little more aesthetic appeal 

than the conditions outdoors. 

A patchwork of architectural styles make the space feel cluttered 

and chaotic Due to the lack of any defining or unifying elements 

the building lacks a ‘sense of place.’ Overall dimensions and low 

levels of natural light additionally contribute to a lack of scale and 

character. 

As stated previously, many of the stores themselves are vacant. 

Those left tend to be low-end chain stores and are often minimally 

staffed. There are no unique or local retail vendors left to attract 

business of any significance. 

Large scale spaces once meant for social gathering are empty, 

cheerless and comfortless. There are few places to sit and speak 

with friends or people watch.

Interior conditions all further contribute to the general feeling of 

desolation and unease. Currently, there are many other locales 

across the city for customers to visit that provide a more vibrant 

and enjoyable visitor experience.

Site Photos, cont.



The Foothills Mall was bought in 2016 by local investors, Bourne 

Companies LLC., with hope that the site could be redeveloped into 

a community center with additional uses other than just retail.

Concept plans were presented to the Pima County Planning and 

Zoning Department in the Fall of 2018 proposing a very extensive 

proposal to redevelop and restore the Foothills Mall into a multi-

modal live/work/play destination over the next 15-20 years. 

The plan proposes a complete re-design of the existing 620,000 

square foot space, with the addition of new and complimentary 

uses all linked together through various means. The project’s aim 

is to create a mix of entertainment and dining experiences, public 

gathering spaces, retail, office, hospitality and multi-family uses.  

The movie theater recently underwent an extensive renovation 

and would remain part of the project. Other entertainment 

options being considered are a bowling alley, children’s splash 

pad, gathering and event spaces and a venue for live musical 

performances. Retail would remain a large aspect of the project, 

with the hope of bringing in specialty markets, such as locally 

grown foods and locally crafted goods.
Concept rendering for 

Bourne Company’s 

proposed Foothills Hall 

redevelopment plan.

Proposed Foothills Mall Redevelopment



Multi-family residential would be a key part of the project, 

looking to cater to those who are looking for a walkable, urban-

style community, where a vehicle is not necessary to utilize the 

other types of development on the property. The entire project is 

meant to be easily walkable or bikeable and will feature partially 

covered sidewalks and even trail linkages to the County’s Loop 

system of multi-use paths.  

Higher density office space and the introduction of a hospitality 

venue would aim towards giving the area the feel of a high 

density, high activity town center.

If everything is approved an moves forward according to plan, 

the first phases of redevelopment could be completed by 2020. 

At this point, though, the development package is only a rough 

outline and the layout and renders displayed are not necessarily 

exact depictions of the future building’s design or locations.
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redevelopment plan.
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GI Improvements
• Reduce urban heat island

• Harness runoff as resource

Social Benefits
• Improved circulation & safety

• Community engagement 

Urban Ecology
• Planting strategies

• Pollution abatement

• Habitat for biodiversity



The Foothills Mall is uniquely situated to take advantage of 

existing infrastructure and established surrounding commercial 

and high-density/multi-family residential developments, which 

are components that undeveloped properties on the urban 

periphery do not have. 

The current project’s aim is to create a mix of entertainment 

and dining experiences, public gathering spaces, retail, office, 

hospitality and multi-family uses. However, current plans do little 

to highlight the unique character of the surrounding natural or 

cultural landscape.

It is the author of this report’s hope to move forward with a new 

design proposal that aligns not only with the goals of the existing 

redevelopment plan and the Pima County Planning and Zoning 

Department but to also further explore the integration of both 

landscape and urban design elements in an effort to better meet 

community needs while establishing a more focused ‘sense of 

place.’
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Alignment
with existing redevelopment plan and Pima 

County Planning and Zoning Department

Opportunity Still Exists
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from author’s 

Foothills Mall 

revitalization proposal.
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Based on research and analysis, the author of this report 

has conceptualized a new design of the Foothills Mall and it’s 

connections to the surrounding community. Rather than tearing 

down what was once a flourishing space, the design focuses on 

determining a new typology for the failing mall and redefining 

the role of the property in the community it stands within. All 

decisions have been informed by the various literature reviews, 

case reviews and site analysis presented previously in this report.

The following section is meant to provide the reader with 

an overview of the overall approach and process that lead to 

reimagining of the existing Foothills Mall property. Goals and 

objectives that guided design decisions for the project will be 

presented as well as a Master Plan for future development. 

Individual site elements and various areas of focus will be 

discussed as they relate to the overall success of the design intent 

presented by the author.
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Reinventing Malls

As most malls are situated in the heart of the urban/suburban 

fabric, there is a unique opportunity to reimagine how these 

structures are used/perceived by the people living in the 

immediate area and perhaps reintegrate or rejuvenate the 

surrounding landscape back into the ecological matrix creating 

new healthy, vibrant urban green spaces where once there 

existed only urban sprawl. 

Revitalizing Communities

Can a ‘dead mall’ help define a sense of place within the 

community it was originally a part of?

The Foothills Mall is failing. However, by identifying new 

touchstones/functionalities not typically found in mall 

development, things like green infrastructure, habitat 

enhancement and recreational opportunities (see right), and 

incorporating them into a future design there is the potential to 

redefine the suburban shopping mall experience. 

Rather than simply tear down the Foothills Mall there is a unique 

opportunity to repupose it’s existing structures and enhance the 

surrounding landscape to create a new landmark space that will 

have the potential to engage and meet the needs of the larger 

community.
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Potential areas of focus 

for design application.

Green
Infrastructure

Economic
Function

Ecological
Opportunities

Habitat
Enhancement

Recreational
Opportunities

User
Diversity

•  business diversity
•  mixed use 

development
•  repurposed 

infrastructure

•  renewable energy
• water  capture/reuse

• reduce heat is land
• restore native 

vegetation

• patch/corridor 
connections

•  buffered/protected 
space

• biking 
infrastructure

•  sports  complex

•  meet demographic 
needs for  area
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Increase Green Space

Create Opportunities for 
Social  Engagement and 
Connection

Goals

Each area of focus seemed to fall into one of two categories, 

ecological opportunities or social opportunities, and coalesced 

into two primary goals for the project as a whole.

Program
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• Promote land use patterns and development that 

support healthy people, a healthy environment 

and a healthy economy

• Development should incorporate design elements 

for walkability, bikeability and access to work, 

school, services, infrastructure, and healthy food

• Increase opportunities to incorporate green space 

as a part of the urban environment and to decrease 

heat islands effect, improve biological diversity, 

and enhance property values and quality of life

• Provide a diverse range of landscape types, 

functions and recreational opportunities to meet 

the physical and social needs all user groups

• Integrate parks, plazas, and other gathering places 

with shade- providing trees and comprehensive 

landscaping throughout design to provide places 

for community activity and interaction

• Encourage residential multi-modal opportunities, 

public safety and appropriate connectivity among 

parks, neighborhoods and commercial areas

Objectives

Goals were further broken down into specific objectives to be used 

as guiding principles and to be incorporated into the new design 

for the Foothills Mall.
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Rebranding

Recognizing the stigma attached to the word ‘mall,’ the first step 

moving toward changing the perception of the Foothills Mall is to 

remove the word entirely. Rebranding the property as the new 

‘Foothills Commons’ acknowledges the site’s future diversity as a 

mixed use development with options like live, work and play. The 

subtle change highlights the feeling of a more modern, intimate 

community center that will appeal to today’s consumers who 

value experience over the need for a place to shop.

Concept / Inspiration

The design for the property was inspired by the original name 

of the mall as well as some of Tucson’s most iconic geological 

features, its canyons winding up and through the foothills of 

the nearby Santa Catalina Mountains. Carved from water over 

millennia these canyons begin at the base of the mountain 

foothills. As you hike up the canyon you are surrounded by rising 

faces of rock and they provide a unique backdrop to showcase the 

diversity of plant and wildlife in the Sonoran Desert. 

The exploded footprint of the old mall opens up the space and 

provides connection to the surrounding natural world. The newly 

created central walk, with buildings rising up on either side, is 

meant to replicate the experience of moving, or hiking, through 

one of the nearby foothills canyons. Similarly, just as water aides 

in the formation of one of these canyons, a new pedestrian 

oriented green space in the form of a dry desert arroyo moves 

through the site, eventually connecting to the existing Carmack 

Wash to the west of the property. Other features and materials 

throughout the design are meant to correspond to natural forms 

and arrangements unique to the Sonoran Desert, thus providing 

a ‘sense of place’ grounded in a connection to and in relationship 

with the surrounding natural environment.
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Exploded Mall Footprint

The design begins, perhaps most noticeably, with the 

exploded footprint if the original Foothills Mall. By 

removing the roof over the old mall’s atriums natural light 

is allowed in and buildings are broken up to provide a more 

human scaled dimension to the space. More buildings 

also allow for more anchor locations and smaller pockets 

and courts for a diversity of user experience.

New Mixed-Use Residential

Diversity of users is critical to the future success and 

longevity of the reimagined Foothills Commons. 

Residential opportunities on site ensure a steady level of 

activity throughout day and week as opposed to visitors 

only accessing the site on evenings and weekends. In 

turn, infusing the new commercial development with 

residential offers improvements to home affordability, 

walkability between housing, workplaces and other 

amenities, and a stronger neighborhood.

Desert Arroyo

A new pedestrian oriented green space moves through 

the property, breaking up the space but also orienting 

visitors and residents. The dry desert arroyo draws guests 

in through open entrances on the site’s east side into 

the ‘canyon’ formed by the newly broken up building. 

The arroyo is filled with native vegetation and is meant 

to additionally function as a passive water harvesting 

feature. Visitors can follow the arroyo through the site to 

a natural area and market space on the west side of the 

property before it eventually connects and spills into the 

existing Carmack Wash.
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Canyon Courts

The desert arroyo opens up to larger galleries in several 

locations as it winds it’s way through the buildings to 

the natural area on the property’s west side. These open 

courts are meant to function as a sequence of stopping 

points, or gathering spaces, along the course of the new 

greenway and mimic natural features such as rockfalls, 

pools and waterfalls that one might experience as they 

hike up through a natural canyon in the nearby foothills.

Bosque Market Canopy

As the desert arroyo spills into the Carmack Wash it moves 

through a new natural public greenspace and passes a 

large 25,000 sf / 30’ high artificial canopy meant to depict 

the dense mesquite bosques once found across the 

floodplains where canyon washes spilled into Tucson’s 

Santa Cruz and Rillito Rivers. The canopy is nestled into 

pockets of native vegetation with featured plantings 

sheltered beneath.  The area is meant as a large, open, 

shaded flex-use space for outdoor events such farmer’s 

markets or other celebrations.

Flex-use / Incubator Spaces

A collection of permanent built stalls are situated 

immediately adjacent to the ‘Bosque Market’ canopy. 

Stalls are intended as flex-use space for local vendors 

at events such as farmer’s markets or other happenings. 

Stalls could additionally function as incubator spaces to 

foster the growth of startup concepts, capitalizing on the 

local culture of innovation and entrepreneurism and also 

providing a diversity of retail options not traditionally 

found in a typical mall setting.
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Site Features, cont.
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Open Space / Lawn

Adjacent to the ‘Bosque Market’ is an open turf area meant 

as additional flex-use space for large events, outdoor 

play, concerts or venue for community movie nights for 

nearby residents.

Natural Play Area

Completing the new greenspace complex on the 

property’s west side is a large children’s play area. By 

including opportunities for play and social engagement 

visitors are encouraged not just to visit but to linger. Like 

other elements across the property, play equipment 

is meant to mimic natural features and forms such as 

rockfalls, cacti or wildlife dens, deepening the connection 

to elements in the surrounding Sonoran Desert.

Green Parking Lots

Simple retrofits to existing parking lots like curb cuts allow 

water to be slowed, absorbed and used as an alternative 

resource to irrigation.

Enhanced Community Connections

Taking the first steps to encourage walkability and a 

neighborhood aesthetic, vehicular access has been 

rerouted through and into adjacent multi-family 

housing developments thus providing better connections 

for nearby residents. New paths along Carmack Wash 

connect residential communities further downstream to 

the large public greenspace on the property’s west side. 

Finally, enhanced crosswalks at La Cholla Blvd. allow for 

and strengthen safer access from nearby business parks.

7

Site Features, cont.

8

9

10



100 ft 200 ft

N

*

*

*

The “New” Foothills Commons



127

M
as

te
r P

la
n

Entry Marquees / Gateways

New large-scale sculptural elements and signage are 

meant to draw in passing vehicular traffic and orient 

visitors to points of entry across the property. Modular 

elements from the ‘Bosque Market’ canopy are repeated 

to each side of the main entrance on La Cholla Blvd., 

unifying form across the site and acting as a recognizable 

landmark design feature. 

Large corten steel towers on the east side of the property 

highlight major gateways to the new ‘canyon’ building 

layout and are meant to resemble rock formations at the 

base of the Santa Catalina Mountains.

Site Features, cont.

*
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Impervious Cover

The project site began with an impervious surface coverage 

of more than 90%. The design, through the addition of a large 

outdoor public green space on the west side of the property as 

well as the addition of various water harvesting basins across the 

parking lots and around the perimeter of the site manages to 

reduce impervious coverage by almost 24%.

Vegetaion

The existing mall had little vegetative cover. What little cover did 

exist was often unhealthy or consisted of non-native/invasive 

species. In an effort to restore some ecological health, over five 

acres of native plant communities were restored across the site in 

the finished design. 

The plan also expects to increase canopy cover and provide 

structural overstory diversity through the addition of more than 

300 native and arid adapted desert trees. Within ten years these 

trees will shade over 100,000 square feet, increasing human 

comfort, reducing surface temperatures and sequestering/

decressing the emission of almost 450,000 pounds of CO2 (i-Tree.

org). 

Landscape Performance



Old Spaces New Faces

Once a dimly lit and depressing interior corridor, the central 

‘canyon’ walk of the new Foothills Commons is transformed into 

a vibrant, open-aired, pedestrian oriented green space.

The breakup of the existing mall footprint, right away, brings 

a more human-scaled dimension to the layout of the site. 

Meanwhile, the addition of natural light provides an instant 

connection to the surrounding environment.

New groundplane materials unify the overall space, complimented 

by a dry desert arroyo (swale) that moves through the site and 

provides separation but also directs and organizes movement 

from one end of the site to another. The arroyo additionally 

functions as a passive water harvesting feature taking in and 

moving water runoff from surrounding rooftops during storm 

events. Bridging across the arroyo allows for ease of movement 

as visitors traverse the site. 

Retrofits to the building’s surfaces utilize materials commonly 

used in Tucson and other parts of the southwest such as Corten 

steel. These elements aid in providing unity across the site while 

also having the functionality of passively shading visitors and 

residents. Additionally, the form of these elements are meant to 

mimic natural form and to aid in the simulation/transformation 

of buildings into ‘canyon’ walls rising above guests moving along 

the corridor. 

Finally, native vegetation softens the space and provides much 

needed greenery/natural shade as well as a connection to the 

Sonoran Desert, encouraging visitors to slow down, linger and 

enjoy their experience rather than rush along.

Area of Focus:  Canyon Walk and Galleries
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Opposite: 

Foothills Commons 

central ‘canyon’ walk 

and galleries.





Canopy Concept

The ‘Bosque Market’ canopy is made up of a series of modular 

forms intended as abstractions of native mesquite trees. Together 

they form a large, interconnected grid which provides filtered 

shade to visitors moving through the space or events taking place 

beneath the grand canopy. 

Each ‘tree’ shelters and highlights specimen vegetation native to 

the Sonoran Desert much like real trees act as nurse plants in the 

desert environment.

Altogether, the canopy provides over 25,000 square feet of 

shaded space for large outdoor events such as farmer’s markets or 

community celebrations. The canopy’s sculptural form is meant 

to impress visitors and act as a recognizable landmark/branding 

feature for the new Foothills Commons.

Area of Focus:  Bosque Market
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Modular canopy concept 

for Bosque Market at new 

Foothills Commons.



Earth Play

Play equipment that mimics natural forms found in the 

Sonoran Desert not only provides a foundation for  creative 

play but can subtly educate and teach recognition of 

form and function in the natural world. 

Structures might resemble features such as pack rat 

dens, birds nests or rockfalls and allow children to 

engage, connect and learn about native wildlife and the 

surrounding environment in a safe way.
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Concept for modular 

incubator spaces adjacent 

to Bosque Market 

at Foothills Commons.



Incubator Space

20’ x 20’ stalls adjacent to the ‘Bosque Market’ canopy 

function as permanent, rentable start-up space for local 

entrepreneurs or flex-use space for vendors during events 

such as farmers market’s.

The form of individual stalls mimics the shape of the 

adjacent ‘Bosque Market’ canopy while their overall 

arrangement is meant to replicate the form of native 

cholla cacti.

Area of Focus:  Bosque Market, cont.

Conceptualized natural 

play equipment for park 

at Foothills Commons.



The Bosque Market
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A view underneath 

the Bosque Market 

canopy at the new 

Foohills Commons.
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The final section of this report is meant to provide the 

reader with an overview of potential phasing opportunities 

moving forward should this design proposal be considered for 

future development.

Additionally, the author will discuss final thoughts regarding the 

state of malls in the country today and other considerations for 

redevelopment at projects of similar size and scope across the 

country. 141
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The Foothills Mall as it 

exists within the nearby 

suburban context.

Future Opportunities

The new Foothills Commons is really only the first step in 

what could conceivably be the centerpiece of a much larger 

redevelopment initiative. 

Areas along La Cholla, Ina and Magee Rd to the north could 

be developed using the same principles presented in this 

report, adding mixed-use development and new residential 

opportunities. These area could be tied into a greater Foothills 

Commons Complex, all centered around a central park and the 

‘Bosque Market.’ 

Pedestrian and bike connections could be further enhanced along 

the Carmack Wash and the nearby Canada del Oro connecting 

residential communities farther downstream. 

The resulting complex would have the potential to be a landmark 

destination in Tucson. A new suburban downtown that provides 

opportunities for live, work and play in a more intimate, walkable 

neighborhood setting.



Final Thoughts

An obsolete or declining mall will undoubtedly be viewed as a 

serious problem for both the owner and the community, but 

it should also be seen as a long-term, once-in-a-generation 

opportunity. Through creative visioning, planning, and 

development, it may be possible to find an ingenious and 

comprehensive community-building solution that will have an 

impact far beyond the mall’s parking lots. When a mall falters, 

the question that needs to be asked is not “How can we save the 

mall?” but “How can we use this opportunity to create a higher-

value, more sustainable real estate development that helps build 

a more livable community?”

The decline of a mall should thus spark an evaluation of how the 

community has changed and matured since the mall was first 

built, and lead to a debate about approaches to redevelopment 

that will better serve the community’s current needs. The goal is 

to create a plan for growth that  reflects the community’s vision of 

its future and meets the financial and operational requirements 

of the owners. When they work in partnership to rethink the mall, 

the public and private sectors have a tremendous opportunity to 

optimize long-term real estate returns, augment the image and 

appeal of the community, strengthen the community’s economic 

vitality, and enhance the surrounding residential neighborhoods.
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The “New” Foothills Commons

A Place for People and the Environment



The “New” Foothills Commons

Conceptual rendering, 

looking northeast, 

across the new 

Foothills Commons

to the Santa Catalina Mts.
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