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Adaptive Reuse of Shopping Malls – Case Study of the Foothills Mall in Tucson, AZ
Ian T. Brown | Sustainable Built Environments | Instructor: Joey Iuliano

INTRODUCTION
Dead and dying shopping malls are pervasive in the United States and abroad. What were once 
proxy town centers, created with the best of intentions during the expansion of cities into 
suburbs after World War II, are now often a blight on the communities they once served. 
Although malls remained vibrant hubs of activity for decades, drawing in ever more development 
around them, the model failed. Adaptive reuse has emerged as a promising solution that utilizes 
the existing infrastructure, limits the demolition of the site, and renews the vibrant activity that 
once took place in these “town centers”. The Foothills Mall in Tucson, Arizona (currently referred 
to as “Uptown” on the Bourne Companies website) is a compelling case study for adaptive reuse.

METHODOLOGY
This study will be conducted with an analysis of the trend of failing malls and applied to a case 
study of the Foothills Mall (FHM) in Tucson, Arizona. To provide a recommendation of best 
practices, the paper will review the literature surrounding mixed-use projects and community 
environments as they relate to planning for adaptive reuse. Sources of information include peer-
reviewed articles, journal publications, industry leader reviews, and interviews with 
professionals in the field. A review of the existing Foothills Mall Specific Plan submittal is 
included and relied upon for some site statistics. Results and discussion are presented as best-
practice suggestions for the ongoing planning of the Foothills Mall property re-development.

DISCUSSION
The Foothills Mall adaptive reuse will benefit from creating a sense of place. Now, more than 
ever, landlords, tenants, and communities must understand that their success is intertwined and 
contingent upon what is best for all of them. There is much evidence and support that a mix of 
uses, a mix of lease terms and types, outdoors space, an array of activities, some consistent and 
others varied, multiple food choices, retail that is integrated with online shopping and 
distribution, and a unique character that fits the location is as a recipe for success. Combining 
this with community connectivity, civic and municipal facilities, and any other use that is not 
conveniently located in the trade area can make the Foothills Mall a true town center.

CONCLUSION
The adaptive reuse of suburban shopping mall properties like the Foothills Mall, can bolster the 
communities that they once served by facilitating renewal, limiting sprawl and waste, supplying 
a vibrant third place, and creating a sustainable solution to a real problem. A full cost-benefit 
analysis as well as a project proforma needs to be completed, considering all existing 
infrastructure, available resources, and opportunities for a cohesive mix of uses. It is truly a 
multi-variable equation, part art, part science. Community buy-in is imperative for a successful 
outcome. Providing a unique and vibrant third place by implementing enduring links to the 
community, physically and emotionally, can create a project that is a win for everyone.
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