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Introduction 

The strongest traffic opportunity for dying malls is family traffic. The reason is simple: 

unlike traditional retail traffic, family traffic is driven by experiences, celebrations, and 

the constant need for places where children and parents can spend meaningful time 

together. 

A parent may decide not to buy clothes this week. A parent may order shoes online or 

skip a department store. However, families still need places for children to play, 

socialize, celebrate birthdays, meet friends, attend events, explore new experiences, 

and enjoy time together. 

This is the key difference. 

Family entertainment creates repeat visits: 

An indoor playground is not only a one-time attraction; it can become a regular 

weekend destination. 

A family entertainment center gives children a reason to return for new games, 

challenges, attractions, and experiences. 

A birthday party brings not only one family, but also guests, siblings, parents, food 

purchases, photographs, presents, and future bookings. 

Seasonal festivals, themed weekends, competitions, performances, and community 

events generate recurring traffic throughout the year. 

Camps, clubs, workshops, and special programs turn occasional visitors into regular 

customers. 

Restaurants, cafés, cinemas, arcades, attractions, and play areas encourage families to 

stay longer and spend across multiple businesses. 

This is why dying malls should not focus exclusively on finding new retail tenants. They 

should become central indoor destinations where families go every week for 

entertainment, play, celebrations, events, social interaction, food, and shared 

experiences. 

There is another powerful insight: family visits naturally generate multiple layers of 

traffic and spending. 
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A child may come for a playground, attraction, game, workshop, performance, or 

birthday party. Parents may eat, drink coffee, shop, work, meet friends, use services, or 

relax while their children are engaged. Younger and older siblings may use different 

attractions. Grandparents, classmates, party guests, and family friends expand the size 

of each visit. 

The child’s experience creates the primary reason to come. The family’s time at the 

mall creates additional spending. Birthday guests, event participants, friends, siblings, 

and repeat visitors create even more traffic. 

A successful family destination also benefits from longer dwell time. Families may 

spend several hours combining entertainment, food, shopping, events, and social 

activities in one convenient indoor location. 

Therefore, the opportunity is not simply to add a few entertainment tenants to a mall. 

The opportunity is to create a complete family traffic ecosystem—a place where 

families come repeatedly to play, celebrate, socialize, eat, explore, and spend time 

together. 

Core Thesis 

Dying malls should be repositioned as Family Traffic Centers: indoor community 

destinations where families return weekly for children’s entertainment, development, 

enrichment, events, parties, food, and social life. 

The goal is not to replace one department store with one entertainment tenant. The 

goal is to rebuild the mall around a new recurring traffic engine. 

The old mall was built around shopping. 

The new mall should be built around family life. 
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Why Family Traffic Can 

Revitalize Dying Malls 

Family traffic is powerful because it combines several forms of demand that are 

difficult to replace online: 

• Family entertainment 

• Children’s development 

• Afterschool enrichment 

• Tutoring and academic support 

• Coding, robotics, AI, and STEM 

• Sports, dance, music, and art 

• Birthday parties and celebrations 

• School and community events 

• Food and social time 

• Parent waiting time 

• Weekend family outings 

• Camps and seasonal programs 

Retail traffic is often occasional and optional. Family traffic is repeated, scheduled, 

emotional, and mission-driven. 

Families are not simply looking for places to buy products. They are looking for places 

where children can grow, learn, play, socialize, celebrate, perform, compete, create, 

and belong. 

A dying mall already has many of the assets needed to serve this demand: 

• Large indoor space 

• Parking 

• Visibility 

• Utilities 

• Restrooms 
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• Food infrastructure 

• Common areas 

• Former anchor spaces 

• Existing community awareness 

• Weather protection 

• Flexible storefronts 

• Event capacity 

• Central location 

The missing piece is not space. 

The missing piece is programming, coordination, family-oriented design, digital 

infrastructure, and a platform that connects families with providers. 
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The New Anchor Model 

For decades, department stores served as mall anchors. They brought traffic, and 

smaller tenants benefited from that traffic. 

That model has weakened. 

The new anchor model should be built around several complementary family traffic 

generators: 

• Family entertainment anchors 

• Children’s development and afterschool activities 

• Tutoring, coding, robotics, music, art, sport, and enrichment providers 

• Community fairs and children’s events 

• Birthday party rooms and celebration spaces 

• Food, cafés, and family dining 

• Parent lounges and work-friendly waiting zones 

• Government, school, nonprofit, and community-supported programs 

• A digital platform that connects families, providers, events, and mall spaces 

This is stronger than a single anchor tenant because it creates multiple reasons to visit 

the mall throughout the week. 

• Entertainment brings families on weekends. 

• Afterschool programs bring families on weekdays. 

• Events bring groups and communities. 

• Parties bring guests. 

• Food captures dwell time. 

• Public and community partnerships add legitimacy, funding opportunities, 

media attention, and additional uses. 

• The app connects the ecosystem. 

Together, these elements turn the mall into a recurring family destination. 
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Strategy Pillar 1: Family 

Entertainment Anchors 

Every Family Traffic Center needs strong entertainment anchors that give families an 

immediate reason to visit. 

These anchors can include: 

• Indoor activity parks 

• Trampoline parks 

• Climbing walls 

• Ninja courses 

• Slides and obstacle courses 

• Interactive projector rooms 

• Immersive sports screens 

• VR and mixed-reality attractions 
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• Children’s museums 

• AI experience zones 

• Arcades 

• Mini golf 

• Robotics arenas 

• Performance stages 

• Toddler play zones 

• Family competition zones 

Entertainment changes the emotional perception of the mall. A vacant or declining 

mall feels empty, risky, and irrelevant. A mall with active children, movement, birthday 

parties, music, food, and family events feels alive again. 

Entertainment also creates spillover. Families who come for play also need food, 

coffee, gifts, services, shopping, and additional activities. The goal is not just to 

entertain children. The goal is to restore the mall as a place families intentionally 

choose. 
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Strategy Pillar 2: 

Children’s Development and 

Afterschool Activities 

Entertainment creates excitement, but children’s development activities create the 

strongest recurring traffic. 

A family mall should include a dedicated development district with classrooms, 

studios, labs, and flexible activity rooms for: 

• Math tutoring 

• Reading and writing 

• Coding 

• Robotics 

• AI literacy 

• STEM workshops 
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• Music lessons 

• Art classes 

• Dance 

• Theater 

• Chess 

• Language learning 

• Homework support 

• Test preparation 

• Speech and communication programs 

• Sports skills 

• Creative writing 

• Entrepreneurship for children 

• Financial literacy 

• Camps and seasonal programs 

These activities are already part of family life. Parents drive children to them every 

week. But today these services are fragmented across small offices, homes, schools, 

online platforms, temporary spaces, and low-visibility locations. 

The mall can consolidate this fragmented demand into one visible, convenient, family-

friendly destination. 

This creates several advantages for mall owners: 

• More weekday traffic 

• More predictable visitation 

• Longer dwell time 

• Higher frequency of return visits 

• More food and service demand 

• More exposure for existing tenants 

• Stronger community relevance 

• Better use of vacant small spaces 
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• A new tenant category with recurring customer behavior 

A mall does not need to wait for large national tenants only. It can activate space 

through local tutors, educators, coaches, artists, musicians, coding teachers, robotics 

instructors, and enrichment providers. 
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Strategy Pillar 3: The 

Parent Waiting-Time Economy 

Parents waiting for children are one of the most overlooked economic opportunities in 

real estate. 

In most children’s centers, waiting time is wasted. Parents sit in cars, hallways, lobbies, 

or crowded reception areas. The child receives value, but the parent’s hour produces 

almost no economic benefit for the location. 

A mall can capture that hour. 

While children are in classes or activities, parents can: 

• Buy coffee 

• Eat lunch or dinner 

• Shop 

• Use services 
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• Work on a laptop 

• Meet other parents 

• Walk indoors 

• Bring younger siblings to play 

• Visit a bookstore or toy store 

• Attend a parent workshop 

• Use a parent lounge 

• Explore other mall tenants 

This is not traditional shopping traffic. It is dwell-time traffic created by a scheduled 

child activity. 

That is why the design of the Family Traffic Center should intentionally include: 

• Comfortable parent lounges 

• Coffee and food nearby 

• Work tables 

• Strong Wi-Fi 

• Charging stations 

• Family restrooms 

• Visibility and safety 

• Younger sibling play areas 

• Clear wayfinding 

• Digital notifications when classes end 

• Retail and services within walking distance 

The child’s activity brings the family to the mall. 

The parent’s waiting time monetizes the visit. 
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Strategy Pillar 4: Events as 

Weekly Activation Engines 

Malls are naturally built for events. They have indoor space, parking, utilities, 

restrooms, food, security, signage, and weather protection. 

Many event planners struggle with outdoor weather, permits, temporary infrastructure, 

parking, bathrooms, electricity, and setup logistics. Malls already solve many of these 

problems. 

A Family Traffic Center should become a weekly event platform for: 

• Children’s business fairs 

• Kids expos 

• Back-to-school fairs 

• Summer camp fairs 

• STEM fairs 
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• Robotics competitions 

• Art shows 

• Music recitals 

• Dance performances 

• School showcases 

• Youth entrepreneurship events 

• Book fairs 

• Toy and game fairs 

• Family health fairs 

• Parenting workshops 

• Holiday markets 

• Cultural festivals 

• Local nonprofit events 

• Community contests 

• Children’s author events 

• Family movie nights 

• Youth talent shows 

Events create urgency. They give families a reason to come this weekend, not 

someday. 

They also change public perception. A mall that hosts visible weekly events stops 

looking like a dying property and starts looking like a community hub. 

The key is not to wait for outside organizers only. The mall can actively curate, 

produce, and co-produce events. Event programming should become part of the 

mall’s operating system. 
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Strategy Pillar 5: Party 

Rooms and Celebration 

Spaces 

Celebrations are a major family traffic opportunity. 

Families celebrate birthdays, graduations, team parties, school milestones, holidays, 

performances, achievements, and community events. A mall can combine party rooms 

with entertainment, food, gifts, decorations, photos, and guest activities. 

A Family Traffic Center should include multiple celebration spaces: 

• Small birthday rooms 

• Large party rooms 

• Toddler party rooms 

• Teen party rooms 

• STEM party rooms 

• Art party rooms 



19 
 

• Robotics party rooms 

• AI and game party rooms 

• Performance rooms 

• Stage rooms 

• Community rooms 

• Private family event rooms 

The model should go beyond room rental. 

The mall can offer full celebration packages: 

• Room reservation 

• Entertainment attraction 

• Food and drinks 

• Decorations 

• Digital invitations 

• Themed activities 

• Photo or video options 

• Gift cards 

• Party host 

• Add-on classes or workshops 

• Post-party mall offers 

Every birthday party brings multiple families into the property. Many of those guests 

are potential future customers for entertainment, classes, food, retail, and events. 

A party is not just a transaction. It is a marketing channel. 
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Strategy Pillar 6: Food as 

the Family Connector 

Food is essential because family visits are longer than shopping visits. 

If a family comes for tutoring, then stays for play, then attends an event, the mall must 

capture that dwell time with food and beverages. 

The food strategy should include: 

• Family café 

• Coffee for parents 

• Healthy kids’ meals 

• Fast casual dining 

• Dessert and celebration options 

• Food hall concepts 

• Local food vendors 
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• Birthday catering 

• Event food packages 

• Grab-and-go snacks near activity zones 

• Parent-friendly seating 

Food should not be treated only as a food court. It should be integrated into the 

family traffic model. 

The best food locations should be near activity anchors, classrooms, party rooms, 

event zones, and parent lounges. 
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Strategy Pillar 7: Revenue-

Share Instead of High Fixed 

Rent 

Dying malls need activation before they can demand premium rent. 

Many valuable family service providers cannot commit to high fixed leases at the 

beginning. Tutors, teachers, coaches, artists, musicians, robotics instructors, event 

planners, and small enrichment providers often have customers but not enough 

capital or confidence to sign traditional long-term retail leases. 

A Family Traffic Center can solve this with a revenue-share model. 

Instead of charging every provider a fixed rent from day one, the mall can offer flexible 

access to space and take a percentage of revenue. 

This model can apply to: 

• Tutors 

• Educators 
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• Coaches 

• Music teachers 

• Art teachers 

• Coding instructors 

• Robotics instructors 

• Event planners 

• Party operators 

• Camp organizers 

• Workshop providers 

• Children’s program creators 

The benefits are significant: 

• Lower risk for providers 

• Faster activation of vacant space 

• More variety of programming 

• Better alignment between mall and operators 

• More reasons for families to visit 

• More data on what works 

• Ability to test and scale successful programs 

• Revenue participation for the landlord 

• Reduced dependence on traditional leases 

The mall becomes a platform. 

It provides space, traffic, marketing, booking tools, payment systems, event 

infrastructure, and family access. Providers bring content, expertise, and services. 

Families bring recurring demand. 

The mall succeeds when the providers succeed. 
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Strategy Pillar 8: The Uber-

Style Family Traffic App 

A digital platform is essential to organize the ecosystem. 

The app should work as an Uber-style marketplace, but instead of connecting riders 

with drivers, it connects families, mall spaces, children’s development service 

providers, entertainment operators, event planners, and food/retail offers. 

The core marketplace logic is simple: 

• Families have recurring demand for children’s development, entertainment, 

events, and parties. 

• Tutors, educators, coaches, and children’s activity providers need customers, 

visibility, scheduling tools, and affordable spaces. 

• Malls have underused rooms, vacant storefronts, common areas, former 

anchors, and event spaces. 

• The app connects these three sides into one operating system. 
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In this model, the mall does not simply lease space. The mall becomes a managed 

family marketplace. 

Families should be able to: 

• Find children’s activities 

• Book tutoring sessions 

• Register for coding, robotics, music, art, sport, and enrichment classes 

• Buy entertainment passes 

• Reserve birthday party rooms 

• Register for events and fairs 

• Receive personalized recommendations 

• Track children’s participation and progress 

• Invite friends 

• Use rewards, tokens, or memberships 

• Discover food, coffee, retail, and service offers while waiting 

Providers should be able to: 

• Create profiles 

• List services 

• Set availability 

• Book rooms or activity spaces 

• Manage class schedules 

• Receive payments 

• Promote trial classes 

• Create recurring programs 

• Join fairs and events 

• Build a local family customer base 

• Scale from one class to multiple rooms or locations 

Mall management should be able to: 



26 
 

• Track space utilization 

• Track bookings and revenue 

• Measure demand by category 

• Identify underused time slots 

• Promote available spaces 

• Measure event impact 

• Support providers 

• Track family dwell time 

• Connect booking data with traffic and tenant performance 

• Build a database of families, providers, events, and partners 

This app can borrow proven marketplace principles from several existing models: 

• Uber connects riders who need transportation with drivers who have available 

capacity. 

• Clipboard Health connects healthcare facilities with professionals who can fill 

shifts. 

• ClassPass connects consumers with fitness and wellness studios through 

flexible booking. 

• Peerspace connects people who need venues with owners who have bookable 

spaces. 

• Sawyer, ActivityHero, KidPass, Outschool, and Wyzant show related demand for 

children’s activities, online classes, tutoring, and enrichment discovery. 

The Family Traffic App applies this marketplace logic to malls. 

It can connect: 

• Family demand 

• Available mall space 

• Children’s development providers 

• Entertainment anchors 

• Event planners 

• Party rooms 
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• Food and retail offers 

• Community programs 

This is especially important because dying malls often have space, but they do not 

have enough programming. Tutors and educators often have expertise, but they do 

not have affordable locations or strong marketing. Families often have demand, but 

they do not have one convenient place to discover, compare, book, and combine 

children’s activities. 

The app solves this coordination problem. 

It turns the mall into a platform. 
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Strategy Pillar 9: 

Government and Community 

Partnership Hub 

A dying mall can become much more attractive to governments, cities, schools, 

nonprofits, economic development agencies, and community organizations when it is 

repositioned as a family, community, and event hub. 

This is strategically important because public and community partners can help the 

mall in several ways: 

• Bring additional tenants and institutional users 

• Support small-business centers and entrepreneurship programs 

• Bring workforce development programs 

• Help organize community events 

• Support educational and afterschool initiatives 
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• Connect the mall with schools, libraries, colleges, and nonprofits 

• Create opportunities for grants and public funding 

• Generate strong free publicity 

• Improve the mall’s public image 

• Help position the property as a community asset rather than a failed retail 

property 

• Support safety, transportation, accessibility, and public-space improvements 

• Bring legitimacy to the redevelopment effort 

Potential government and community-supported uses may include: 

• Small business development centers 

• Local entrepreneur incubators 

• Youth entrepreneurship centers 

• Workforce training programs 

• Community college satellite classrooms 

• Public library branches or learning labs 

• City service centers 

• Family resource centers 

• Health and wellness outreach programs 

• Public art programs 

• Cultural centers 

• Nonprofit offices 

• Community meeting rooms 

• School district events 

• Local maker spaces 

• Public safety outreach events 

• Job fairs 

• Volunteer fairs 

• Grant-supported youth programs 
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• Senior and intergenerational programs 

• Community performance spaces 

This pillar is especially powerful because it changes the conversation with local 

governments. 

Instead of asking the city to support another struggling commercial property, the mall 

owner can present the property as a solution to community needs: 

• Families need safe indoor places. 

• Children need enrichment and afterschool activities. 

• Educators need affordable spaces. 

• Small businesses need visibility and support. 

• Event planners need weather-protected venues. 

• Cities need community hubs. 

• Schools need places for fairs, showcases, and programs. 

• Nonprofits need accessible gathering spaces. 

• Economic development agencies need places to support local 

entrepreneurship. 

A family and community hub can therefore unlock partnerships that a traditional retail 

mall cannot. 

It can also attract media attention. A story about another vacant mall is negative. A 

story about a dying mall becoming a family center, youth entrepreneurship hub, 

community event space, and small-business platform is positive. 

That publicity matters. It can help restore public confidence, attract tenants, reassure 

families, and give the property a new identity. 

  



31 
 

 

Strategy Pillar 10: 

Research, Measurement, and 

Continuous Improvement 

Family traffic should be managed scientifically. 

A mall owner should not simply add random children’s tenants and hope traffic 

improves. The strategy should be tested, measured, and improved continuously. 

Key metrics should include: 

• Weekly family visits 

• Repeat visitation 

• Parent dwell time 

• Class bookings 

• Event attendance 
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• Party bookings 

• Food spending 

• Cross-shopping behavior 

• Provider revenue 

• Space utilization 

• Conversion from event visitor to class customer 

• Conversion from class customer to entertainment visitor 

• Customer satisfaction 

• Children’s engagement 

• Parent waiting-time behavior 

• Tenant sales impact 

• Parking patterns 

• Seasonal demand 

This is where research becomes a strategic advantage. 

Family traffic can be studied through surveys, interviews, observation, booking data, 

app behavior, event participation, and tenant performance. The goal is to understand 

not only how many people come to the mall, but why they come, how long they stay, 

what they do, and what makes them return. 

A dying mall cannot be saved by guessing. 

It needs a measurable activation strategy. 
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Strategy Pillar 11: Phased 

Implementation 

A Family Traffic Center does not need to begin with a full redevelopment of the entire 

mall. 

It can start with a focused pilot in one wing, one former anchor, or a cluster of vacant 

spaces. 

Phase 1: Research and Concept Development 

• Analyze the mall’s location, demographics, schools, family density, traffic, and 

competitors. 

• Interview parents, educators, tutors, event planners, community leaders, and 

existing tenants. 

• Identify the strongest family demand categories. 



34 
 

• Map available spaces for entertainment, classrooms, events, parties, food, 

lounges, and community uses. 

• Identify potential government, school, nonprofit, and economic development 

partners. 

• Define the first activation concept. 

Phase 2: Family and Community Activation Pilot 

• Launch weekend family events. 

• Host children’s fairs, business fairs, STEM fairs, art shows, school showcases, and 

community events. 

• Test temporary classrooms and workshops. 

• Invite tutors, coaches, educators, local providers, nonprofits, and public 

agencies. 

• Create a simple booking system. 

• Measure attendance, dwell time, provider revenue, tenant feedback, and 

community response. 

Phase 3: Development District 

• Convert vacant spaces into flexible classrooms, studios, labs, and party rooms. 

• Add parent waiting areas and family amenities. 

• Recruit recurring enrichment providers. 

• Create afterschool and weekend programming. 

• Add community-supported uses such as small-business programs, school 

partnerships, and nonprofit events. 

• Build a schedule of weekly activities. 

Phase 4: Entertainment, Food, and Event Integration 

• Add or expand family entertainment anchors. 

• Connect entertainment with classes, parties, and events. 

• Improve food offerings around family dwell time. 
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• Create bundled packages such as class + play + food, party + attraction + food, 

and event + activity + gift card. 

• Create a weekly event calendar that families, schools, and community 

organizations can rely on. 

Phase 5: Digital Platform and Scaling 

• Launch the Family Traffic App. 

• Integrate booking, payments, provider management, events, parties, rewards, 

and offers. 

• Use data to scale the most successful activities. 

• Expand from one wing to the broader mall. 

• Develop a repeatable model for other properties. 

 


