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A Public Library Coming to a Local Mall Near You


Public libraries are springing up at neighborhood shopping malls across the country.  Donna Gordon Blankinship outlines this current phenomenon in a 2005 Library Journal article. Lake Forrest Library, part of the Dayton Metro system, moved its outlet to a suburban Ohio shopping mall in 1995.  The Glendale Library, a part of the Indianapolis-Marion County branch, increased its space from 11,000-29,000 square feet by relocating at a major shopping center in 2000.  The King County Library System (KCLS) in Seattle followed suit at an even higher level by transferring two of its libraries inside Washington state malls over the past three years.  Another KLIS branch already occupied such retail space since 1965.


Blankiship reasons malls partner with libraries for improving their business.  The Glendale mall directors recognized the benefit of including a library on its premises.  These officials even paid for the library construction and reduced the tenant’s rent for three years after its opening to make this vision a reality.  They saw the library as a destination stop, says Stephen Bridge, assistant manager of the Glendale Branch. People go to a library on purpose. They figured all those people who were going to the library in the park would go to the library in the mall instead (Blankinship, 2005, p. 44).  Now, customers may shop or visit the library on the same premises.  Surprisingly, even bookstore proprietors like having a library nearby.  Having a bookstore next to a public library is a great thing. It's a coveted spot, says Mike Coghlan, capital projects manager for IMCPL. People who frequent the public library are also people who buy books [from
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the U Dalton bookstore down the hall], he adds (Blankinship, 2005, p. 46).  Coghlan figures customers purchase favorite reading materials after returning them to the library shelves.  According to Blackinship, even mall employees enjoy utilizing library services.  Due to the library’s proximity, they may regularly use its computers or peruse available books before or after working hours.  Not surprisingly, mall profits increased.


The community also benefits from the joint collaboration. Locals may stop by the library on evenings or Sundays because its hours correspond with the mall.  Such times would not be available at most branches.  Many librarian managers, involved in these business arrangements, also mention how its retail- like atmosphere draws in new customers.  Visitors will find the most current DVDs, electronic books, popular fiction, and up-to-date computer equipment.  Patrons may curl up on couches or lounge chairs for reading a book when they need a respite from shopping.  They may work at computer stations comprised of  PCs  with high speed internet access. The library also enhances the mall atmosphere with its community outreach and educational programs.  Greater awareness of such activities promotes more involvement in these endeavors.

As a result, libraries themselves reap the benefits of this arrangement. A few statistics attest to this fact.  According to Glendale officials, circulation has gone up 35-45% after relocating from the local branch.   Karen Hardiman, library manager at the Southcenter Library in Seattle states how 920 new patrons registered for library cards two months after its opening (Blankinship, 2005, p. 45).  Denise Siers, associate director of King County Library Services, argues how costs at the Crossroads Library, the newest of the mall libraries, are lower than any of the other forty three branches.   
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Even though Blankinship mostly paints a rosy picture of joint mall-library ventures, she briefly alludes to difficulties they must address.  While the mall management gains revenue from the larger crowds, traffic congestion is a point of contention.  Blankinship also mentions workers struggling with longer working hours, particularly during the holiday season.  Patrons must also go to a local outlet if they are looking for reference or dated information since it is unavailable at the mall setting.

Do users really profit from libraries being situated at the mall?  It depends on the purpose of the library visit.  Mall libraries seem to give the general public what they want supposedly at no cost.  The increased circulation and library registration are evidence to support such a conclusion.  According to a 2006 ALA survey, only 63% of the American public own library cards.  If the mall-library partnership improves this statistic, why would anyone be against it?  However, what about those who regularly frequented the local library before its business association with the mall?  Why would they want to navigate through traffic and walk through some fifty shopping outlets just to check out or return a book?  Blankinship would strengthen her position by including evidence supporting how this group made use of the mall libraries at the same rate as the newer patrons. The participating library managers also fail to recognize how most people live with huge amounts of debt. Why should they be enticed to spend unnecessary sums of money by merely visiting the library?  A student who wants information for schoolwork or a professional who needs services for a job search are probably out of luck in this type of setting.  Financial dividends end up being the driving force for both the mall and 









     A Public Library 5

library management.  While this works to the advantage of both organizations, it has mixed results for the public at large.

Due to early successes library and mall business ventures, more are bound to come.  In a class discussion, one of my colleagues mentioned how circulation determines book selection at his public library.  If that is the case, the library looking like a Barnes & Noble at the mall supports such consumer consumption.  Recently, I viewed the Victoria Gardens Library centrally placed in the Rancho Cucamonga Cultural Center, located in the San Bernardino County area of Southern California.  The spacious majestic setting is followed by rows of shopping outlets resembling Rodeo drive.  Like the previously mentioned enterprises, the cultural center and donors supported the venture without local taxes.  In the future, money will act as the deciding factor for such partnerships.   Libraries will join forces with malls as a way for generating necessary funds and  enlarging  its space.  The malls will associate with them for increasing their earnings. While many will enjoy the new settings, others who felt at ease at the local library must adjust to a new reality. 
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