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ABOUT THE SOLUTION CENTER

The Main Street Solution Center is a free access portal to resources for
communities and organizations working to revitalize and strengthen
their local economies. The Solution Center’s curated resources are
designed to help guide and inspire local leaders and advocates as
they navigate the complexities of downtown and neighborhood
business district revitalization and economic growth.

ABOUT THE PARTNERSHIP

This Main Street Solution Center publication was underwritten by
Michigan Main Street and Main Street lowa. Their generous support
demonstrates a shared vision and ongoing commitment to freely
share knowledge, experience, tools, and best practices to fuel
revitalization and economic growth in their own communities, and in
locales spanning the nation.

ABQOUT THE CREATORS

Leigh Young, AICP is Senior Main Street Specialist with Michigan
Main Street and a driving force behind the creation of the Main Street
Solution Center. Her deep passion for planning, placemaking,
community engagement, and sustainable urban development is
evident in her work to advance the cause for revitalization and
economic development in downtown and neighborhood business
districts across Michigan.

Jay Schlinsog, CMSM is the owner of Downtown Professionals
Network (DPN), a Franklin, TN-based firm specializing in innovative,
market-driven downtown and business district revitalization and
economic development solutions. He brings more than thirty years of
experience gained while serving as chief executive with chamber and
district management organizations, and through his work with
communities and organizations across the United States.

Ben Muldrow is a partner at Arnett Muldrow & Associates, a
consultancy renowned for its creative approach to economic
development, branding, and marketing strategies for small towns and
cities across the nation. He brings an innovative mindset and a deep
understanding of the unique dynamics of community branding to
each engagement, blending traditional community values with
modern marketing techniques to help communities and districts
unlock their potential.
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Main Street Solution Center (MSSC) library
publications and resources are intended for free
distribution. Please credit Main Street Solution
Center and respective authors.

Every effort is made to ensure that information
contained in MSSC publications and resources is
accurate and up to date at the time of publication.
However, all information is provided on an “as is”
basis, and no warranties about the accuracy or
completeness of information is implied or provided.
MSSC publications and resources may include links
to external websites, publications, resources, and
information. MSSC's referencing or linking to a
third-party website or resource should not be
interpreted as an endorsement nor
recommmendation for the products or services
offered by any third party, and MSSC and its
owners, underwriters, contractors, and agents
accept no liability in respect to third-party websites,
products, and services. MSSC library contents and
publications are not intended to offer, nor should
they be relied upon for, legal, financial, accounting,
or other organization- or project-specific advice. For
expert assistance, contact a competent
professional. MSSC and its owners, underwriters,
contractors, and agents accept no liability for any
inaccuracies or omissions. Any possible
infringements or instances of incorrect or missing
credits or attributions are unintentional and will be
reviewed promptly upon request.
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Business pitch competitions offer ways to spotlight and engage the community in local business

support and entrepreneurial development efforts. However, programming and hosting a successful pitch
competition is not the same as staging an open mic event. Organizing and running an engaging, reputable,
and successful business pitch competition requires thoughtful planning and preparation with a recurring
focus directed toward providing value and support to its full roster of participants. The following steps, hints,

and tips will help get you started.

1. Test the Waters

Take some time before you invest a great deal of resources to
first determine if a sufficient level of interest in the concept
exists and whether a business pitch competition is a good fit
for your organization.
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2. Establish Goals

Based on direction provided in step one, determine what
you, as the organizer, want to achieve. One goal might
aim to support aspiring and growing ventures by connecting them with technical

assistance, resources, and funding. Others might seek to enhance your organization’s brand and identity, to
increase awareness for the district, or to draw attention to district business and investment opportunities.
With goals identified, you can structure the competition in ways that best ensure desired outcomes.

3. Outline the Rules
With your goals in place, you can now begin to outline rules that ensure only qualified contestants enter the

competition. You might decide to focus exclusively on cultivating start-ups, or to target existing businesses
pursuing growth and expansion opportunities. Another approach might seek entries in different categories
- for example, from Upstart (Less than 1 year), Rising (1 to 3 years), and Established (3+ years) businesses. You
could also choose to invite pitches from specific types of businesses, like retail, food service, etc., or more
generally, from local, lifestyle, and creative businesses that help make your district a vibrant place.

Outlining the rules is also an important step toward delineating the pitch competition’s evaluation criteria
- the criteria judges will use to score pitches and select winners. The scoring criteria lets entrants know
how their participation and performance will be assessed and enables them to prepare accordingly. It also
provides the judges with parameters and a general idea of what they should focus on, and promotes a
stronger sense of transparency in the overall process.




4. Tailor Your Approach
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relies on recognizing the possible needs and
motivations of targeted contestants. If your
pitch competition is focused on new business
ventures, consider a timeline and model

that is nurturing in nature and offers - and
might even require contestants to participate
in - networking, coaching, and workshop opportunities leading up to the pitch event. On the other hand,
programming for contests targeting existing businesses might be more streamlined and competitive in
nature, and largely focused on the pitch itself.

5. Craft an Identity and Gameplan

For the business pitch competition to attract interest and gain traction, it needs to capture the attention of
participants - potential partners, sponsors, and other stakeholders and, of course, contestants. Brainstorm
and select a name for the competition and create quality graphics that will get noticed and effectively
convey what the competition is all about.

Examples of other activities folded into the business pitch competition’s design phase include:

- Developing a timeline that highlights important activities, dates, and deadlines. Be sure to coordinate
calendars with partner organizations to avoid conflicts and maximize participation.

- Deciding on a location and format for the business pitch contest and any related networking and
training activities. The venue should be spacious enough to comfortably accommodate contestants,
judges, and audience members, and equipped with necessary technology and equipment.

- Securing partner and sponsor/investor commitments, and determining the prize or prizes to be
awarded to contest winners. A monetary prize sufficient to accomplish goals for the competition and
to grab attention could range from $10,000 to $25,000 or more. Even smaller amounts, like $500 seed
grant awards, can make a difference when targeted appropriately. Prize packages might also include
additional training, coaching or technical assistance, legal and accounting support services, media
attention, marketing and advertising support, or free rent to help boost the value.

- Making a special appeal to partners and sponsors to both promote and attend the event, and
determining what role, if any, the audience might play in selecting an event winner. For example, while
it is usually best to entrust the judging panel to select the contest’s ultimate winner, a bonus “people’s
choice” award or bonus might be considered as a way of more fully engaging all in attendance.
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6. Organize a Judging Panel

Your business pitch competition needs judges to

evaluate and score the performance of contestants I
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each contestant’s pitch. See scorecard examples in

the Additional Resources section at the end of this

document.

7. Market the Competition

A well designed and multi-faceted marketing campaign will be critical to your business pitch competition’s
success. Planned and executed properly, marketing efforts can help build your organization’s identity,
provide value for partners and sponsors, and attract more contestants. Examples of marketing tools and
techniques include:

- Creating a dedicated website or page to share engaging content, including program information, dates,
and FAQs.

- Posting and sharing content on your organization’s social media sites.

- Encouraging contestants, judges, partners, sponsors, and other stakeholders to post about the contest
on their own social media channels.

- Teaming up with area media and drafting news releases to publicize the competition.

- Using email marketing - yours and partners’ - to notify subscribers and the community about the
competition.

« Working with economic development partner organizations to disseminate information to prospective
contestants already enrolled in training courses, receiving technical assistance, occupying incubator and
co-working spaces, etc.

8. Tend to the Details

Of course, there will be details to tend to - lots of details: from scheduling planning team work sessions, to
arranging for refreshments served at your pitch event, to creating and scheduling engaging social media
posts, to determining the means of tabulating judges’ scorecards, to capturing the moments in professional
quality videos and photos, to publicizing contest winners, just to name a few. Take time to identify and
sort out the details in advance, and put an efficient system in place for planning team members to share
information and update the status of assigned tasks.

9. Evaluate

Document the process behind the business pitch competition’s planning and staging, and after the
competition is complete, solicit input from participants regarding possible changes or refinements for
future installments.
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Additional Resources and Examples
Downtown Mt. Pleasant Pitch Competition - Middle Michigan Development Corporation - Mt. Pleasant, Ml

Downtown Red Wing Retail Challenge - Red Wing Downtown Main Street, Red Wing, MN

Entrepreneur Workshop and Pitch Competition - Renton Downtown Partnership, Renton, WA

Launch LYH - Downtown Lynchburg Association, Lynchburg, VA

Rethinking Pitch Competitions; Create Value, not a Spectacle by Eli Velasquez, Director of Venture
Development at VentureWell

Show of Hands - Community-Directed Funding - Wheeling Heritage, Wheeling, WV

University of Cincinnati IQ E-Pitch Competition Judges’ Rubric

City of Mandan, ND Flllable Business Pitch Scoring Sheet
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https://mmdc.org/downtownpitch4applicants/ 
http://downtownredwing.org/retail-challenge/ 
https://rentondowntown.com/competition/
https://downtownlynchburg.com/launch-lyh 
https://venturewell.org/pitch-competitions/
https://venturewell.org/pitch-competitions/
https://venturewell.org/pitch-competitions/ 
https://wheelingheritage.org/show-of-hands/ 
https://business.uc.edu/content/dam/refresh/business-62/faculty-and-research/center-for-entrepreneurship-and-commercialization/iq-e-pitch-score-sheet.pdf?_gl=1*1lfn8ho*_ga*MTgyMDEyMjYxNS4xNzA3ODYzNTg1*_ga_7H1FCKXZ4Y*MTcwNzg2MzU4NC4xLjEuMTcwNzg2MzcwMS42MC4wLjA.

https://www.cityofmandan.com/vertical/sites/%7B38C3EFDC-F4D8-4D02-9E13-0987A081A7A4%7D/uploads/FILLABLE_Judges_Score_Sheet_2023_-_draft.pdf
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