
BEST PRACTICES FOR 
DOWNTOWN MANAGEMENT









ORGANIZATION
BEST PRACTICES 



Set up an Effective Board

• Effective Bylaws and Policies
• Recruitment

• Assess Board Composition
• Develop Job Description and 

Application
• Target Recruitment to meet needs

• Orientation
• Board Member Packet
• On-boarding Meetings

• Effective Meetings
• On-going Training

• Identify relevant training needs and 
assign board members to attend



Identify and Engage Key Stakeholders

• Downtown
• Public Sector 
• Community-wide



Develop a Shared Vision to Transform Downtown

• Strategy
• Using Community Input and 

Market Data

• Goals 
• Measures of Success





Build a Robust Communication Plan

• Identify audience
• Create a message that 

appeals to Audience
• Deliver message using 

multiple methods
• Plan communication 

timeline
• Measure 

communication efforts



Annually Plan Projects, Programs and Activities

• Review Goals for Downtown
• Develop Projects that align 

with Goals
• Set up committees of 

volunteers to help 
implement projects

• Develop a system for 
tracking and evaluating 
progress



Build Strategic Partnerships

• Ensure collaboration on 
projects/initiatives

• Examples: 
• Municipality
• Chamber of Commerce
• Schools and Library 
• Convention and Visitor’s Bureau
• Local/Regional Economic 

Development Corporation
• Community Foundation



Lead Budget and Fund Development Efforts

• Annually budget for 
projects/programs that align with 
downtown development strategy

• Develop an annual sponsorship 
program

• Consider an individual contribution 
campaign

• Friends of Downtown”
• Identify other revenue sources

• Grants
• Events
• Merchandise sales
• Crowd Funding



Develop a Volunteer Management Program

• Recruitment
• Prospective Volunteer Meetings
• Job Descriptions & Applications

• Orientation
• Volunteer Handbook
• Volunteer Buddy/Mentor

• Tracking
• Retention & Recognition

• Annual Recognition Event
• T-shirts, SWAG, Food
• Incentive Program



Create an Internal Communication System

• Google Drive
• Trello
• Maestro Community Manager



Share Impacts and Successes



DESIGN
BEST PRACTICES 



Promote Improvements to Buildings and Public Spaces



Educate Property Owners

• Provide Resources, tools and 
assistance related to:

• Building Maintenance
• Appropriate Redevelopment
• Working with Tenants 

• Resources: 
• Redevelopment Ready 

Communities®
• Incremental Development Alliance
• Strong Towns



Preserve and Enhance Historic Character

• National Register of Historic Places
• Individual Listing
• National Historic District
• Eligibility for 20% Federal Historic Tax Credit

• Certified Local Government
• SHPO receives a portion of budget from 

Federal Historic Preservation Fund and is 
mandated to pass 10% to CLG’s

• $120,000 annually available for projects 
including: Survey, National Register 
Nominations, Rehab planning documents, 
Building Rehab, Public education efforts

• Local Historic District
• Provide the best protection and regulate 

what can happen to historic buildings



Encourage Smart Planning and Best Practices 

• Review Plans & Local Ordinances
• Master Plan
• Zoning Ordinance
• Sign Ordinance
• Historic District Ordinance 

• Develop Design Guidelines



Develop a Clean-up and Maintenance Program



Create a Façade and Sign Incentive Program 

• Off-set additional costs of proper 
restoration

• Act as a carrot to encourage proper 
design

• Project must be reviewed and approved 
by design review Board

• Types of Programs: 
• Façade Loan Program – used for façade 

renovations, signs, etc.
• Building Improvement Loan Program –

building maintenance, code compliance, 
interior renovations, structural repairs, etc. 

• Façade & Sign Grant Program – 50-50 
matching grant for improvements such as 
façade restoration, signs, awnings, etc. 
Wide range from $500 - $5,000 or more



Lead Efforts to Improve Infrastructure
• Parking Lots
• Cross-walks
• Sidewalks
• Wayfinding Signage
• Lampposts
• Planters or hanging baskets
• Banners
• Benches
• Movable chairs
• Trash receptacles
• Trees
• Other shade (umbrellas)
• Water features
• Charging stations and public WiFi



Provide Technical Assistance for Appropriate Improvements 

• Secretary of Interior’s 
Standards 

• National Park Service 
Preservation Briefs

• Consider paying for 
architectural drawings to 
encourage appropriate design

• Consider providing assistance 
for storefront window displays 
and other design aspects



Activate Public Space Using Lighter, Quicker, 
Cheaper Placemaking

Resources: Project for Public Spaces, Public Spaces Community Places (MEDC), 
National Main Street Center, Tactical Urbanism Guide 



ECONOMIC VITALITY
BEST PRACTICES 



Understand Market Conditions and Develop 
Economic Development Strategy
• Based upon community input 

and market data



Create and Update Building and Business Inventory



Identify Business Anchors and Clusters



Form an Environment Where Businesses can Thrive

• Regulatory environment 

• Events + activities

• Parking

• Streetscape

• Resources

• Convening + listening

Small Business Journey Mapping

Creates clear understanding for the processes and 
establishes accountability

Provides an overall understanding of the small business 
owner experience

Provides an easy to read framework identifying fees, 
permitting timeline + contact information 

Streamlines the permitting process by identifying 
repetitive steps

Helps market your community as small business 
friendly!



Understand Real Estate Development/Redevelopment
• Redevelopment Ready Communities 

(RRC) Certification
• Learn about the available tools and 

incentive programs
• Partnerships between local Economic 

Development Organization (EDO), 
Chamber, Main Street/DDA, PSD, BID, 
etc

• Understand the process + how you can 
provide support throughout

• Market analysis + feasibility
• Acquisition of land/property
• Pre-Development (zoning, environmental 

assessment, site plan, development plan, 
cost analysis, deal structure, proforma, 
financing, incentives, permits, etc.)

• Construction
• Post-Development



Look at Creative and Best Uses for Spaces

• Light duty manufacturing, academic 
facilities, arts/culture institutions

• Consider shared spaces
• Pop-up shops

• Mobile retailing
• Creative/experiential retail
• Incubator space
• Food trucks



Develop Tactics for Retaining Businesses

• Education programs
• Retention visits + surveys
• Recognition program
• Business owner meetings
• Technical assistance (team of 

experts)
• Create incentive programs
• Connection to resources
• Marketing + events



Create Business Development Incentives + 
Opportunities
• Rental subsidy program
• Building acquisition/white-

boxing
• Business incubator
• Pop-up shops
• Business expansion



Explore Local Investing and Pitch Competitions

• Grubstake
• Northern Michigan Pitch 

Night



Create a Targeted Approach to Business 
Recruitment
• Pro-active outreach + marketing
• Grounded in market reality + 

community input
• Complimentary businesses
• Property info/recruitment 

packet
• Community profile
• Should be the last part of 

creating economic vitality



PROMOTION
BEST PRACTICES 



Build a Positive Image for the Downtown



Identify a Brand or Identity for Downtown

• Use Community Input



Create Events With a Specific Goal and 
Evaluate Event Success



Position Downtown as Center of Activity

• Bring activities of all kinds to 
downtown



Identify, Document and Market Community's Unique Assets

• Don’t try to be someone else
• Promote what the downtown 

has to offer



Create a Downtown Directory

• Website
• App
• Printed



Develop an Advertising Campaign





Produce Downtown Swag 



Measure Success of Promotional Efforts

• Google Analytics
• Facebook check-ins, likes and 

shares
• Intercept survey during events
• Counting Foot Traffic and/or 

event attendance
• Annual Survey to business 

owners and community to gauge 
progress



Create a Comprehensive Annual Calendar of Events



Downtown Management 
Checklist

Download at 
www.miplace.org/mmslibrary

http://www.miplace.org/mmslibrary




MiPlace eLearning 
Webinar Series 2020

Twelve, FREE webinars available 
to any community.

Recordings will be available in 
the RRC Library.

Registration will be live within 
the next week.

**Dates subject to change 
during COVID-19 Crisis

www.miplace.org/elearning

http://www.miplace.org/elearning


Michigan Main Street 
Training Series 2020

Free training series for any 
interested community.

Available in-person and online.



RRC Best Practice Training 
Series 2020

Free training series for any 
interested community.

Available in-person and online.

Online system is undergoing 
improvements that should be 

live in Spring 2020.

www.miplace.org/events
www.miplace.org/rrctraining

http://www.miplace.org/events
http://www.miplace.org/rrctraining


Leigh Young, 
AICP
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