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Perspectives
Creating a vibrant (and realistic) retail mix

By Bill Ryan

Small-city downtowns no
longer have the traditional depart-
ment stores that once anchored
main street. Long gone are the days
when downtown was the one-stop
shopping center for the market. Fur-
ther, in today’s competitive retail
market, many chains continue to
bypass downtown in their site selec-
tion efforts.

Yet too often there is a discon-
nect between the types of retail local
people want downtown and what is
realistic. Often small-city downtowns
are stuck in a rut in their recruitment
efforts. They may be guided by their
residents’ desires for a downtown
department store and apparel shops.
However, today’s retailers, especially
chains, have formats and formulas
that often don’t work in small-city
downtowns. Balancing community
wishes with business expansion and
recruitment realities becomes a chal-
lenge for downtown economic devel-
opment leaders.

Nevertheless, many downtowns
are coming alive today with new eco-
nomic activity. These vibrant down-
towns often have a few innovative

retailers that are attracting people
back to the heart of town. They often
build on downtown’s sense of place
and offer products and services not
found in the big box stores.

So what works downtown?
What types of retailers are truly
bringing people back down to main
street and how can a community
develop a realistic business expan-
sion and recruitment plan? Based on
ongoing work at the University of
Wisconsin — Extension (UWEX),
the answers lie in a comprehensive
market analysis AND in the innova-
tive business ideas that are actually
operating in other downtowns.

Conduct a downtown
market analysis

A market analysis helps exist-
ing businesses understand their
market area, consumers, and oppor-
tunities to better serve them. As a
district-wide effort, a downtown
market study allows independent
businesses and property owners to
come together, share data, and work
collectively to improve the business
environment. It can help a down-

town district develop a business
expansion and recruitment plan that
leads to a synergistic mix of thriv-
ing businesses. This mix represents
community values and uses that
add to local quality of life.

A comprehensive market
analysis should result in detailed
demand and supply analysis for
various business sectors (retail, ser-
vice, restaurant, residential, etc.)
and subcategories within those sec-
tors. The analysis should help
describe the economic potential of
the downtown district.

UWEX in cooperation with the
Wisconsin Main Street Program
maintains a free, online toolbox for
communities throughout the country
to analyze and assess specific mar-
ket opportunities. One of the pur-
poses of the online toolbox is to
level the playing-field for down-
towns, by providing some of the
same tools and techniques widely
used by large retailers and real estate
developers.

Use online tool as
a retail idea-starter

Perhaps equally as important
as a market analysis is studying
what types of businesses are bring-
ing traffic back downtown in other
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cities. The Innovative Downtown
Business online clearinghouse was
developed to share these examples.
It serves as a companion to the
Downtown Market Analysis tool-
box by offering a reality check.
While a market analysis might
suggest a need for a certain type of
store, the clearinghouse provides
examples of specific stores in this
category that are unique and are
generating traffic for their respec-
tive downtowns.

This online resource provides
examples of innovative downtown
businesses in a variety of retail and
service categories. Brief case studies
are provided that include the prod-
ucts sold, niche developed, market
segments served, and synergy creat-
ed downtown. The site is searchable
by type of business or size of com-
munity. It is intended to provide
existing and prospective entrepre-
neurs with innovative ideas for their
downtowns, and provide local eco-
nomic development leaders with
innovative ideas for their business
expansion and recruitment efforts.

Create a realistic plan
for downtown retail

Communities should approach
retail expansion and recruitment
efforts with a solid and compre-
hensive market analysis that exam-
ines retail by specific store
category (apparel, home furnish-
ings, gift shops, etc.). Industry
information available through
national trade associations and

Two related tools help downtowns

Online tools for downtowns to conduct a market analysis and
examine innovative business examples operating in other downtowns.

Conduct a
downtown market analysis

Use the online Downtown &
Business District Market
Analysis Toolbox.

business survey, business mix,
trade area, local economics,
demographics and lifestyles,
focus groups, consumer surveys.

Part II: Identifying market
opportunities by sector: retail,
services, restaurant, theater,
residential, office, lodging.

Part lll: Recommendations: busi-
ness retention and expansion
niches, space utilization, market-
ing, business recruitment.

Clearinghouse.
Part I: Understanding the market: © This website serves as a

Examine innovative down-
town business examples

Use the online Innovative
Downtown Business

clearinghouse of businesses
that are once again bringing
people back downtown. It is
searchable by store type and
by size of community. For
each business, short case
studies describe:

e Products sold and market
niche

e Market segments served

® How the business helps the
overall commercial district.

An effective downtown retail plan should be based on both local market analysis data and
real-life business examples from other communities. These tools to help downtowns
develop this mix are available at: http://www.uwex.edu/ces/cced/downtowns/index.cfm

other secondary data sources
should also be examined to under-
stand industry-specific challenges
facing each store category.

If there appears to be opportu-
nities to pursue business expansion
or recruitment in a particular store
category, then the Innovative
Downtown Business online clear-
inghouse should be used to explore
unique store concepts that are
working in other places.

The intent is not to simply
replicate these business concepts,
but to learn from other entrepre-
neurs and communities who have

developed a formula that works
downtown. The approach of com-
bining market analysis with real-
world innovative business examples
allows communities to challenge,
update and refine their retail expan-
sion and recruitment efforts.

Bill Ryan is a community business devel-
opment specialist at the University of
Wisconsin-Extension, Center for Commu-
nity & Economic Development. Contact
him at bill.ryan@uwex.edu. To nominate
an Innovative Downtown Business from
your downtown, go to http://www.uwex.
edu/ces/cced/downtowns/innovative and
click on Recommend a Business.
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