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INTRODUCTION 
 

On June 19-21, 2012, Todd Barman, senior program officer with the National Trust Main Street 
Center, conducted an Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit for Harrisonburg Downtown 
Renaissance (HDR). The service was designed to provide HDR with specific direction on how to be a 
more effective economic development organization and how to develop their dream marketplace. The 
schedule was as follows: 
 
June 19 
4:00 p.m. – 8:00 p.m. Barman toured downtown Harrisonburg with Eddie Bumbaugh, HDR Executive 

Director, and Alfred Arzuaga, Virginia Main Street. The group later discussed 
HDR staff priorities and desired outcomes for the visit. 

 
June 20 
7:30 a.m. – 9:00 a.m. Barman met with HDR’s Economic Development Committee to discuss priorities 

and desired outcomes for the visit and to facilitate a market position discussion 
(downtown’s best product/service, best customer) 

9:15 a.m. – 10:15 a.m. Barman met with HDR’s Promotion Committee and staff to facilitate a market 
position discussion 

10:30 a.m. – 11:15 a.m. Barman explored more of downtown Harrisonburg 
11:30 a.m. – 1:30 p.m. Barman facilitated an informal Q&A with a cross section of local/regional 

economic development players 
1:45 p.m. – 2:15 p.m. Barman developed a rough draft of market position 
2:30 – 5:30 p.m. Barman facilitated a downtown clustering/leasing work session with HDR’s 

Economic Development Committee and others interested/involved 
5:30 p.m. Barman met with Alfred Arzuaga, Virginia Main Street, to compare notes for the 

day 
 
June 21 
11:30 a.m. – 1:30 p.m. Barman presented to HDR’s board and other stakeholders preliminary 

observations and recommendations and provided an opportunity for feedback 
 

In addition to the crucial input provided by local Harrisonburg experts during the scheduled 
meetings, Mr. Barman examined background materials provided by HDR, the City of Harrisonburg and 
available online. This report includes the foundation for a Downtown Harrisonburg Development Plan. 

Harrisonburg is encouraged to share this report with its board of directors, committee 
members, partners, and other downtown stakeholders, and to use it to guide future discussions and 
action planning. They are also encouraged to not be overwhelmed and to look at the recommendations 
as good ideas that they are free to implement or not implement, now or in the future, depending on 
their priorities and resources. HDR staff and volunteers know their community best and should adapt 
the recommendations made in this report to best fit their vision and goals. Allow these projects to be 
‘owned’ by the stakeholders/stakeholder groups that support and define the individual projects. The 
prospect of ‘ownership’ will be attractive to many potential volunteers. HDR is the organizer and conduit 
for sustaining downtown revitalization and can help find resources and lend organizational strength to 
projects. 
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PHILOSOPHY 
 

This service was designed around the National Trust Main Street Center’s reassertion that all of 
Main Street’s Four Points (Design, Promotion, Economic Restructuring, and Organization) play an 
economic development role. The Main Street Four-Point Approach® is an asset-based economic 
development strategy. The assets common to historic commercial districts are heritage assets and 
human assets. Heritage assets encompass both built and cultural history. Human assets encompass both 
entrepreneurs (local/independent owner operators) and an engaged public (locals with a sense-of-
ownership/buy-in). While each Point within the Four-Point Approach ideally makes use of all four assets, 
each Point takes the lead in leveraging one of the four assets. 
 

 Heritage assets 
o Design takes the lead on leveraging built history. 
o Promotion takes the lead on leveraging cultural history. 

 Human assets 
o Economic Restructuring takes the lead on leveraging entrepreneurs. 
o Organization takes the lead on leveraging an engaged public. 

 
In this way, a Main Street program can operate as a nonprofit commercial developer. Private, 

for-profit commercial developers often structure their operations around four development tasks; 
property development/management, marketing, leasing, and human/financial resource management. 
Here again, while each Point within the Four-Point Approach ideally assists with all four development 
tasks, each Point takes the lead on one of the four tasks. 
 

 Design takes the lead on property development and management; 

 Promotion takes the lead on marketing; 

 Economic Restructuring takes the lead on leasing; and 

 Organization takes the lead on human and financial resource management. 
 

A Main Street program is a grassroots, volunteer-driven nonprofit business. Its volunteers are 
mobilized through committees or teams that reflect the Main Street Four-Point Approach®. For 
successful asset-based economic development, each committee or team must embrace its development 
role. 
 

 The design committee or team must take the lead on developing space by leveraging built 
history and other related local assets; 

 The promotion committee or team must take the lead on developing markets by leveraging 
cultural history and other related local assets; 

 The economic restructuring committee or team must take the lead on developing businesses by 
leveraging entrepreneurs and other related local assets; and 

 The organization committee or team must take the lead on developing partners by leveraging 
an engaged public and other related local assets. 

 
The focus on entrepreneurs rather than business owners is intentional. Entrepreneurs by 

definition are never satisfied and forever working on their businesses (tinkerers). Business owners may 
be satisfied simply working in their businesses Monday-Friday from 9-5 or less. To be successful in an 
ever-changing market, historic commercial districts need more entrepreneurs. It takes a concrete and 
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compelling vision of a fully functioning future downtown marketplace (see Downtown Development 
Plan Philosophy below) to attract the entrepreneurs and investors who will eventually realize that 
vision. 

The recommendations that follow reflect this Economic Development Philosophy. In other 
words, the recommendations are intended to help HDR and each committee embrace and fulfill their 
development role. That said, it is understood that Virginia Main Street prefers a broader community 
development approach over a more narrowly focused economic development approach. The reader is 
welcome to expand their own philosophy and strategies to encompass asset-based community 
development and to operate as a nonprofit community developer. 

 
 

DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT PLAN PHILOSOPHY 
 
The Downtown Development Plan Philosophy picks up where the Economic Development Philosophy 
leaves off; with the concrete and compelling vision of a fully functioning future downtown marketplace. 
Successful private, for-profit commercial developers attract investors and tenants by helping them see a 
vision of themselves making money as part of a successful place. That vision is founded on: 

 A sound market position and marketing plan;  

 Well-developed and managed leasable space; and 

 A well-designed clustering/leasing plan. 
It also helps if the private, for-profit commercial development company is a credible, trusted, 

and well-run business. Similarly, a Main Street program can be a credible, trusted, and well-run 
nonprofit business operating as a commercial developer, and can attract entrepreneurs and investors by 
understanding how its own marketplace functions and proactively designing its own dream 
marketplace. 

Successful private, for-profit commercial developers define a market to go after, and use 
numbers (e.g. demographics) to inform their decision-making. They position their developments within 
regional and local markets and do targeted market research to gauge if there are enough of the right 
customers available to support the amount of leasable space. They don’t do business-specific market 
research; leaving each potential business tenant and investor to run his or her own numbers to inform 
their own decision-making. Similarly, a Main Street program should use numbers to inform its decision-
making and shape how they: 

 Develop space (design); 

 Develop markets (promotion); 

 Develop businesses (economic restructuring); and  

 Develop partners (organization)  
Main Street programs can use the numbers along with local experience and a little gut intuition 

to settle on a market position — a commercial district specialization or niche based on a primary 
consumer segment served and/or a primary set of goods and services offered (what the district is best at 
selling and to whom). The goal is to differentiate; to be memorable and remarkable so consumers 
consistently choose your commercial district over the competition. 

Successful private, for-profit commercial developers develop their space to visually 
communicate a brand message and to encourage exploration. They attempt, through science and art, to 
script people’s movement into and through their development to their advantage; script the “theater” 
of their space. Think about a mall, for example. Its floor plan includes commercial spaces on the edge of 
the development that serve as points-of-entry and accommodate anchor businesses. Parking is 
concentrated near those points-of-entry. The majority of interior commercial spaces (called inline 
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spaces) are arranged between those anchor spaces. The goal is for potential customers to find (or, 
really, be exposed to) as many businesses as possible through a sequence of storefronts that is 
interesting and uninterrupted. Research shows that breaks in the sequence will cause a person to lose 
interest, stop, and turn around. People won’t find businesses beyond that point, so won’t shop those 
businesses. Therefore inline storefronts are designed to be narrow, frequent, with proximity to and lots 
of visibility from the pedestrian traffic flow (just like the way historic commercial districts originally 
developed). 

Likewise, Main Street programs need to develop space that stimulates strolling so that 
customers shop the district and not just a single destination business. Single destination shopping misses 
opportunities to share customers and strains on-street parking spaces. With a strong commercial district 
brand and space that stimulates strolling, customers and parking can be shared and parking can work 
well located near the gateways to the district. For downtowns, anchors can be a little further removed 
(e.g. residential units, employers), so proactively designing for multimodal transportation is also key. If I 
can walk or bike between where I live and work, and if that path takes me past downtown storefronts, I 
am a downtown customer waiting to happen. 

Successful private for-profit commercial developers also use science and art to lease their space 
to create not only a critical mass, but an effective combination of businesses to attract the available 
customers. The collective – all of the businesses in the district together – determines commercial district 
success. It’s not just design that makes a storefront interesting (and keeps a person strolling/shopping), 
it’s the business visible through the storefront. 

In today’s global economy, downtowns rarely become strong marketplaces when thinking about 
one property at a time, one lease at a time, or one business at a time. Independent and impulsive 
leasing results in weaker marketplaces than cooperative and strategic leasing. The axiom for real estate 
has always been location, location, location. The fact is that locating a business downtown is simply not 
enough; its placement on the street strongly affects its chances of success. Businesses need to be 
clustered and should consider paying more rent to locate closer to complementary businesses. 
Remember, customers are often attracted to a commercial development by an anchor and look for 
parking near that anchor, but will stroll from that anchor all the way to another anchor if they find each 
business and attraction they pass interesting. Part of the challenge is that different consumer segments 
will find different businesses and attractions interesting.  

While Main Street programs won’t likely be able to actively cluster businesses through lease 
management (they don’t own or control the properties), they can indirectly inspire owners to cluster by 
communicating (selling) the downtown development plan. Three-way communication among the Main 
Street Program, property owner, and business owner about the financial benefits of following a 
clustering plan is the key to success. (For more information see http://fyi.uwex.edu/downtown-market-
analysis/putting-your-research-to-work/building-usage/.) 

Finally, successful private, for-profit commercial developers are good at communicating their 
development vision and selling their development proposals to potential reviewers, funders, and 
tenants by using verbal descriptions, architectural renderings, and diagrams or schematics. That is why 
they are able to get approval, attract investors, and lease space even before they break ground. Main 
Street programs need to use similar tools to attain similar results. The downtown development plan 
should communicate a vision for the physical development of the district as well as a strategy for 
leasing; the more specific, the more useful. The leasing plan should include strategies for arranging or 
locating current and future businesses within the mix to positively impact foot traffic and sales. The 
clustering/leasing work session included in the visit was designed as a participatory process involving 
creative brainstorming and hypothetical rearrangement and addition of businesses within the district to 
visually map out or model the ideal business district. 

http://fyi.uwex.edu/downtown-market-analysis/putting-your-research-to-work/building-usage/
http://fyi.uwex.edu/downtown-market-analysis/putting-your-research-to-work/building-usage/
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ABOUT TODD BARMAN 
 

Todd Barman is a senior program officer for the National Trust Main Street Center who has 
more than 20 years of experience in the development field and more than 15 years of firsthand Main 
Street experience. With a background in landscape design and urban planning, Mr. Barman served as 
the assistant state coordinator for the Wisconsin Main Street Program from 1999 until 2006, where he 
provided comprehensive technical assistance in the field of downtown revitalization to Wisconsin’s Main 
Street communities. He has continued that role nationally since 2006. He is a leader at the Center in the 
area of Economic Restructuring, including research and applications in the area of entrepreneurship and 
market position. Mr. Barman coordinated the market analysis technical support service in Wisconsin and 
led efforts to develop the nationally recognized Downtown and Business District Market Analysis 
Toolbox. 
 
 

MARKET POSITION 
 
As mentioned within the Economic Development Philosophy, HDR’s economic development strategy will 
be based on downtown Harrisonburg’s unique assets, which are many and include: 
 
Built history 

 National Register of Historic Places and Virginia Landmarks 
o Harrisonburg Downtown Historic District  
o Rockingham County Courthouse 
o Thomas Harrison House 
o Joshua Wilton House 

 Old Town Historic District (details at 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Town_Historic_District_(Harrisonburg,_Virginia) 

 
Cultural history 

 Downtown Harrisonburg is Virginia’s first designated Arts & Cultural District 

 Immigrant story (past and present) 
o 6,000 – 7,000 residents of Eastern European decent 
o Refugee Resettlement Office (now Church World Service Harrisonburg) 

http://harrisonburgrefugees.com - “The Harrisonburg office has resettled refugees from 
Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia, Burma, Colombia, Congo (Kinshasa), Croatia, 
Cuba, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Russia, Rwanda, Serbia, Sierra Leone, 
Sudan, Tajikistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan within a 100 mile radius of our office” 

o The top foreign languages spoken by students are Spanish, Russian, and Kurdish with 
more than 50 additional languages 

 Rosetta Stone (founded in downtown and headquarters located there) 
o International Festival (held in Hillandale Park) www.harrisonburg-international-

festival.org/online/. An annual event. 
o Harrisonburg International CommUNITY Celebration (Tuesday September 25th - Sunday 

October 7th) – “Take a Culinary Trip around the world in Harrisonburg, Virginia ‘The 
Dining Destination of the Shenandoah Valley’” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Town_Historic_District_(Harrisonburg,_Virginia)
http://harrisonburgrefugees.com/
http://www.harrisonburg-international-festival.org/online/
http://www.harrisonburg-international-festival.org/online/
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 Harrisonburg has over 140 restaurants; many offering international delicacies 
and secret family recipes. 

 Civil War story (over 20 Historic Civil War sites across Harrisonburg and Rockingham County) 

 Shenandoah Valley story 

 Agriculture story 

 Railroad story 

 Church history 

 Museums 
o Harrisonburg-Rockingham Civil War Orientation Center (in Hardesty-Higgins House) 
o Valley Turnpike Museum (in Hardesty-Higgins House) 
o Virginia Quilt Museum www.vaquiltmuseum.org  
o Harrisonburg Fire Department Museum 
o Explore More Discovery Museum 
o Valley Brethren-Mennonite Heritage Center (at Crossroads), “celebrating the history and 

heritage of the Brethren and Mennonite way of life” 

 Harrisonburg-Rockingham Historical Society and Heritage Museum (in Dayton) 

 Traditional events; particularly Court & Market Days Festival plus First Fridays Downtown, 
Fridays on the Square, Block Party in the 'Burg, Valley 4th, Halloween on the Square, Holiday and 
Veteran’s Day parades, and First Night 

 
Entrepreneurs 

 Downtown Harrisonburg’s business mix is predominantly independently owned and operated. 
Many of those business owners are clearly entrepreneurial and some of their businesses are 
downtown anchors (more on anchors below). The following are worth special mention: 

o Downtown Dining Alliance members 
o Merchants of Historic Downtown Harrisonburg members 
o Local developers with vision and commitment 
o Rosetta Stone 

A recent article showcasing Ruby Red Shoe Boutique used the term “entrepreneur” throughout 
along with synergy and clustering. This is great messaging. 

 
Engaged public 

 HDR has tracked 70,000 volunteer hours since 2004 

 Best of the Valley awards from Daily News-Record readers: 
o Downtown voted “Best Thing About Harrisonburg" 
o HDR voted “Best use of Tax Payer Money” 

 
HDR staff 

 Eddie Bumbaugh, Executive Director 

 Trisha Blosser, Program Manager 

 Nicole Martorana, Promotions Manager 

 Kim Kirk, Special Events Manager 
 
Other assets 

 Appalachian Trail 

 Massanutten Resort 
  

http://www.vaquiltmuseum.org/
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 Colleges 
o James Madison University (JMU) 
o Eastern Mennonite University (EMU) 
o Bridgewater College 
o Blue Ridge Community College 
o National College 

 Harrisonburg Farmers Market http://harrisonburgfarmersmarket.com, April – Thanksgiving, 
Tuesdays and Saturdays, 7AM – 1 PM, held in Turner Pavilion 

 Explore More Discovery Museum 

 “The Best of Virginia” Reader Survey by Virginia Living Magazine – Downtown Harrisonburg was 
voted as one of the best shopping areas in the Shenandoah Valley 

 The International Mountain Bicycling Association has identified Harrisonburg as a Bronze Level 
Ride Center (there are only 7 Ride Centers identified world-wide). The League of American 
Bicyclists also identified Harrisonburg as a Bronze Level Bicycle Friendly Community in 2011. 

o Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition 
o Shenandoah Mountain Touring 
o Shenandoah Bicycle Company 
o Rocktown Bicycles 
o Alpine Loop Gran Fondo (www.alpineloopgranfondo.com)  

 Harrisonburg was ranked nationally by Backpacker Magazine as a top spot for families to “beat 
nature deficit disorder.” 

 
Recommendation: HDR volunteers and staff need to define the market that downtown Harrisonburg 
will go after; proactively, confidently, and aggressively. Don’t settle for downtown Harrisonburg’s 
existing trade area; current and future downtown businesses may not be able to survive, let alone 
thrive, on that market alone. The industry standard trade area for shopping centers, which downtown 
Harrisonburg should strive to be, is a 30 minute drive time. Downtown Harrisonburg could target a 
smaller or larger geographic area, but will not draw all residents within any chosen geographic area 
equally, so consumer segmentation will also be necessary. 

There are two aspects to the local market; the collective marketplace of the commercial district 
as a whole and the unique market of any particular business. To illustrate the difference, every business 
within a commercial district is going to have a unique trade area from which it targets and draws the 
majority of its customers. Convenience businesses may target and draw almost exclusively from the 
neighborhood while destination businesses may target and draw from a large region. Their individual 
trade areas will be impacted by the location of their nearest and strongest competition as well as their 
marketing strategies. To further illustrate, two businesses drawing from the same geographic trade area 
may be targeting and attracting completely different customers from within that area. Like for an 
individual business, downtown Harrisonburg’s targeted trade area will be impacted by the location of 
your nearest and strongest competition, as well as your marketing strategies. 

Downtown Harrisonburg’s dream marketplace has the potential to capture a higher percentage 
of potential customers from a larger trade area. Casting the net further (e.g. Washington or Richmond) 
or casting the net deeper (e.g. Massanutten Resort) will only be possible if downtown Harrisonburg 
collectively can achieve the right combination and critical mass of businesses. The right combination and 
critical mass of businesses will also be necessary to draw more local residents; much of whose spending 
is currently not taking place in downtown, but elsewhere in Harrisonburg or outside the community. 
 

http://harrisonburgfarmersmarket.com/
http://www.alpineloopgranfondo.com/
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Recommendation: HDR staff and volunteers need to shop downtown Harrisonburg’s primary 
competition. A commercial district’s position within the market can only be understood relative to its 
competition. When shopping the competition, make note of what they are best at selling and to whom 
and their competitive advantage; in other words, judge their market position. During the Economic 
Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit and through a review of planning documents and websites, 
downtown Harrisonburg’s competition was identified as follows (in no particular order): 

 Local 
o Valley Mall - “Find stores, restaurants and activities you love in one place,” “Our Shops, 

Your Style,” “Good Eats and Tasty Treats,” http://thevalleymall.com/VisitorInfo  
 This is the only local commercial district competition with a visible collective 

brand 
o Harrisonburg Crossing (regional center/mall anchored by Wal-Mart SuperCenter, Home 

Depot, Barnes & Noble, Circuit City, Bed Bath & Beyond, Ross, Michaels, Staples, Petco, 
O’Charley’s, Ruby Tuesday and Sweet Frog Yogurt) 

o Cloverleaf Shopping Center (strip/neighborhood center anchored by Food Lion, Big Lots, 
Rugged Warehouse) - appears to have weak mix, service business heavy 

o Spotswood Valley Square (neighborhood center anchored by Kroger, TJ Maxx, Fashion 
Bug) - Jr. anchor and inline positions available 

o Port Crossing Shopping Center (neighborhood center anchored by Food Lion, AJ Gators 
Bar & Grill, and Vito's Italian Kitchen) 

o Rockingham Square (strip/neighborhood center anchored by Food Lion, VA ABC, and 
Arby's) 

o Garber's Crossing (strip center anchored by Wal-Mart Supercenter, Dollar Tree, Virginia 
ABC, Monster Games, San Juan Mexican Restaurant, CosmoProf and The Smokehaus) 

o Skyline Village (neighborhood center anchored by Kohl's and Martin's) 
o The Shops at University Boulevard (strip center targeting college demographic) 
o Market Square East Shopping Center - appears to have a little stronger mix, still service 

business heavy 
o Harmony Square Shopping Center - appears to have weak mix, service business heavy 
o Forbes Crossing (strip/neighborhood center) 
o Market Place Shoppes (strip center) 
o Dukes Plaza (strip center) 
o Waterman Square (neighborhood/strip center) – formerly anchored by Food Lion, now 

The Event Center 
o Shenandoah Heritage Market (variety of local retail and food oriented businesses)  

 Regional 
o Downtown Staunton www.stauntondowntown.org; particularly for the dining market. 
o Downtown Charlottesville (Historic Downtown Mall) www.downtowncharlottesville.net 

and the larger Charlottesville community/urban area; particularly for the dining and 
evening entertainment markets (venues for 20-40 year olds) and female market. 

o Downtown Waynesboro www.waynesborodowntown.org; particularly for the outdoor 
recreation market. 

o Massanutten Resort; particularly for the visiting youth market 
o Northern Virginia; particularly for the female market 
o Richmond; particularly for the female market 

Even this incomplete list would be tough competition if downtown Harrisonburg were 
competing head to head with all these commercial districts. The good news for HDR is that comparing 
downtown Harrisonburg with these local commercial districts is really comparing an apple to a bunch of 

http://thevalleymall.com/VisitorInfo
http://www.stauntondowntown.org/
http://www.downtowncharlottesville.net/
http://www.waynesborodowntown.org/
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oranges. The bad news is that while downtown Harrisonburg isn’t and shouldn’t be competing head to 
head with most of these districts, these districts are attracting a high percentage of consumer 
expenditures within downtown Harrisonburg’s current and potential trade area. HDR will need to refine 
the list of downtown Harrisonburg’s apples to apples competition, and what commercial districts are 
defined as competition may vary depending on the target customer. For example, if downtown 
Harrisonburg decided to target visitors from Massanutten Resort, downtown Staunton, Waynesboro, 
and Charlottesville would appear to be apples to apples competition. Downtown Harrisonburg would 
need to be distinct from and attractive relative to that competition. Refining the list of downtown 
Harrisonburg’s competitors will also be easier after drafting a market position statement (see below). 
The fact is, no matter how strong downtown Harrisonburg becomes, local residents will still choose to 
take shopping trips to Valley Mall and other local and regional shopping centers featuring chains and 
franchises because what they offer is distinct and desirable. Downtown Harrisonburg just needs to be 
equally distinct and desirable so they can capture a higher and healthier share of shopping trips and 
expenditures. 
 
Recommendation: HDR staff and volunteers need to define Downtown Harrisonburg’s market 
position. At the time of the Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit, downtown’s market 
position had yet to be defined. As explained with the Downtown Development Plan Philosophy above, 
market position is a commercial district specialization or niche based on a primary consumer segment 
served and/or a primary set of goods and services offered; what the district is best at selling and to 
whom. It used to be that if you had a business it was downtown, and if you needed or wanted to do 
business, including to shop, you went downtown. Back in its heyday, downtown could probably be all 
things to everyone, but not today. As a shopping center downtown needs a strength/focus. 

Downtown Harrisonburg’s working market position (which can change over time) must 
represent reality so that downtown lives up to expectations; expectations shaped by efforts of the 
Economic Restructuring Committee (with help from the Promotion, Design, and Organization 
Committees) based on that market position. In other words, they will want to be able to deliver what 
they promise as relates to downtown Harrisonburg’s market strengths. Over time, and with the strategic 
efforts of HDR (developing businesses, partners, space, and markets), the reality of the market position 
statement will move closer to the ideal of a vision statement. 

Downtown Harrisonburg’s current commercial identity is still strongly tied to government (~20 
employers and ~1130 employees) and professional services (~70 employers and ~300 employees) due in 
no small part to the Rockingham County Courthouse and City Hall (although there are many other 
businesses within this niche including financial, legal and accounting services). However, that 
commercial identity is evolving based on the recent growth of independent restaurants (~26 restaurants 
and ~560 employees). HDR’s consumer survey identified restaurants and entertainment/bars as what 
most frequently brings people to downtown Harrisonburg. Commercial identity is not just retail identity, 
and while less visible to the general public, downtown Harrisonburg’s identity is also tied to Rosetta 
Stone (> 500 employees). 

Based on the fact that downtown Harrisonburg is best at selling government and professional 
services, downtown’s Harrisonburg’s primary customers are likely to be drawn from downtown workers, 
downtown residents, and residents of Harrisonburg at large. However, based on its assets (see above), 
downtown Harrisonburg has the potential to draw JMU students and visitors. Harrisonburg’s growing 
population (60 % from 1990 to 2010) is good for business (a growing Hispanic population is worth 
special mention). 

This assessment is consistent with Kennedy Smith’s recommendations developed during her 
Technical Assistance Visit in 2004. She viewed downtown’s primary target customers as downtown 
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employees, nearby residents, students and visitors, in that order of priority. In her opinion these 
customers are the easiest and least expensive to reach and attract. 

Weighing all the currently available market information, downtown Harrisonburg’s primary 
goods and services (what they are and can be best at selling) could arguably be defined in order of 
strength as 1) government and professional services; 2) independent restaurants. Both of these niches 
represent reality, but both can be strengthened. Downtown Harrisonburg’s primary consumer segment 
served (to whom they are best at selling) is the most unclear, but could arguably be defined in order of 
strength as 1) downtown workers; 2) downtown residents; 3) JMU students; and 4) Visitors. These four 
segments together represent the market that downtown Harrisonburg could go after; proactively, 
confidently, and aggressively. Based on these assumptions, the following DRAFT market position 
statement for downtown Harrisonburg is offered:  
 

Downtown Harrisonburg primarily specializes in offering (Virginia) metropolitan products and 
(Virginia) urban experiences (particularly dining and entertainment but including living and 
working) to Harrisonburg and Rockingham County residents and Massanutten guests 
(particularly families with youth, distinctive women, and college students). 
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SCOPE OF WORK 
 
PROGRAM 
 
Recommendation: HDR, the whole program and all four committees, needs to be market driven and 
perform targeted market research. Market information has an important role to play within HDR’s 
entire Main Street program. It provides each of the committees with knowledge that guides smart 
decision making. By understanding the market, each committee can act strategically. Therefore, 
targeted market research is a program initiative crossing all committees. 

HDR’s consumer and business surveys were a good start, but ongoing targeted market research 
should become part of your whole organization’s operations. HDR’s economic development strategy 
should be based on downtown Harrisonburg’s unique heritage and human assets. So start by having 
each HDR committee help research what they are (expanding on the list provide above). 

 What are downtown Harrisonburg’s built history (Design) assets? 

 What are downtown Harrisonburg’s cultural history (Promotion) assets? 

 What are downtown Harrisonburg’s entrepreneur (Economic Restructuring) assets? 

 What are downtown Harrisonburg’s engaged public (Organization) assets? 
Understanding the collective marketplace of the commercial district as a whole is the 

responsibility of the Main Street organization; defining and refining the district’s market position (see 
above). Step-by-Step Market Analysis, soon to be available electronically for free to members of the 
National Trust Main Street Center or the Downtown and Business District Market Analysis Toolbox (also 
free) at http://fyi.uwex.edu/downtown-market-analysis/, both include an overview of how to collect 
market data and analyze it. There have also been many useful articles on this topic in Main Street News 
over the years, many of which are available online at www.mainstreet.org. However, you should be sure 
to first assemble your community’s past market research efforts, including those that were part of larger 
planning efforts (e.g. Comprehensive Plan 2011 Update). For each, digest and distribute useful 
knowledge such as benchmarking of economic conditions, key conclusions, and identified market 
opportunities (this important step may not have been done before). Be sure to acknowledge the 
strengths and limitations of each effort. Being knowledgeable about your downtown or neighborhood 
district’s market will help you strengthen your assets and focus your efforts on revitalization work that 
enhances your position in the regional and local market. 

Secondary data on the demographics and psychographics (buying personality) of customers 
within your targeted trade area can be purchased a la carte from vendors like ESRI 
(www.esri.com/data/find-data.html) and Nielsen Claritas (www.claritas.com/sitereports/demographic-
reports.jsp).  

A good way to keep a finger on the pulse of the local economy is by following the “health-of-
district indicator” businesses. Choose a few businesses that you could argue “as they go, so goes the 
district”; these are often your anchor businesses (see below). They must be willing to share information 
that can indicate the relative health of your district, such as how their sales changed from the same time 
last year and by what percent (given a range), how foot traffic in the district changed, and if they are 
seeing a shift in the makeup of customers. Track trends throughout the community related to property 
values, prevailing rents, space availability, and sales tax revenues. Don’t be discouraged if businesses 
aren’t immediately willing to share the data they collect on their customers. It will help to clarify what 
information (e.g. just zip codes not customer names and addresses) HDR is requesting, and how they as 
business owners would benefit. 

Communicate what you find with local businesses; respecting the confidentiality of your 
sources. But don’t stop there. Teach business owners how to collect and analyze market information on 

http://fyi.uwex.edu/downtown-market-analysis/
http://www.mainstreet.org/
http://www.esri.com/data/find-data.html
http://www.claritas.com/sitereports/demographic-reports.jsp
http://www.claritas.com/sitereports/demographic-reports.jsp
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their own so they can act strategically, too. Your district-wide market research cannot replace business-
specific market research. Understanding the unique market of any particular business is the 
responsibility of each respective business. You really need a detailed understanding of a business’s 
concept and marketing strategies before you are able to understand, research, or test its market 
through targeted research. Through capacity building, you can help existing businesses identify ways to 
sell more products and services to existing customers, respond to market trends, and identify new 
customers and ways to attract them. Downtown Harrisonburg has a lot to gain simply by having each 
and every business in the downtown more in tune with their market. 

Targeted market research will help business owners understand their competition and sharpen 
their own market position. It will also help them understand the motivation and rationale behind their 
customers’ purchasing decisions so they can better work their business concept to meet those needs. 
Every downtown business should make an ongoing practice of posing and answering questions about 
their own customers and market in order to make more informed decisions; from how to design and 
locate their businesses to which products and/or services to offer. For example, focus groups could help 
a business uncover what product or service features are important to current and potential customers 
right now and why those customers are or aren’t purchasing from them. In the least, businesses should 
maintain a detailed customer database or zip code/area code tally of their customers. 

Being market driven and performing targeted market research shouldn’t stop with defining 
downtown Harrisonburg’s market position. Each HDR committee can ask questions about the market to 
drive its asset-based economic development work. 

 The Design Team/Committee should ask, “What kind and how much space do we need?” For 
example, before advocating for upper-floor and other downtown housing, answer questions 
about the housing market and housing demand (e.g. the demand for more “urban” housing or 
the demand for rentals versus condos). 

 The Economic Restructuring Team/Committee should ask, “What kind of businesses do we need 
and how many?” For example, before desperately trying to fill vacancies with any business, 
determine which businesses will strengthen the district’s market position. 

 The Promotion Team/Committee should ask, “What are customer perceptions, preferences, and 
brand awareness?” For example, before developing a new event, answer questions about how 
events appeal to the district’s target market. Do existing events meet demand? Where and how 
is the best way to market to customers? 

 The Organization Team/Committee should ask, “Who else is developing space, businesses, and 
customers and how?” Before trying to partner with everyone, answer questions to strategize 
and prioritize partnerships and make successful pitches to potential sponsors. For example, 
strategically partnering with the City of Harrisonburg and Rockingham County on a mutually 
agreeable asset based economic development strategy. Based on this Economic Restructuring 
Technical Assistance Visit, the following strategies would appear to be jointly beneficial. 

o Higher density downtown residential development 
o Downtown high tech office development 
o Multimodal transportation development, particularly amenities for bicycling so 

Harrisonburg could grow to a Silver or Gold Level Ride Center or a 2013 Bronze, Silver, 
or Gold Level Bicycle Friendly Community 

 All the teams/committees should work together to partner with JMU as they survey incoming 
freshman and outgoing seniors. 
HDR should also use targeted market research strategies to define their own market position as 

a nonprofit business. What is HDR best at “selling” and to whom? HDR’s primary customers are not the 
same as downtown Harrisonburg’s primary customers. 
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These targeted market research strategies are designed to be well within the capabilities of HDR 
volunteers and staff since the goal is to make targeted market research part of operations. The targeted 
market research work load should also be well within the tolerance of staff and volunteers since that 
load is spread between all committees. 
 
SUMMARY OF THIS RECOMMENDATION 

 Research Harrisonburg’s unique heritage and human assets 

 Assemble Harrisonburg’s past market research efforts. Digest and distribute useful knowledge. 

 Draft Harrisonburg’s working market position statement. It can change over time but must 
represent reality so that you deliver what you promise and downtown lives up to expectations. 

 Shop Harrisonburg’s primary competition. Judge their market position. 

 Define Harrisonburg’s existing trade area 

 Define the market that Harrisonburg will go after (target trade area) 

 Purchase secondary data 

 Follow the health of “district indicator businesses” 

 Teach business owners how to collect and analyze market information on their own 

 Have each HDR committee ask questions about the market 
 
Recommendation: HDR, the whole program and all four committees, needs to build relationships. 
Form personal relationships with all downtown business and property owners based on communication 
and mutual trust. This may require the establishment of an owner relations team. If this important 
activity isn’t part of a team’s work plan, it won’t get done. Relate to them. Get to know them on a more 
personal level one-to-one with no strings attached (no agenda or ulterior motives). Face to face 
communication is always the best communication. For example, take downtown property and business 
owners to lunch (or breakfast, dinner, etc.) and simply ask them how HDR can help. Property and 
business owners have to trust HDR to take their interests into account as they work to revitalize the 
downtown. Representatives of HDR should be provided business cards and nametags to help 
communicate their affiliation with HDR. This will aid with credibility (more on credibility below), as well 
as insure that the relationship built is with HDR not the individual volunteer or with staff. It appears that 
HDR staff is already building relationships, but this recommendation deals with the role of HDR 
volunteers. 

 Case example: Viroqua Partners (WI) Shepherding Program. The Viroqua Chamber Main Street 
implemented a Shepherding Program to improve their member relations and ensure that they 
have a consistent presence throughout the year at their local businesses. They have 12 board 
members that assume the responsibility for shepherding all of their member businesses. As they 
add a new member, that business is discussed at the following board meeting and one board 
member will add them to their list. If a board member has less than other directors, it may go on 
their list or if a relationship has already been developed with a business owner, the board 
member may choose to add them to their list. At the annual retreat every year they take the 
time to review the shepherd list, and trades are made within the group to equalize the number of 
businesses on each list and make sure that the best board member for each business is paired 
with them. The organization asks that each board member visit all of their shepherds at least 
twice a year to touch base about various issues and gather feedback from the businesses. 
Shepherds are also asked to solicit donations from the businesses for their annual bash and other 
events throughout the year. 
Open and thorough communication strategies will foster trust, which will be earned over time. 

By understanding business and property owners’ motivations and reasons for their decisions regarding 
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their investments, HDR can more successfully inspire investment in the downtown Harrisonburg’s 
Development Plan (see below). This is also the best way to get the property and business owners who 
need assistance to accept assistance. 

Trust versus credibility. Trust and credibility are both crucial ingredients for building business 
relationships. Credibility is the intellectual side (logic/mind), while trust is the visceral side 
(emotion/heart) of the relationship. HDR’s credibility will be judged based on its resume, which can be 
communicated through an annual report. Quantitative data helps demonstrate ability, but ultimately 
visible action will speak louder than words. Trust is more complicated. Credibility may be necessary for 
trust. However, you can be judged credible without being trusted. Trust in business requires ongoing 
attention to: 

 Being open and transparent 

 Being empathetic (caring) 

 Being useful 

 Being dependable/reliable 

 Being visibly accountable 

 Building shared experiences 
The annual report, therefore, should also include references and testimonials, which can help 

corroborate and strengthen the organization’s reputation and instill trust by documenting the 
intangible. HDR needs to communicate the value of all the things they do for the community that can’t 
be quantified – qualifying their successes in a convincing and compelling way. Simply communicating the 
fresh activity, progress, and excitement associated with implementing the Main Street Four Point 
Approach® often goes a long way toward strengthening the downtown’s image, increasing consumer 
and investor confidence, and attracting investment. 
 
Recommendation: HDR, the whole program and all four committees, needs to inspire action. It was 
pointed out in the Downtown Development Plan Philosophy that Main Street programs can indirectly 
inspire owners (properties and businesses) to cluster by communicating/selling the financial benefits of 
following the downtown development plan. HDR, like nearly all Main Street programs, does not own 
property within the district they are trying to develop. Their development strategies must include 
indirect strategies that target the individuals who own property. HDR can inspire others to implement 
the Downtown Harrisonburg Development Plan by having an inspirational mission statement, 
downtown vision statement, market position statement (see above), and brand (see below). HDR has a 
mission statement. Is it inspirational? The mission refers to a HDR’s purpose of developing and 
implementing a “comprehensive vision,” but has that vision been formalized in a vision statement? 
“Urban Values & Vision for Downtown Harrisonburg,” by Eugene Stoltzfus Architects, is an important 
vision vehicle, but it is not a vision statement. The Downtown Harrisonburg Development Plan itself 
should also be inspirational. 
 
Recommendation: HDR, the whole program and all four committees, needs to coordinate the 
development process. Explore joint work planning, joint projects, and joint meetings. These strategies 
will help the four committees feel more connected. Successful development of downtown will require 
coordinating the development process. At least have committee chairs meet regular (e.g. quarterly) to 
compare committee notes and to coordinate crosscutting initiatives. In practice, the line between 
committees should be grey, not black and white. If there is going to be project overlap, make sure to 
develop a joint work plan that details overall project management and coordinates the unique roles, 
responsibilities and key actions of each committee. 
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ORGANIZATION 
As mentioned above, within Main Street’s Economic Development Philosophy, the Organization 
Committee or Team must take the lead on developing partners by leveraging an engaged public and 
other related local assets. HDR’s board of directors and Organization Team (Committee) should explore 
ways that they can personally develop partners on behalf of HDR. Partnership development and 
relationship building (see above) should not be centered on staff. As great as Eddie, Trisha, Nicole, and 
Kim are, partnerships need to be tied to HDR. 
 
 
ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING 
As mentioned above, within Main Street’s Economic Development Philosophy, the Economic 
Restructuring Committee or Team (or in HDR’s case, the Economic Development Committee or Team) 
must take the lead on developing businesses by leveraging entrepreneurs and other related local assets. 
HDR is currently not marketing opportunities to “get involved” with the Economic Development 
Team/Committee (they are marketing opportunities for the other three teams/committees 
www.downtownharrisonburg.org/v.php?pg=199). HDR has a track record of very strong Economic 
Development Committees, so there likely hasn’t been the same level of need to attract new volunteers. 
However, leaving Economic Development off this and other communication pieces sends an incomplete 
message about the organization’s scope of work. Furthermore, the recommendations below provide an 
opportunity to engage all new volunteers, perhaps through subcommittees. 
 
Recommendation: Continue property listing and recruitment guide. 
 
Recommendation: Let the Design Team/Committee take the lead on the Façade Grant. 
 
Recommendation: Support entrepreneurs (complementing SBDC resources). Independent and local 
owners (of property and businesses) are a key downtown Harrisonburg asset. To be successful in an 
ever-changing market, historic commercial districts need more entrepreneurs. Developing 
entrepreneurs will not only reestablish the economic health but also the social health of downtown 
Harrisonburg. More locally-owned properties and businesses, more family owned and operated 
businesses, and more independent owned businesses will translate into more civic minded owners. It 
will also reinforce downtown Harrisonburg as the center of commerce, culture, and community life. 
Developing entrepreneurs, particularly small ventures, is a way to connect HDR’s Economic 
Development Committee or Team with regional economic development players; namely: 

 City of Harrisonburg Economic Development Department www2.harrisonburgva.gov/econ_dev/  

 Rockingham County Office of Economic Development and Tourism www.yesrockingham.com/ 

 Rockingham County Department of Community Development 

 The Harrisonburg-Rockingham Chamber of Commerce 

 Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center (SBDC) www.valleysbdc.org  
HDR’s Economic Development Committee is encouraged to follow the entrepreneurial 

development strategies that are the standard roles for Economic Restructuring Committees as part of 
the Main Street Four Point Approach®. A recent Virginia Main Street Essentials was focused on this topic 
so the strategies will not be repeated in detail here. The session presentations and supplemental 
handouts are posted on the Virginia Main Street training archive webpage 
(www.dhcd.virginia.gov/MainStreet/TrainingArchive/default.htm). Those strategies can be summarized 
as: 

http://www.downtownharrisonburg.org/v.php?pg=199
http://www.harrisonburgva.gov/econ_dev/
http://www.yesrockingham.com/
http://www.valleysbdc.org/
http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/MainStreet/TrainingArchive/default.htm
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 Plant the seed for entrepreneurship and grow Harrisonburg’s entrepreneurial spirit/culture. 
Work with the partners listed above, in particular Shenandoah Valley SBDC, plus the following: 

o Harrisonburg High School (Home of the Blue Streaks) 
 HDR can facilitate downtown Harrisonburg business owner participation in a 

Business & Industry Mentorship (as mentors). 
 DECA (International Association of Marketing Students). HDR can connect with 

students interested in sports and entertainment marketing, in travel or 
hospitality business, in fashion, in a retail career, in advertising, in the 
restaurant trade. 

 HDR can assist students in preparing for National Professional 
Certification in Sales Management and Customer Service 

 HDR can facilitate downtown Harrisonburg business owner participation 
in Marketing Cooperative Training (see 
www.cteresource.org/downloads/1/Coopbrochure2010-Fillin.pdf).  

 Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA). HDR can connect with students 
through FBLA’s Business Knowledge & Skills (speakers, symposiums) point (part 
of FBLAS’s five-point program).  

 HDR can advocate for and assist in the creation of youth entrepreneur curricula 
and clubs in the high school (and later in other grades) 

o Harrisonburg Civic Organizations. HDR can partner with the following 
clubs/organizations to plant the seed for entrepreneurship and grow Harrisonburg’s 
entrepreneurial spirit/culture in their members and in the youth they serve. 

 The Rotary Club of Harrisonburg and the Harrisonburg Massanutten Rotary Club 
 The Kiwanis Club of Harrisonburg (Key Club at the high school) 
 Harrisonburg Lions Club 
 Harrisonburg/Rockingham Junior Chamber (Jaycees) 

HDR should also sponsor/host an entrepreneur networking series similar to Staunton’s 
Confessions of an Entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs from vision and start up to seasoned have been 
able to tell their stories; share successes, anecdotes, lessons learned, and/or funny and bazaar 
tales of business. Since Staunton is a neighbor to Harrisonburg and could easily be a competitor 
for entrepreneurs, care will be necessary to approach this with a spirit of 
collaboration/cooperation. HDR could either partner with Staunton to coordinate a similar 
series with an effort to help entrepreneurs evaluate/understand the unique market positions 
and brands of the two districts, or develop a similar event with a uniquely Harrisonburg spin. 
The two Main Street Programs (and maybe even Waynesboro) could publicly and visibly partner 
on helping prospective entrepreneurs not only select the best location in any district, but select 
the best district for their business concept. 

 Grow entrepreneurial ventures (Phase 1). Growing includes starting, improving, expanding, 
spinning-off, and transitioning. Again, work with the partners listed above, in particular 
Shenandoah Valley SBDC, on the following programs and projects (This and other 
entrepreneurial development projects would be eligible for a Virginia Main Street Downtown 
Improvement Grant.):  

o Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center (SBDC) 
 The SBDC appears to be doing it right. The first and best thing for HDR to do is to 

become fluent in all that the SBDC offers and refer downtown business owners 
to those resources. The SBDC’s one to one business counseling was described as 
a “best kept secret” because they can’t do advertising. 

http://www.cteresource.org/downloads/1/Coopbrochure2010-Fillin.pdf
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 The second thing for HDR to do would be to complement the professional 
business counseling and coursework available through Shenandoah Valley SBDC 
with a mentorship program and (eventually) grassroots business coaching. The 
SBDC’s biggest challenge was resource limitations; demand is high. They are 
considering roundtable counseling (e.g. one counselor facilitating a group 
discussion with eight women entrepreneurs). A very successful entrepreneurial 
development strategy involves simply having a team of really smart local 
entrepreneurs, developers, investors, etc. who are willing to sit on a panel that 
meets as needed to listen to entrepreneurs pitch their ideas and then they give 
input. For example they can provide their gut reaction on the idea and then 
direct the entrepreneur to resources and answer questions. This was set up in 
Rock County, Wisconsin. An extension of this idea would be to have 
Harrisonburg investors on one side of the table listening to potential 
entrepreneurs ideas with the idea of funding those ideas; Harrisonburg’s own 
Shark Tank (http://abc.go.com/shows/shark-tank).  

 Promote and consider co-sponsoring The BIG Small Business Event of 2013 (“full 
day of workshops, professional development, and networking opportunities for 
business owners, managers and entrepreneurs”). 

 Promote and consider co-sponsoring the next Artist Entrepreneur Series (Blue 
Ridge Community College is currently co-sponsoring) and/or another 
entrepreneur series. 

o The City of Harrisonburg. Leverage the Arts and Cultural District (e.g. tax incentive), 
Harrisonburg Economic Revitalization Zone (e.g. tax incentive), and Harrisonburg 
Downtown Technology Zone. Continue to promote the Central Business District Tax 
Incentive, Historic District Tax Credits, and Harrisonburg Business Loan Program 
(Downtown Property Improvement Loan Program): 

 Open to any city business to apply 
 Maximum amount of $25,000 per loan, one to seven years and 4.5% loan terms 
 Uses can include working capital, property renovation, purchase of 

machinery/equipment 
o Area colleges (particularly those with business schools or entrepreneur programs) and 

foundations. 
 James Madison University (JMU). HDR can connect with JMU’s Center for 

Entrepreneurship www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/.  

 HDR can assist downtown Harrisonburg business owners and managers 
with submitting proposals for consulting work performed by JMU 
faculty and students 
www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/community_consulting.shtml.  

 HDR can connect with the current Entrepreneur in Residence, and 
nominate downtown entrepreneurs if the position ever opens up 
www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/entrepreneur_residence.shtml.  

 HDR can line up Visiting Entrepreneurs from downtown Harrisonburg 
www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/visiting_entreprenuers.shtml.  

 Eastern Mennonite University 

 HDR can connect with the Entrepreneurship and Venture Creation 
course (MBA 655 – summer, 2012) if it is held again next summer. 

http://abc.go.com/shows/shark-tank
http://www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/
http://www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/community_consulting.shtml
http://www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/entrepreneur_residence.shtml
http://www.jmu.edu/cob/cfe/visiting_entreprenuers.shtml
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 HDR can connect with the Nonprofit Entrepreneurial Management and 
Graduate Certificate in Nonprofit Leadership and Social 
Entrepreneurship tracks of the MBA program. 

 Bridgewater College 

 HDR can connect with the Collegiate Entrepreneurs' Organization (CEO). 
Current Bridgewater CEO activities worth special attention include 
elevator pitch contests for proposed start-up ventures (for-profit or not-
for-profit), bringing entrepreneurial guest speakers to campus, and 
hosting "Getting to Know an Entrepreneur" events. HDR could also 
partner with CEO on their joint-venturing with the Greater Ashby 
Business Council of the Harrisonburg-Rockingham County Chamber of 
Commerce to host an annual Business Expo. Advisors: Dr. Holly Caldwell 
Ratwani hratwani@bridgewater.edu and Prof. Michael Hough 
mhough@bridgewater.edu.  

 Blue Ridge Community College 

 Artists in Business series (in partnership with Shenandoah Valley SBDC) 
www.brcc.edu/artists-in-business/  

 Entrepreneurship certificate (24 credits). “Purpose: to provide students 
with the opportunity to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to 
become an entrepreneur, rather than employee or manager. Students 
will learn how to plan, implement, and monitor a new business, 
understand market and capital economies, and will fully explore the role 
of globalization in the marketplace.” 

 Example: Start Your Own Business Class, Flint Hills Technical College, Emporia 
(KS) – The Business Enhancement Committee of Emporia Main Street 
determined they had to work much more efficiently to encourage 
entrepreneurship in their town. They determined what entrepreneurs really 
needed was education (how to start and run their business) and funding, so 
they worked on the class and worked with a local foundation to give them 
$30,000 to start a local revolving loan fund that is just for entrepreneurs – 
specifically those who had graduated from the class and were going to open a 
business in the downtown district. After the first 6 classes, 7 graduates had 
opened businesses downtown – none had closed. To date, they’ve had 17 
people start up businesses throughout town, losing only two: one had a severe 
health related issue as they were gearing up for another expansion, and one 
closed as her spouses' job required more travel and she decided to stay home 
more with their two young children. See a video PSA for the Class: 
www.facebook.com/#!/photo.php?v=3361708404517 and another: 
www.facebook.com/#!/photo.php?v=10150767524642782 

o Harrisonburg chapter of Service Corps of Retired Executives (SCORE) 

 Attract entrepreneurs to the Main Street district and field entrepreneur inquiries. The best way 
to find today’s and tomorrow’s entrepreneurial property and business owners is to let the world 
know how attractive you are and let them find you. 

 Continue growing entrepreneurial ventures (Phase 2). 

 Proactively recruit entrepreneurs. 
 

mailto:hratwani@bridgewater.edu
mailto:mhough@bridgewater.edu
http://www.brcc.edu/artists-in-business/
http://www.facebook.com/#!/photo.php?v=10150767524642782
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Recommendation: Develop business guidelines for downtown Harrisonburg and incentives to inspire 
their use. Business guidelines would “set the bar” for business greatness downtown. They could include 
six key business practices that have been shown to increase the value of a business that is for sale 
(because businesses that follow the practices make more money): 

 Write down the business processes 

 Set financial goals (cleanup financial statements)  

 Have a marketing budget, document past promotional efforts (last 3-5 years)  

 Keep track of customer information 

 Engage employees 

 Do a literal housekeeping, cleanup 
Other best business practices worth considering for your business guidelines include: 

 Ideal hours of operation 

 Ideal frequency of window display turnover 

 Ideal level of investment in marketing 

 Ideal customer service policies 

 Ideal hospitality policies 

 Ideal parking practices 

 Ideal referral policies including knowledge of neighbors 

 Ideal cleanliness and maintenance standards 

 Ideal attitude (positive and appreciative) 

 Ideal level of buy-in to the Downtown Harrisonburg Development plan 
It is in the best interest of property owners and the businesses themselves to make adhering to business 
guidelines part of any lease (as is done with most shopping center leases). Agreeing to follow best 
business practices increases the probability of business survival and has been shown to improve chances 
for getting a business loan. Business guidelines, like design guidelines, are not mandated; but should be 
used as a tool for educating and encouraged through incentives. In fact, receipt of business incentives 
should be tied to business guideline adherence. 

As an extension of business guidelines, HDR is encouraged to develop a downtown Harrisonburg 
Business Pledge (or Promise or Guarantee) and get business to adopt and prominently display the 
pledge in their front windows. Run ads marketing the pledge and the businesses that are participating. 
During initial “sign up” ensure business owners that you will only hold them to the pledge if you get at 
least 25% of the businesses signed up. Of course strive for 100%. Possible components to a downtown 
Harrisonburg Business Pledge: 

 [insert business name] pledges to join our business neighbors in opening no later than ___ and 
closing no earlier than ___ during the week, opening no later than ___ and closing no earlier 
than ___ on Saturday, and opening no later than ___ and closing no earlier than ___ on Sunday. 

 We pledge to reserve (or leave) the best parking spaces for our customers and our neighbor’s 
customers. 

 We pledge to refer you to our neighbor businesses, if you can’t find everything you need with 
us. 

 We pledge to positively promote our progress toward achieving our shared vision for downtown 
Harrisonburg. 

 We pledge to personally (or graciously) welcome any and all potential customers, including 
youth. 

Develop a Business Improvement Grant Program, such as a small specialty training grant to help 
businesses who want to improve on one or more of the key or best businesses practices identified in 
your guidelines/pledge. Variations on this kind of grant can also be helpful in the area of design and 
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promotion (see below). The purpose of this type of business grant is to help businesses keep up to date 
in their sector and access professional consultants. The grant could be designed to cover part or all of 
the cost of the initial consultation/visit (e.g. $250 or $500) or as a 50/50 match. The grant application 
could be as simple as the qualifications/expertise of the consultant to be hired, along with a couple 
short paragraphs by the applicant describing their need and what they expect to gain. A condition of the 
grant should be that the recipient document the return on their (and your) investment and share their 
story in order to serve as a role model for others. This could be done through a newsletter article or a 
short presentation at a business gathering. Also, check out Jackson (TN) Downtown Development 
Corporation’s Marketing Incentive Program for New Businesses www.downtownjackson.com/Business-
Incentives.asp. 
 
Recommendation: Be a downtown development advocate. The Economic Development 
Team/Committee will be the primary champions of the Harrisonburg Downtown Development Plan 
(more on this below). They will take the lead on the collective repositioning of downtown and assisting 
businesses with their individual repositioning. 
 
Recommendation: Cooperate rather than compete with as many other Harrisonburg shopping centers 
(strip centers, neighborhood centers, etc.) as possible. Cooperation will be easier if each shopping 
center has a distinct market position, and is not attempting to sell the same products/services or attract 
the same businesses. 
 
 
PROMOTION 
As mentioned above, the Promotion Committee or Team must take the lead on developing markets by 
leveraging cultural history and other related local assets. Those assets are many and are worth repeating 
here: 

 Downtown Harrisonburg is Virginia’s first designated Arts & Cultural District 

 Immigrant story (past and present) 
o 6,000 – 7,000 residents of Eastern European decent 
o Refugee Resettlement Office (now Church World Service Harrisonburg) 

http://harrisonburgrefugees.com - “The Harrisonburg office has resettled refugees from 
Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia, Burma, Colombia, Congo (Kinshasa), Croatia, 
Cuba, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Russia, Rwanda, Serbia, Sierra Leone, 
Sudan, Tajikistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan within a 100 mile radius of our office” 

o The top foreign languages spoken by students are Spanish, Russian, and Kurdish with 
more than 50 additional languages 

 Rosetta Stone (founded in downtown and headquarters locater there) 
o International Festival (held in Hillandale Park) www.harrisonburg-international-

festival.org/online/. An annual event. 
o Harrisonburg International CommUNITY Celebration (Tuesday September 25th - Sunday 

October 7th) – “Take a Culinary Trip around the world in Harrisonburg, Virginia ‘The 
Dining Destination of the Shenandoah Valley’” 

 Harrisonburg has over 140 restaurants; many offering international delicacies 
and secret family recipes. 

 Civil War story (over 20 Historic Civil War sites across Harrisonburg and Rockingham County) 

 Shenandoah Valley story 

 Agriculture story 

http://www.downtownjackson.com/Business-Incentives.asp
http://www.downtownjackson.com/Business-Incentives.asp
http://harrisonburgrefugees.com/
http://www.harrisonburg-international-festival.org/online/
http://www.harrisonburg-international-festival.org/online/
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 Railroad story 

 Church history 

 Museums 
o Harrisonburg Rockingham Civil War Orientation Center (in Hardesty-Higgins House) 
o Valley Turnpike Museum (in Hardesty-Higgins House) 
o Virginia Quilt Museum www.vaquiltmuseum.org  
o Harrisonburg Fire Department Museum 
o Explore More Discovery Museum 
o Valley Brethren-Mennonite Heritage Center (at Crossroads), “celebrating the history and 

heritage of the Brethren and Mennonite way of life” 

 Harrisonburg-Rockingham Historical Society and Heritage Museum (in Dayton) 

 Traditional events: 
o Court & Market Days Festival 
o First Fridays Downtown 
o Fridays on the Square 
o Block Party in the Burg 
o Valley 4th 
o Taste of Downtown 
o Halloween on the Square 
o Renaissance Night 
o Temptations at the Theater 
o Holiday and Veteran’s Day parades 
o First Night 
o MACRoCk 

 New events: 
o Alpine Loop Grand Fondo 
o Downtown Holiday Tour 
o Rocktown Beer & Music Festival 
o Rocktown Wine & Dine Festival 
o Rocktown Bites 

 
Recommendation: Write a downtown Harrisonburg marketing plan. Business and district sustainability 
requires finding ways to continue promoting and building brand awareness 365 days a year. HDR needs 
to ramp up their marketing plan efforts (see attachment) and make their promotions even more market-
driven. Trying to have “an event for everyone” will dilute downtown Harrisonburg’s brand. Refine the 
who, what, when, where, why, and how of your advertising (branding/image campaigns) and your 
events (special events and business promotions). Target new promotions and retarget existing 
promotions. Tailor promotional activities (types and timings) to attract target customer segments. Help 
existing and future downtown Harrisonburg businesses do the same. 

HDR needs to be very strategic with respect to downtown Harrisonburg’s annual promotion 
calendar. Promotions have a way of taking on a life of their own. There is a phrase “run your 
promotions, don’t let them run you.” Reposition downtown Harrisonburg’s promotions/events calendar 
to communicate downtown Harrisonburg’s brand. This will not only improve the overall effectiveness of 
downtown Harrisonburg’s marketing, but may free up volunteer and financial resources (and eventually 
staff). Ask the tough questions like “Which events, if any, communicate the brand?” (both in name and 
in nature). 

 

http://www.vaquiltmuseum.org/
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Recommendation: Develop and communicate a downtown Harrisonburg commercial brand. Creating a 
commercial brand starts with identifying commercial assets. Out of those assets comes a “promise” – a 
brand statement declaring what downtown Harrisonburg will deliver (products/services) to its 
customers. What kinds of products, services, and experiences can I spend my money on? Furthermore, 
downtown Harrisonburg’s promise to the consumer should be distinct from the Harrisonburg’s 
collective promise to the consumer and distinct from competing commercial districts (see competition 
discussion under Market Position above). Positive commercial brand awareness will increase the 
probability that customers will choose downtown Harrisonburg when selecting a shopping or tourist 
destination. Before communicating the chosen brand, be sure downtown Harrisonburg is prepared to 
fulfill the promise and expectations created (to avoid an unhappy customer). 

A brand statement (external audience) is different from a market position statement (internal 
audience), but the two must be compatible. As a reminder, the following DRAFT market position 
statement was proposed above: 

 
Downtown Harrisonburg primarily specializes in offering (Virginia) metropolitan products and 
(Virginia) urban experiences (particularly dining and entertainment but including living and 
working) to Harrisonburg and Rockingham County residents and Massanutten guests 
(particularly families with youth, distinctive women, and college students). 

 
A commercial brand for downtown Harrisonburg is also different than a corporate identify for 

HDR. HDR’s current marketing and communication materials brand downtown Harrisonburg with the 
tagline “Do Downtown.” “Do Downtown” is hip, which should appeal to the student market. However, 
HDR has also been using their own corporate logo to brand downtown (e.g. on the downtown banners). 
That logo is more traditional/classical (assumingly to communicate “historic”), and is in some way 
incompatible with the hipper “Do Downtown.” The wayfinding signs use a more stylized version of that 
logo, but while better, still may not convey a hip feel. So that begs the question, is hip the direction HDR 
wants to go? “Do Downtown” while catchy, doesn’t convey much about what someone actually can do 
or spend money on downtown. Further complicating matters is the fact that the Downtown Dining 
Alliance has adopted “Do Downtown” and created the website www.dodowntown.net which largely 
conveys the dining aspect of downtown, minus the many other commercial aspects (this raises the 
importance of sharing brand/logo guidelines with partners). It may help if HDR makes a clear separation 
between a brand for downtown Harrisonburg and a corporate image for HDR (see 
www.downtownharrisonburg.org). The two are very different and should have different logos. Branding 
is communication and communication should speak to a particular audience; message and method. 
HDR’s target audience is largely downtown stakeholders (insiders if you will). Downtown Harrisonburg’s 
commercial brand needs to target downtown’s customers who are largely not HDR insiders. 

HDR can work on branding with its partners including Harrisonburg Tourism & Visitor Services 
(www.harrisonburgtourism.com), the City of Harrisonburg, the Downtown Dining Alliance, and others. 
As already mentioned, the Downtown Dining Alliance is using the tag line “Do Downtown.” Harrisonburg 
Tourism & Visitor Services is using the tagline “It’s Better in the Burg.” The City of Harrisonburg’s current 
marketing and communication materials include the tag line “Work & Life in Balance.” This tagline is 
likely intended to convey a whole community brand for the purpose of attracting new residents, new 
visitors, and new businesses to the City of Harrisonburg. The spiral bound marketing piece that the City 
of Harrisonburg has developed to communicate “Work & Life in Balance” is excellent. The publication 
itself is very well balanced and is heavy on pictures; all good. On behalf of HDR, it would be great to see 
the “entrepreneurs” flap giving props to the kinds of entrepreneurs we see in downtown Harrisonburg. 
It is understandable that none of these partner’s taglines conveys much about the essence of what kinds 
of products, services, and experiences I can spend my money on in downtown Harrisonburg. However, it 

http://www.dodowntown.net/
http://www.downtownharrisonburg.org/
http://www.harrisonburgtourism.com/
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is interesting to note that the tagline for the Hardesty-Higgins House, “Where History and Hospitality 
Meet” is quite descriptive and effective for that attraction and could in some ways be the tagline for all 
of downtown Harrisonburg (communicating the fact that I can spend my money on hospitality (dining 
and entertainment) downtown. 

The fact is that downtown Harrisonburg is a commercial district that needs a commercial 
brand/identity for it to be a choice that is on the consumer’s radar screen (both nearby residents and 
distant visitors). For all practical purposes, downtown Harrisonburg currently doesn’t have a commercial 
brand. It is HDR’s job to establish a commercial brand that is uniquely or distinctly downtown 
Harrisonburg (with the City of Harrisonburg’s job to establish the larger community brand). The 
downtown Harrisonburg brand should be both compatible with and integral to that larger community 
brand. HDR needs to collectively settle on a single brand in which you will invest volunteer and financial 
resources to strengthen and promote. A strong brand will be necessary for downtown Harrisonburg to 
have a strong presence within regional collaborations and cooperative marketing ventures with 
Harrisonburg Tourism and Visitor Services (www.harrisonburgtourism.com), the City of Harrisonburg, 
the Downtown Dining Alliance, and others. HDR should also continue to work with other nearby 
downtown commercial districts (e.g. Waynesboro and Staunton) to develop a stronger regional identity 
and solidify Harrisonburg’s Main Street district within that framework. 

HDR should consider hiring brand consultants to help guide this process or help develop the 
brand and associated messaging (including a succinct and clever tagline) and graphical images (including 
a well-designed logo, color schemes, etc.). 

Commit for the long haul. All of HDR’s promotional materials, marketing campaigns, logo, 
messaging, social media/website presence, design aesthetic, and business development efforts should 
be consistent, of high quality, and reflect and reinforce the brand. All of HDR’s committees should 
strengthen this brand through their projects and tasks. HDR’s investment in establishing a strong and 
effective brand will be a valuable service to downtown Harrisonburg merchants. Coach those businesses 
on co-branding themselves with downtown Harrisonburg’s brand and show them how to benefit from 
collective promotions. 

Based on this Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit, downtown Harrisonburg’s 
commercial brand is anticipated to draw upon and be inspired by the following elements: 

 The immigrant story. With the richness and uniqueness of the assets in this area (see details 
above), and the fact that this story connects to so many other assets, a downtown Harrisonburg 
commercial brand almost has to incorporate this element. 

 The Shenandoah Valley story 
o Agriculture 
o Outdoor recreation 

 The rock outcrop story (Rocktown) 
 
Recommendation: Transition/reposition existing downtown Harrisonburg promotions and add new 
promotions to serve the marketing plan. Invest more human (volunteer and staff) and financial 
resources in advertising that brands the district. Strive for events that not only generate foot traffic but 
are a downtown Harrisonburg brand experience. Transitioning/repositioning existing events may involve 
changing the nature of the event, but may more simply involve renaming the event. Make sure some of 
the events are business promotions that sell products/ring cash registers. The Promotion Team could 
add developing the Massanutten Resort market, developing package deals that include/showcase 
downtown Harrisonburg businesses (and script the visitor experience), and developing a downtown 
Harrisonburg discount card to their scope of work (these three recommendations are detailed below). 
Some other specific suggestions for transitioning/repositioning and adding include: 

http://www.harrisonburgtourism.com/
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 Evaluate the name of each downtown Harrisonburg event. Does each name reflect the brand? 

 Volunteer to host International Festival downtown (develop a strong pitch first so that they 
can’t refuse). Relocating and expanding this festival downtown has huge potential for 
communicating brand (and could become a signature event). 

 Make sure downtown Harrisonburg, in particular its restaurants, are the main attraction for the 
Harrisonburg International CommUNITY Celebration 

 Add more arts and culture promotions, particularly arts and culture with an 
immigrant/ethnic/cultural diversity and Shenandoah Valley flair. 

 Establish a signature event that is the flagship brand communicator. Court & Market Days 
Festival used to be the signature event. Is it still? Has Valley 4th become the signature event? If 
so, is it effectively communicating the brand and providing a brand experience? The name was 
intended to tie it to the Shenandoah Valley, but that name recognition/power is lost by reducing 
it to “Valley.” Given the brand elements identified above, an event celebrating the Shenandoah 
Valley, particularly agriculture and outdoor recreation would be logical. However, Valley 4th 
appears to be more of a typical 4th of July community picnic kind of event (“The reading of the 
Declaration of Independence, live music, a walking tour, free admission for children at the 
Explore More Discovery Museum, a parade, pie eating contest, face painting, dunking booth, 
climbing wall, delicious food and beer garden, and a fireworks show”). Again, an expanded 
downtown Harrisonburg International Festival could become a signature event. 

 
Recommendation: Develop the Massanutten Resort market. Visitors to this Four Season Mountain 
Resort, while part of downtown Harrisonburg’s draft market position statement, are a largely untapped 
market. Massanutten markets to the entire Mid-Atlantic. HDR does not have the resources to similarly 
market to the Mid-Atlantic, but they do have the resources (which may be more time, energy and 
creativity) to market to the Mid-Atlantic residents who have made it as far as Harrisonburg’s backyard. 
Here are a few possible ways of increasing the number of Massanutten Resort guests who become 
customers of downtown Harrisonburg: 

 Continue to staff a booth at the resort every Monday. However, fine tune the strategy for 
promoting downtown Harrisonburg and rigorously track the results. The next bullets might help. 

 Strengthen downtown Harrisonburg’s presence in Area Attractions listings (both with Activity 
Card and without) www.massresort.com/v.php?pg=541.  

 Get downtown Harrisonburg added to an existing tour or develop a new tour option. 
Massanutten is reportedly struggling to fill seats on some of their existing tours, so the more 
HDR can provide turnkey tours the better. 

o Develop a youth entertainment/education tour centered on Explore More Discovery 
Museum (review Entertainment Guide for possibilities 
http://massresort.indigofiles.com/activities/Summer12EntertainmentGuide.pdf) 

o Develop a culinary/taste of Harrisonburg tour 
o Get added to the brewery and/or winery tours (future, after downtown Harrisonburg 

has more wineries and microbreweries). 
 
Recommendation: Develop package deals that include/showcase downtown Harrisonburg businesses 
(like Stonewall Jackson Inn’s Girls’ Getaway Package, but expanded). Package deals have the potential to 
attract more visitors to downtown Harrisonburg, as well as to increase spending by existing visitors. For 
example, HDR could pull together a visitor package that could include a progressive dinner at a 
collection of downtown food and beverage venues, a show at the Court Street Theater, and desert and a 
nightcap at yet more food and beverage venues. A package with more of a retail and personal care 

http://www.massresort.com/v.php?pg=541
http://massresort.indigofiles.com/activities/Summer12EntertainmentGuide.pdf
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service flair would also make sense (e.g. packaged discounts and special personalized service at 
boutiques and salons – picture the shopping scene from Pretty Woman, jewelry, massage, etc.). The 
later could be like making a girls night out event available as a package deal any day of the year. The 
best package deals will play to and communicate downtown Harrisonburg’s commercial strengths (see 
market position statement and commercial brand). 

Thinking bigger, downtown Harrisonburg could partner with Waynesboro and/or Staunton to 
offer multi-day or weekend packages. Creating daytrip profiles and organizing package deals would 
provide HDR an opportunity to market downtown Harrisonburg 365 days a year and to in some small 
way script the visitor experience. Package deals would dovetail nicely with the tours discussed above for 
Massanutten guests. On the subject of scripting the visitor experience, HDR should develop electronic 
and printed maps/directories focusing on one niche at a time (eventually developing and maintaining a 
whole series/set). For example, rather than one brochure marketing shopping and dining, break it into 
at least two brochures; one marketing dining/entertainment and one marketing shopping. The shopping 
brochure could be broken down even further into product niches. These maps/directories can be highly 
attractive to sponsors. 
 
Recommendation: Develop a downtown Harrisonburg discount card. A discount card might better 
serve local customers than the package deals discussed above; essentially rewarding loyalty and bringing 
products that should be priced for tourists a little more within reach of residents. In other words, it 
should be possible to price products and services for the visitor market (a higher price point), by offering 
a robust resident discount card/program. Creative inventory selection/management, in addition to 
creative pricing, should allow downtown entrepreneurs to target the visitor consumer segment 
(primarily Massanutten guests), but still reach out to the local consumer segment (residents in visitor 
mode). If a discount card is created, carefully track use for market research. 
 
 
DESIGN 
As mentioned above, within Main Street’s Economic Development Philosophy, the Design Committee or 
Team must take the lead on developing space by leveraging built history and other related local assets. 
As mentioned under Organization above, the Design Team should strive to expand and diversify its’ 
team of volunteers. The core team that meets regularly (e.g. monthly) can be small (e.g. 3-5) with 
working teams, project teams, or task forces engaging volunteers through “ownership” and 
implementation of projects like these: 
 
Recommendation: Work with the Economic Restructuring Team/Committee to continue the Façade 
Enhancement Grant Program. However, it is time for this program to begin evolving to address the 
commercial aspects of design (next recommendation). In addition, some of the resources should be 
shifted from facades to interiors and signage. 
 
Recommendation: Add projects to the work/action plan to help improve the commercial aspects of 
downtown Harrisonburg design; both private and public. 

 Build the capacity of the Design Team/Committee for the commercial aspects of design. HDR 
should provide training material, as well as support for attending trainings. 

 Develop commercial design improvement guidelines and incentives. 
o HDR should review and revise existing design guidelines to address the commercial 

aspects of design. 
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o HDR should provide technical and financial incentives, including grants for businesses to 
hire commercial design consultants (see Business Improvement Grant Program 
described in the Economic Restructuring section above). 

 
Recommendation: Accelerate work on the Northend Greenway (http://northendgreenway.org) 
connecting downtown with surrounding areas for non-motorized commuters. 
 
 

DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT PLAN RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

HDR needs to take the lead on developing and advancing a Downtown Development Plan for 
Harrisonburg. Taking the lead doesn’t mean usurping the planning roles and responsibilities of city and 
county staff and elected officials. However, municipalities often follow the lead of the public, and usually 
welcome public input and participation, and that appears to be the case in Harrisonburg. Everyone 
involved with HDR can and should be leaders. Partnerships (in particular with city and county staff and 
elected officials) are crucial for implementation of Downtown Development Plans, especially since cities 
have official planning authority. 

 
Recommendation: HDR volunteers and staff need to become students of successful marketplaces. 
First, they can read and discuss Paco Underhill’s Call of the Mall. Second, they can study the malls and 
lifestyle centers (including collecting their maps/directories) where they are already shopping, applying 
the lessons learned from Call of the Mall. Third, they can organize group field trips to successful 
downtown marketplaces. 
 
Recommendation: Identify existing and potential downtown Harrisonburg anchors, define niches, and 
brainstorm business concepts that leverage the anchors and fit the niches. Anchors are those 
businesses that define the district’s commercial personality and/or draw the target customer. For more 
on the role anchors play in relation to their neighboring businesses, see Downtown Development 
Philosophy above. However, to summarize, customers will often be drawn to the district by one or more 
of its anchors, want to park near those anchors, and will often visit other neighboring businesses before 
going back to their car if those businesses also interest them (and if downtown design supports their 
stroll). Possible existing downtown Harrisonburg anchors identified during the Economic Restructuring 
Technical Assistance Visit (in no particular order): 

 Explore More Discovery Museum 

 Massanutten Regional Library 

 Hardesty-Higgins House Visitor Center 

 Dave’s Downtown Taverna 

 Court Square Theatre 

 Glen’s Fair Price Store 

 Kline’s Dairy Bar 

 Friendly City Food Co-op 

 Harrisonburg Downtown Farmers Market (Tuesday and Saturday) 
A niche is a market specialization; a clearly defined and tightly focused segment of potential customers 
(consumer niche) or products/services (business niche). Downtown Harrisonburg can build upon the 
following niches: 

 Business niches 
o Independent restaurants 

http://northendgreenway.org/


 

 
Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit Report – Harrisonburg, Virginia – June 2012 

27 

o Government and professional services 
o Civic/religious services 
o Arts and culture 
o Auto parts and service 

 Consumer niches 
o Families with youth 
o Individualistic/original/distinctive women (lovers of independent businesses and unique 

products/services) 
 Age 23-35? 
 Age 36-55? 

o College students, particularly James Madison University 
o Massanutten guests 
o Outdoor enthusiasts 
o Downtown worker 
o Low/mod income resident 
o Seniors (more future) 
o Teens (more future) 
o Young/tech/cyber professionals (more future) 
o Church goers 

During the Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit, current and potential business concepts 
that leveraged some of the above anchors and fit the above niches were brainstormed. The originals 
lists have been expanded taking into account the DRAFT market position statement and possible 
commercial brand above. There is a lot of synergy/connection between downtown Harrisonburg’s 
anchor businesses, so many of the brainstormed business concepts show up under multiple headings. 
These brainstormed lists are an artistic way to explore positive combinations of business concepts. The 
lists are by no means complete, and HDR should continue the brainstorming. Inclusion on these lists 
does NOT mean the business concepts are economically or politically feasible: 

 Families with youth niche 
o Explore More Discovery Museum 
o You Made It Pottery 
o Other “you made it” art 
o Craft/art supplies (Larkin Arts) 
o Inflatable games 
o Children’s clothing 
o Maternity/newborn clothing (coming soon Over the Moon) 
o Toys (different age than Dragonflies Toys) 
o Pet store 
o Cat adoption (Cat’s Cradle) 
o Dog supply 
o Kid restaurant, family friendly eating (e.g. pizza) 
o Hairdresser like Kids Kuts 
o Candy/soda fountain 
o Gently used kids clothing, books, toys, etc. 
o Arcade 
o Magic/card shop 
o Comic bookstore 
o Ice cream parlor 
o Instruments/sheet music (Whitesel Music, Adona Music) 
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o Spray park 

 Independent restaurants (locally sourced) 
o 26+ existing restaurants including Asian, Indian, Ethiopian, Greek, Mexican, Caribbean, 

and Cuban 
o Kid restaurant 
o Soup, salad, sandwich (bistro, healthy, organic, local) 
o Chocolate/candy shop 
o Ice cream (scoop) parlor/soda fountain 
o Frozen yogurt like Sweet Bees 
o Microbrewery 
o Wood-fired pizza 
o Specialty bakery 
o Crêperie 
o Live-music venue 
o Thai, Chinese 
o Sushi (more) 
o Noodle bowl 
o Tapas 
o Fondue like Melting Pot 
o Sit down coffee 
o Breakfast 
o Pizzeria like Mello Mushroom 
o Lower price point (more) 
o Quick lunch (more than Jess’ Quick Lunch) 
o Southern Cooking 
o German 
o Russian 
o Tea room 
o Sub shop/deli 
o Mongolian Barbecue 
o Fast Greek 
o Near children’s museum 
o Attract misplaced Harrisonburg restaurants with “local flavor” 

www.harrisonburgtourism.com/Locally-Owned-Restaurants-Harrisonburg-Massanutten-
Shenandoah-Valley  

 Individualistic/original/distinctive women (lovers of independent businesses and unique 
products/services) Age 23-35 

o Ruby Red Shoe Boutique 
o Mint 
o The Yellow Button 
o Duo 
o A Touch of the Earth 
o Laughing Dog 
o Polished 
o James McHone Jewelry 
o Women’s intimate apparel 
o Leather 
o Jewelry (handcrafted) 

http://www.harrisonburgtourism.com/Locally-Owned-Restaurants-Harrisonburg-Massanutten-Shenandoah-Valley
http://www.harrisonburgtourism.com/Locally-Owned-Restaurants-Harrisonburg-Massanutten-Shenandoah-Valley
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o Soaps, perfumes 
o Bridal shop 
o OASIS 
o Ten Thousand Villages 

 Individualistic/original/distinctive women (lovers of independent businesses and unique 
products/services) Age 36-55 

o Kitchen store (higher end) 
o Stationary store/paper 
o Greeting cards (Downtown Books has some) 
o Culinary school(s) 
o Tea room 

 Outdoor enthusiasts 
o Runners Corner 
o 2 bike shops (Shenandoah Bicycle Company and Rocktown Bicycles) – rental, repair, 

sale 
o Fly fishing shop and guide services (Mossy Creek Fly Fishing would be great downtown) 
o Healthy, organic, “hippy style” restaurant 
o Outdoor dining 
o Fitness center, personal trainers 
o Local wine/winery (e.g. Bluestone or CrossKeys Vineyard), brew pub/microbrewery, 

micro-distillery 
o Outfitter 
o Bird watching 
o General store like “Mast General Store” 
o Fishing/bait & tackle 
o Hiking shoes 
o Hiking and biking museum 
o Sporting goods 
o Personal care services (spa/massage) 
o Outdoor sports apparel 
o Gifts 
o Guided tours 
o Overnight lodging/hostel 
o Green space 
o Greenways (e.g. Northend Greenway, http://northendgreenway.org) 
o Electric vehicle (EV) charging station (part of Virginia initiative). A faster charger (Level 

2, or better yet Level 3 when reliability goes up and price comes down). Downtown 
Harrisonburg already has a Level 1 station (the first in the state). This forward thinking 
amenity adds to the draw of downtown Harrisonburg. While Level 2 might keep them 
shopping downtown longer (1-4 hour charge time), in the future places with Level 2 
chargers might be bypassed for places with Level 3 (20-60 minute charge time). 
Installation of Level 3 EV chargers requires significant upgrades to the power 
infrastructure (e.g. dedicated line from the power pole), so the best time to install one 
would be when other streetscape work is being done. 

 Senior niche (these businesses would all need good access) 
o Virginia Quilt Museum 
o Tea room 

http://northendgreenway.org/
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o Travel agent 
o Pharmacy (community/co-op) 
o Bingo 
o Antiques 
o Hardware 
o Museums (e.g. Harrisonburg Museum) 
o Yarn & fabric (Yarn Mountain, Ragtime Fabrics) 
o Condos 

 Teen niche 
o Wonders Skate Shop 
o Magic, card shop 
o Arcade 
o Like “Gamestop” 
o Uniform shop 
o Dance 
o After school club 
o Teen club 
o Karate 
o Tumbling/gymnastics (like Kinetic Kids Gym) 
o Outdoor roller skating rink (tie to Funky’s Skate Center?) 
o Winter ice skating rink 
o Earrings/hair/fun jewelry 
o Music store 

 North section of district 
o Drive in diner (with roller skating service) 
o Drive in movie theater 
o Rock climbing attraction 
o Electric go kart track 
o Corporate headquarters 

 Other 
o Apple store 
o Shared professional space 
o Second run movie theater 
o Market rate apartments (student apartment market is saturated for now) 
o Office space for tenants who employ more than 3-4 people 

 
Recommendation: HDR volunteers and staff need to draft a Harrisonburg Downtown Development 
Plan. The Plan should communicate a vision for the physical development of the district as well as a 
strategy for leasing; the more specific, the more useful. The leasing plan should include strategies for 
arranging/locating current and future businesses within the mix to positively impact foot traffic and 
sales. The goal should be for downtown to be visually distinct, and for there to be a fit between the 
message delivered through that distinction and the customer focus the downtown is trying to achieve. 

The map included as an attachment is a rough illustration of the kind of map that HDR will need 
to create for downtown Harrisonburg in order to communicate effectively to customers and investors 
(including loan officers and potential new business owners). The map will need to show building 
footprints and business mix (like a mall directory). The map represents the start of a hypothetical 
Harrisonburg Downtown Development Plan based on the work session held in Harrisonburg on June 20 



 

 
Economic Restructuring Technical Assistance Visit Report – Harrisonburg, Virginia – June 2012 

31 

and further development by Barman offsite. It must be stressed that this proactive design of a dream 
marketplace is for illustrative purposes only. It was developed using the art of combination and is 
consistent with the market position statement included above, but must be checked against the science 
of the market and the reality of any given space. Each potential investor is still responsible for running 
his or her own numbers. HDR should settle on a working Plan by either revising the one provided or 
starting its own from scratch. Actual business concepts will shift with the entrepreneur and detailed 
market feasibilities, but should always connect back to the dream. Don’t settle for just “filling 
vacancies!” 

Economic development can be defined as providing just enough stimuli to trigger a business 
investment that the community desires. Stimuli can take the form of information such as 
communicating HDR’s mission, vision, market position, commercial district brand and Development 
Plans. Architectural renderings showing improved buildings occupied by dream businesses would be 
another powerful tool. HDR can inspire action by current and future entrepreneurs and help investors 
visualize future possibilities. Entrepreneurs may choose to locate in downtown Harrisonburg and 
investors may choose to invest in downtown Harrisonburg simply because they buy into the dream. 
 
 

DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT PLAN IMPLEMENTATION 
 
The specificity of Downtown Development Plans is new to most Main Street Programs. It is understood 
that there will be a certain level of discomfort and growing pains associated with their use. It may be 
helpful for HDR to understand the pros and cons; to argue the pros and be prepared to address the 
cons. 
 
Pros 

 Help entrepreneurs evaluate potential locations 

 Help property owners evaluate potential tenants 

 Help investors decide how best to invest 

 Increase investor confidence 

 Tackle the market and downtown revitalization from a confident position of strength, proactive 
not reactive. It does not pay to present downtown as being desperate. 

 
Cons 

 Potential negative response of business owners who are relocated in the dream scenario 
o The Development Plan does not require the relocation, just presents what may be a 

better future location as a means to inform and improve future decisions. 

 Potential negative response of property owners whose tenants are relocated in the dream 
scenario 

o Again, the Development Plan does not require the relocation and does not leave the 
property owner without a tenant. It presents what may be a better future tenant as a 
means to inform and improve future decisions (the potential for a more successful 
tenant who can eventually pay a higher rent and can survive a longer term lease). 

 Potential for the dream scenario to hinge upon investment by individuals who are not able or 
willing to invest 

o We face that con now. The Development Plan may attract investment partners or 
buyers who will be more willing and able to invest. 

 Potential escalation of asking prices for property 
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o This is certainly a possibility and would make it harder to assemble properties and could 
hinder individual project feasibilities. However, we want properties values to rise and if 
they rise simply by having a Development Plan, we will have evidence of the power of 
the vision provided by a Development Plan. 

By inviting input and helping others achieve their collective vision, HDR adds value far in excess 
of its individual power. This is the basis of the Main Street Four-Point Approach®; to coordinate the 
definition of long-term goals, involve local individuals and organizations in determining the near-term 
projects, and find ways/resources to help make those projects happen. 

How can HDR implement the Downtown Development Plan? Following the recommendations 
found throughout this report is certainly a good place to start. However, in many ways implementation 
is even simpler than that. Drawing from the Downtown Development Plan Philosophy, HDR can attract 
investors and tenants by helping them see a vision of themselves making money as part of a successful 
downtown Harrisonburg. A vision founded on: 

 A sound market position and marketing plan 

 Well-designed and managed leasable space 

 A well-designed clustering/leasing plan 
 
 

ATTACHMENTS 
 
Creating a Marketing Plan 
Map Illustration 
 
 


