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IInntt rroodduucctt iioonn  
The Wisconsin Downtown Action Council 
(WDAC) was formed in 1982. Comprised of 
local officials, business and property owners, and 
community supporters, the organization is dedi-
cated to fostering revitalization in Wisconsin's 
downtowns and neighborhood business districts. 
Membership through the years has continued to 
include both large and small communities in all 
corners of the state. 

Among its first actions, the Wisconsin Down-
town Action Council was instrumental in forming 
the coalition that brought the Main Street Pro-
gram to Wisconsin, and in successfully advocating 
for legislation to allow local business improve-
ment districts. WDAC has continued to support 
such valuable programs and to offer networking 
and training opportunities for all people with an 
interest in downtown revitalization.  

At the beginning of 2011 the Wisconsin Down-
town Action Council conducted a statewide 
survey to establish benchmark data and determine 
the needs for revitalization in our downtown and 
neighborhood business districts. As our state and 
nation emerge from a deep recession, there is a 
perception that the local and independent small 
businesses that line our Main Streets are slow to 
feel the recovery. Furthermore, budget con-
straints at the state and local levels threaten to 
impact the few resources available to encourage 
revitalization. It is therefore an appropriate time 
to ask communities about their revitalization 
programs, to assess their current and future 
needs, and to solicit new ideas that will encour-
age recovery on Main Street. 

The results of this survey will help to shape 
educational programming and other initiatives of 
the Wisconsin Downtown Action Council. We 
hope the results will also be used within local 
communities, and within state government, to set 
an agenda of support for revitalization.  

A goal of WDAC is to continue to conduct the 
downtown survey in future years as a means of 
tracking progress and emerging concerns. 

SSuurrvveeyy  DDeessiiggnn  
The 2011 Survey of Wisconsin Downtowns was 
conducted online between January 31 and Febru-
ary 21, 2011. Invitations were sent to an email 
list of 403 Wisconsin city and village contacts, 
including persons in municipal administration, 
planning, economic development, chamber of 
commerce, business improvement district, and 
downtown revitalization positions.  

A reminder email was sent to those who did not 
respond to the initial request. Recipients were 
also given the option to forward the survey to 
others who might respond.  

The survey consisted of 22 core questions devel-
oped by Place Dynamics with input from the 
Wisconsin Downtown Action Council's board of 
directors and other downtown revitalization 
practitioners. These included a variety of multi-
ple selection, ranked, rated, and open-ended 
questions. 

Results were tabulated by the online survey 
program, which allows responses to be filtered by 
how respondents answered specific questions.  

 

SSuurrvveeyy  PPaarrtt iicciippaatt iioonn  
A total of 121 people, representing 73 communi-
ties, responded to the survey. This resulted in a 
participation rate of nearly 31 percent. Multiple 
responses were received from some communi-
ties. In part, this can be attributed to responses 
from different downtown and neighborhood 
districts located within larger communities such 
as Milwaukee, Madison, or Green Bay. 

Wisconsin has a total 593 incorporated commu-
nities consisting of 190 cities and 403 villages. 
The 73 communities responding to the survey 
represent 12.3 percent of this population. Both 
large and small communities, as well as urban, 
suburban, and rural places were well represented 
by the responses. The responses are also geo-
graphically distributed across the state. 
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RReevviittaalliizzaatt iioonn  FFrraammeewwoorrkk  
Questions were grouped around six themes. The 
first of these explores community support for 
revitalization, planning, and program success. 

 

Are revitalization activities a part of 
your community's overall approach 
to economic development? 

Overwhelmingly, communities responding to the 
survey included downtown and/or neighborhood 
business district revitalization activities as part of 
their overall economic development strategy.  

Of 116 responses to this question, only five 
percent did not include revitalization in their 
economic development efforts. These tended to 

be smaller and rural communities, along with 
come Milwaukee suburbs that have no defined 
downtown business district. 

 

Has your community prepared a 
plan for your downtown or neigh-
borhood business district? 

Most communities have prepared formal plans for 
their downtown and/or neighborhood business 
districts, and 62 percent of these have been 
adopted within the past five years. 

When a plan reaches six to ten years old it may 
be in need of updating, as market condition often 
change and recommendations contained in the 
plan are implemented. One in five communities 
(21 percent) have a downtown plan in this age 

1 2 
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range. Nine percent of plans are over ten years 
old, and another eight percent of communities do 
not have a downtown plan. 

These numbers suggest that there is a need for 
revitalization planning within a large number of 
Wisconsin communities. Local staff and financial 
resources may not be adequate to meet this need. 
At the state level, assistance is available to a 
limited number of districts through Wisconsin 
Main Street, and the Department of Commerce 
does allow Community Development Block 
Grant (CDBG) grants to fund some district 
revitalization planning.  

 

How successful has your communi-
ty been in implementing its revitali-
zation plans? 

On average, people rate their local revitalization 
efforts as "moderately successful", with a score of 
3.2 on a scale from one (not successful) to five 
(very successful). There were more positive 
responses than negative ones. Only three percent 
of people said their efforts were not successful, 
while twelve percent felt that they had been very 
successful. Not surprisingly, those communities 

that have been engaged in revitalization for longer 
periods of time were more likely to believe their 
efforts have been fruitful, while communities that 
had only started their revitalization programs in 
the last few years were less likely to see them 
having a significant payoff. 

 

If you feel your community has not 
been successful in implementing 
its revitalization plan, why has it 
not succeeded? 

When asked what factors have contributed to 
their lack of revitalization success, respondents 
consistently mentioned a small number of factors. 
These included a lack of support from both local 
elected officials and from property owners. It is 
notable that only one person stated that down-
town businesses were not supportive, suggesting 
that it is perhaps more common for the business 
community to push for revitalization, while 
property owners and city/village officials may 
not recognize the need. 

This observation is related to several comments 
that there is no community consensus concerning 
downtown revitalization overall, or for specific 
priorities within the revitalization program. 

The need for additional financial resources was 
frequently cited, as was the current economic 
environment. The recession has impacted revital-
ization by both making conditions difficult for 
Main Street businesses and by reducing public 
and private funds available to support revitaliza-
tion. 

A small number of respondents attributed their 
struggles to limited market opportunities within 
their community and its market area. Other 
responses included staffing, poor leadership, 
unrealistic design requirements, or the need for 
incentives specific to the downtown.  

A few stated that they had not yet achieved 
success as they had just started their programs. 
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Which of the following organiza-
tions has the primary responsibility 
for leading revitalization efforts in 
your community? 

City and Village governments play the leading 
role in revitalization within most communities 
(63 percent) responding to the survey. This was 
followed by Main Street organizations (17 per-
cent) and business im-
provement districts 
(eight percent), and 
other organizations 
dedicated solely to 
managing the district 
(five percent).  

The chamber of com-
merce provided leader-
ship in only two percent 
of communities. Respon-
sibility was split among 
two or more organiza-
tions in three percent of 
communities, and no 
organization provided 
leadership in the remain-
ing two percent. 

 

How long has your community 
been engaged in revitalization 
activities? 

Downtown revitalization is not a one-time fix. 
Districts must continue to provide management, 
leadership, and organization to maintain their 
vitality. It seems that many Wisconsin communi-
ties recognize this, and many of the state's revital-
ization programs have been in place for over 20 
years.  

Fifteen percent of programs have been in place 
for five years or less. Almost equal numbers are 
six to ten years old (16 percent), and eleven to 
15 years old (15 percent). Another eleven per-
cent were in the 16 to 20 year age range. Nearly 
as many programs were over 20 years old (43 
percent) as were under 15 years old. 

As a comparison, the Wisconsin Downtown 
Action Council, formed in 1982, is celebrating its 
29th year of supporting revitalization activities in 
the state. Many of those same revitalization 
programs that helped to found WDAC are still 
carrying on in their communities. 

 
 

 

Does your revitalization organiza-
tion have paid staff whose primary 
responsibility is to carry out revitali-
zation programs? 

Downtown programs tend to have full-time staff 
or none at all. A third of the respondents said that 
their revitalization efforts had no staff, suggesting 
that they may lack organizational support, rely on 
volunteers, or assign tasks to various persons. 
This approach is a challenge to maintaining 
program momentum and consistency. 

Over half of the programs (54 percent) have full-
time staff whose primary responsibility is to 
manage revitalization activities. This includes 13 
percent of programs with both full-time and part-
time staff. Ten percent of programs rely solely on 
part-time staffing. 
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FFuunnddiinngg  RReevviittaalliizzaatt iioonn  
The next set of questions relates to funding. In 
the previous section, survey participants had 
indicated that scarce funding was an impediment 
to successful revitalization. This section explores 
program budgets and the importance of various 
funding sources used by Wisconsin communities 
in their downtowns and neighborhood business 
districts. 

What was your revitalization or-
ganization's approximate annual 
operational budget in 2010? In-
clude costs for programs, staff, 

and typical operations. Do not include 
costs for one-time capital expenses such 
as streetscaping. 

Operational budgets varies widely, with a majori-
ty either under $25,000 or over $200,000. These 
latter respondents, not surprisingly, included 
most of the state's larger communities, some of 
which may contain multiple business districts. 
Small communities filled the list of those with 
budgets less than $25,000. 

 

Rank the following sources of 
funds in terms of their importance 
to your revitalization organization's 
annual operating budget. 

Contributions from local governments are the 
most important source of funding for downtown 
revitalization programs, with two-thirds of 
responses ranking them as "very important". This 
source also received the fewest rankings as "not 
important". 

Tax increment districts had the next-highest 
number of "very important" rankings (53 per-
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cent), followed by business improvement dis-
tricts (49 percent), contributions from private 
individuals or businesses (44 percent), proceeds 
from the organization's activities (35 percent), 
and state or federal funds (30 percent).  

In overall rankings, private contributions and tax 
incremental financing tied for second in im-
portance, followed by proceeds from organiza-
tion activities and state and federal funds, which 
also tied. 

Business improvement districts (BIDs) tended to 
be ranked of high importance to those communi-
ties that have them, suggesting that they can be an 
important source of funds for downtown pro-
gramming. The overall lower ranking of BIDs is 
the result of low scores contributed by communi-
ties without BIDs.  

Several comments provided under this question 
attest to the importance of BIDs as a source for 
operational funding. An equal number discusses 
the importance of revenue earned from the 
organization's events. One community allocates a 
portion of hotel tax revenue to the downtown 
district. Many of these comments also expressed 
concern that funding may decrease in coming 
years. 

 

Compared to 2010, how did 
your revitalization program's 
operational budget change 
in 2011? 

Although most program budgets remained about 
the same between 2010 and 2011, a larger num-
ber are experiencing declines rather than increas-
es. Interestingly, there appears to be a geographic 
pattern to the responses. Nearly all of the pro-
grams expecting to see their budgets increase are 
located in the northern part of the state. Those 
experiencing declines tend to be located in the 
southeastern part of Wisconsin. Large and small 
communities are included in both groupings. 

Another interesting pattern is revealed when 
responses to this question are sorted by the size of 

the organization's budget. Most of the programs 
experiencing a decrease in funding are concen-
trated among those with the smallest budgets, 
especially those under $25,000, while the in-
creases are almost entirely within the largest 
budget categories. 

 

CCoonnddiitt iioonnss  iinn  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  
Two questions seek to assess conditions within 
downtown and neighborhood business districts. 

  

Generally speaking, how would 
you rate current business con-
ditions within your downtown 
or neighborhood business 

district, compared to the same time last 
year? 

Overall, survey respondents were cautiously 
optimistic about conditions in their districts. 
When asked how current conditions compared to 
2010, the response fell between "about the same" 
and "improving slightly". Only 15 percent of 
responses indicated "worsening slightly", and 
none checked "worsening significantly". Six 
percent noted significant improvement.  

The most positive responses were clustered in the 
western portion of the state, while the most 
negative responses tended to come from larger 
cities or suburbs in the Milwaukee area. Down-
town programs in this area were also more likely 
to indicate that their budgets had declined in 
2011. 

Interestingly, communities with Main Street 
programs tended to have a more favorable out-
look than others. Communities where a business 
improvement district provided leadership for 
revitalization tended to view conditions less 
favorably than others. 
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