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Creating a Main Street Approach That Works for                Your Idaho Community

Purpose of This Guide
Idaho communities are diverse in size, capacity, culture, and resources. The Main Street Approach™ recognizes that there is no one-size-fits-all model for downtown revitalization.
This guide is designed to help Idaho communities:
· Understand the Main Street America™ Approach
· Assess local readiness and capacity
· Select an organizational structure that fits their community
· Implement a sustainable, locally driven downtown revitalization effort
Whether a community establishes a nonprofit, embeds the program within city government, or organizes a volunteer-led effort, this guide reflects the flexibility and principles of the Main Street Approach.

What Is the Main Street America™ Approach?
The Main Street Approach is a place-based economic development framework developed by Main Street America and used by communities nationwide to strengthen historic downtowns and neighborhood commercial districts.
It is built on three core principles:
· Comprehensive – addressing economic vitality, design, promotion, and organization together
· Incremental – building momentum through small, achievable steps
· Community-Driven – rooted in local leadership, partnerships, and identity
The Four-Point Approach™
All successful Main Street programs work across four integrated focus areas:
· Organization – building leadership, partnerships, and operational capacity
· Economic Vitality – supporting businesses, entrepreneurship, and investment


· Design – preserving historic character while improving the physical environment
· Promotion – positioning downtown as a destination through branding, events, and marketing
A Main Street program is not a single project or event, it is a long-term commitment to economic vitality, preservation, and community pride.

Step 1: Assess Your Community’s Readiness
The Main Street Approach emphasizes meeting communities where they are. Before selecting a structure, communities should conduct a realistic assessment of local capacity.

Readiness Questions
· Is there a defined downtown or commercial district?
· Do business and property owners support revitalization?
· Is there existing organizational or staff capacity?
· Are community leaders willing to champion the effort?
· Is there a path to sustainable funding?
Capacity Snapshot
Early Stage
· Limited awareness or informal interest
· Relies on a few individuals or ad hoc support
Developing
· Growing support and clearer roles
·  Some structure, partnerships, or resources in place
Established
· Broad, consistent support
· Stable leadership, systems, and sustainable resources





	Indicator
	Early Stage
	Developing
	Established

	Community buy-in
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Leadership capacity
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Public-sector support
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Funding sustainability
	☐
	☐
	☐



Communities with lower capacity should start with a limited scope and scale up as momentum grows.

Step 2: Select an Organizational Model
The Main Street Approach allows flexibility in structure, if the program can effectively implement the Four-Point Approach.
Idaho communities most commonly succeed using one of the following models:

Model 1: Independent Nonprofit Main Street Organization
Overview
A standalone 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to downtown or commercial district revitalization.

Best Suited For
· Communities with strong leadership and volunteer capacity
· Districts with fundraising potential
· Programs seeking long-term independence
Advantages
· Eligible for grants and charitable contributions
· Strong community ownership and accountability
· Flexibility in programming and partnerships
Considerations
· Requires administrative and governance capacity
· Board development is critical
· Startup period can take 6–18 months


High-Level Formation Steps
1. Establish a steering committee
2. Define mission, district boundaries, and priorities
3. Incorporate with the State of Idaho
4. Obtain an EIN
5. Apply for 501(c)(3) status
6. Adopt bylaws and governance policies
7. Recruit a representative board
Many Main Street programs begin informally and incorporate once capacity is established.

Model 2: Main Street Program Within Local Government
Overview
The Main Street program operates as a city-managed initiative, typically within economic or community development.

Best Suited For
· Communities with limited volunteer availability
· Cities able to dedicate staff time and funding
· Programs requiring strong alignment with planning and infrastructure
Advantages
· Stable funding and staffing potential
· Direct coordination with city departments
· Clear accountability structures
Considerations
· Limited fundraising flexibility
· Vulnerable to political or budget changes
· Requires intentional community engagement to remain grassroots

Keys to Alignment with the Main Street Approach
· Establish an advisory board of downtown stakeholders
· Maintain transparent communication with businesses
· Ensure the Four-Point Approach guides all activities

Model 3: Volunteer-Led or Hybrid Main Street Program
Overview
A community-led effort supported by volunteers, often housed within or partnered with an existing organization such as a chamber, nonprofit, or city.

Best Suited For
· Small or rural communities
· Early-stage revitalization efforts
· Communities testing readiness before formalization
Advantages
· Low barrier to entry
· Rapid launch
· Strong grassroots engagement
Considerations
· Limited capacity and funding access
· Risk of volunteer burnout
· Requires clear scope and expectations
Sustainability Strategies
· Focus on 1–2 Four-Point priorities initially
· Share leadership responsibilities
· Document processes and decisions



Step 3: Leadership, Governance & Partnerships
A strong Main Street board reflects downtown stakeholders, community voice, and essential skills needed to guide revitalization.
Ideal board members include:
· Downtown business owners and property owners
· Community members or residents invested in downtown; especially those with strong local relationships and trust
· Local government liaison (ex-officio or non-voting)
· Economic Development Professionals
· Skill-based members (finance, marketing, legal, fundraising, design, engineers)
· Anchor institutions (schools, hospitals, cultural organizations, major employers)
Best practices:
· 7–15 board members with staggered 2–3-year terms
· Balance representation and expertise
· Government supports but does not control
· Prioritize commitment and collaboration over titles
· Clearly define roles and expectations
· Keep meetings action-oriented and inclusive
· Use committees to engage more people without expanding the board
· Celebrate incremental progress

Step 4: Funding the Main Street Program
Sustainable programs rely on diversified funding aligned with program capacity.
Common Funding Sources
· Municipal support
· Grants
· Business or property owner contributions
· Sponsorships and partnerships
· Fundraising events
Financial sustainability is more important than initial scale.

Step 5: Develop a Work Plan Using the Four-Point Approach
Effective Main Street programs focus on strategic, achievable actions.
Early-Stage Priorities
· Business outreach and support. Focus on building relationships with downtown businesses and property owners. This may include listening sessions, one-on-one visits, surveys, or informal check-ins to understand needs, challenges, and opportunities. Early outreach builds trust and helps ensure revitalization efforts are business-informed and relevant.
· Small-scale design or cleanup projects. Start with visible, achievable projects that improve appearance and build momentum such as cleanup days, flower planters, murals, window improvements, wayfinding, or seasonal décor. These projects demonstrate progress, energize volunteers, and help the community see tangible results quickly.
· Downtown branding and messaging. Begin shaping a shared story for downtown that reflects local identity and values. This can include basic messaging, a simple logo or tagline, consistent language across communications, and promotion through social media or community events. Strong early branding helps build pride and awareness.
· Stakeholder engagement. Intentionally involve a broad range of partners, including businesses, property owners, residents, nonprofits, civic groups, and local government. Engagement may take the form of public meetings, workshops, task forces, or informal conversations. Early, inclusive engagement helps create buy-in and shared ownership of the effort.
Plan within a 12–18 month horizon and adjust as capacity grows.







Step 6: Measure Impact & Tell Your Story
The Main Street Approach emphasizes data-driven decision-making and storytelling.
Common Metrics
· Net business growth
· Private investment
· Volunteer engagement
· Event participation
Regularly share outcomes with stakeholders, funders, and the public.

Common Challenges
· Overextending capacity. Taking on too many projects at once with limited staff or volunteers, leading to burnout or unfinished work.
· Dependence on a single champion. Progress slows or stalls when one key leader steps away or becomes unavailable.
· Lack of consistent communication. Stakeholders are unsure of priorities or progress because updates are irregular or unclear.
· Selecting structure before assessing readiness. Forming a nonprofit or formal organization before there is sufficient leadership, funding, or community support to sustain it.

Chamber of Commerce vs. Main Street Organization
Chamber of Commerce
A chamber of commerce primarily focuses on business advocacy and support across the entire community.
· Serves businesses citywide or regionally
· Focuses on member services, networking, and advocacy
· Works on workforce, policy, and economic competitiveness
· Membership-driven organization
· Success is often measured by member engagement and business growth
Main Street Organization
A Main Street organization focuses on place-based downtown revitalization.
· Serves a defined downtown or commercial district
· Uses the Main Street America™ Four-Point Approach
· Balances economic vitality, design, promotion, and organization
· Focuses on historic preservation, placemaking, and community identity
· Success is measured by district reinvestment, business retention, and vibrancy
How They Work Together
Chambers and Main Street organizations are complementary, not competitive.
· Chambers support businesses wherever they are located
· Main Street organizations focus intensively on the downtown district
· Many communities share staff, funding, or board members
· Clear roles prevent duplication and confusion
Bottom Line
A chamber of commerce supports businesses.
A Main Street organization strengthens a place and thriving places support strong businesses.
Both are valuable. Communities are strongest when each plays its distinct role well.

Join Main Street America

As communities build or strengthen their downtown revitalization efforts, membership in Main Street America™ offers a valuable next step. Joining connects local programs to a nationally recognized framework, peer networks, training, and technical resources, while still allowing flexibility to reflect local identity and capacity. Idaho communities do not need to have everything in place before joining; many benefit most by becoming members early and growing stronger through ongoing support. Membership signals a commitment to investing in downtowns in a way that is community-driven, incremental, and sustainable.
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