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Main Street Then and Now… 

Pre-WWII 
§  Represented strength of U.S. 
§  Economic center 
§  Social Hub 

Post WWII 
§  Interstate highway developed 
§  Commercial exodus to urban centers 

and shopping malls 
§  Imitated malls to try to survive 

Today 
§  Recovering 
§  Preserving 
§  Rehabilitating 
§  Revitalizing 

Source: Mower, Kim, and Childs 



Mixed Use and Adaptive Reuse Development 

Mixed Use 
Definition: 
A development that combines more 
than one function within one building, 
complex of buildings, or facility  
 

Adaptive Reuse 
Definition: 
Adaptation of a building for a new use 
while retaining its original historic 
character  

Retail and Senior Housing                              Somerville, NJ 

Café, Lawyer’s Office and Boutique Hotel 
in Former Shirt Factory and Hotel Building 

Medina, NY 
Photo Credits: (Top) Somerville Today News 

(Bottom) Shift Factory Cafe 



The Issue: 
 
 

People of Interest: 

   How can design encourage full occupation of downtown 
commercial buildings in the small-town setting?  

	  

§  Building Owners 

§  Business Owners 
 

§  Prospective Building Tenants 
 
§  Government Officials 
 



Research: 
 
Conducted using UB library catalog and online databases 

Keywords: 
§  Adaptive reuse    
§  Mixed use  
§  Development 
§  Main street 
§  Redevelopment 
§  Zoning 
§  Building codes 

§  Housing 
§  Healthy building  
§  Design 
§  Small town 
§  Commercial  
§  Building design 
§  Revitalization 

Results: 
§  Classified under two headings:  

§  Mixed-use and adaptive-reuse development 
§  Small-town main street districts 

§  Little documentation focusing on design in small towns 
§  Sufficient amount of literature on adaptive-reuse design in urban setting 
§  Sufficient amount of literature on mixed-use development in the urban setting 
§  Little documentation on adaptive-reuse or mixed-use design in the small-town 

setting 
§  Large amount of literature on planning practices in the main street setting 
§  Sufficient amount of literature on the social aspect of retailing in the main street 

setting 
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Design Recommendation 1: Encourage a Mix of Retail and Services 

§  A variety of different retail and 
services in the downtown area will 
attract more people willing to live    

     downtown. 
 
§  Existing buildings should be “market 

ready” to attract the widest variety of 
tenants. 

§  Local governments can offer 
incentives to building owners to 
encourage them to make properties 
market ready.  

 
 

Photo Credit: Village of Ossining, NY 
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Source:  
Hipler, H. M. (2007). Economic redevelopment of small-city downtowns: 
options and considerations for the practitioner. Florida Bar Journal. 81: 40+. 
 



Design Recommendation 2: Mix of Different Housing Types 

§  Both market rate and affordable housing 
should be provided downtown. 

 
 
§  Multiple housing types should be offered: 

§  Apartments 
§  Condos 
§  Townhouses 
§  Single-room occupancy units 
§  Lofts 

§  Providing housing of all types allows people 
with different needs to live and work in the 
same community. This reduces: 

§  Improves quality of life 
§  Increases residents’ sense of belonging 
§  Reduces traffic 

 
Photo Credit: (Top) Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 

(Middle) Livability Blog   
 (Bottom) Tiny House Talk  

Source:  
Hipler, H. M. (2007). Economic redevelopment of small-city downtowns: 
options and considerations for the practitioner. Florida Bar Journal. 81: 40+. 
 



Design Recommendation 3: Introduce Office Typology to Upper Floor 

 
§  Narrow dimensions of space are ideal for offices. 

§  Open floor plan allows for maximum flexibility in use 
of space. 

§  Upper floors are ideal for businesses that do not 
require a storefront. 

§  Provides a central location for business operations. 

 

Photo Credits: HGTV 

Source:  
Hipler, H. M. (2007). Economic redevelopment of small-city downtowns: 
options and considerations for the practitioner. Florida Bar Journal. 81: 40+. 
 



Design Recommendation 4: Creation of a Walking Trails in Town 

§  Walking trails make all parts of the town 
accessible to pedestrians. 

§  Walkable towns are attractive to businesses 
and residents looking to locate in a small town. 

§  Walking trails can be sensory-rich access 
pathways to businesses and provide 
opportunities for social interaction.  

 

Photo Credit: Discover Greendale 

Source:  
Ahrentzen, S. (2008). "Sustaining Active-Living Communities over the 
Decades: Lessons from a 1930s Greenbelt Town.” Journal of Health Politics, 
Policy & Law 33(3): 429-453. 



Design Recommendation 5: Separate Entrances for Separate Uses   

§  Separate entrance should be provided  
for each use. 

 
§  Each entrance should provide a “front 

door” experience. 
§  Covered entrance 
§  Lighting 
§  Address clearly labeled 

§  Separate entrances are more desirable 
to prospective tenants. 

§  Separate entrances allow for increased 
security and autonomy between uses. 

Photo Credit: Center for Community Resources 

Source:  
Winston, R. D. (2007). "Achieving Vertical and Horizontal Integration---
Challenges of Mixed-Use Development." Probate & Property(March/April  
2007): 38-43. 
 



Design Recommendation 6: Separate Means of Vertical Circulation 

§  Zoning requirements state that separate means 
of egress should be provided for separate uses 
on upper floors. 

 
§  Separate means of egress increase sense of 

security for different tenants. 

§  Separate means of egress increase sense of 
autonomy for different tenants. 

 

Photo Credit: ArchiExpo 

Source:  
Winston, R. D. (2007). "Achieving Vertical and Horizontal Integration---
Challenges of Mixed-Use Development." Probate & Property(March/April  
2007): 38-43. 
 



Design Recommendation 7: Individual HVAC Controls for Separate Uses   

 
§  Individual controls allow for autonomy 

between the different building uses. 

§  Personal comfort contributes to overall 
personal health. 

§  Individual controls allow for decreased utility 
costs and are more sustainable than a 
centrally controlled system. 

Photo Credit: Rainforest Plumbing 

Sources:  
Winston, R. D. (2007). "Achieving Vertical and Horizontal 
Integration---Challenges of Mixed-Use Development." Probate 
& Property(March/April 2007): 38-43; Loftness, V., B. Hakkinen, 
et al. (2007). "Elements that Contribute to Healthy Building 
Design." Environmental Health Perspectives 115(6). 
 
 



Design Recommendation 8: Operable Windows on Exterior Walls 
                                       and Partial Height/Translucent Partitions 

§  Operable windows should be placed on the 
two exterior walls of the upper floor(s). 

 
§  Cross-ventilation contributes to a healthy built 

environment for occupants.  

§  Visual access to the outside increases human 
comfort and perceived safety. 

§  Partial height/translucent partitions allow for 
sunlight to penetrate interior spaces. 

 

Photo Credit: (Top): Ely Walker 
 (Bottom): Architizer 

Source:  
"Elements that Contribute to Healthy Building Design."    
 Environmental Health Perspectives 115(6). 



Conclusion 
                                        

§  Full occupation of downtown commercial buildings is dependent on:  
§  Architectural Principles 
§  Urban Planning Principles 

 
 
§  More research is needed on human response to the design suggestions 

 
§  More research is needed in settings outside the urban environment 

 
§  More research is needed to identify and examine the obstacles to full 

occupation of commercial buildings.  
§  Accessibility issues 
§  Zoning and building code issues 
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