
The step-by-step guide to making it happen
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Downtowns are back!

And people want to spend time downtown - after 
work, after school, during the evening hours. Why 
aren’t you open!

Over the past 20 years there’s been a major shift 
across North America: As we mature as nations, we 
are moving to the European standard. We area eating 
later at night, we are shopping later, and we want 
central gathering places full of life, activity, culture 
and entertainment. And we want it all in a pedestrian-
friendly, intimate setting. 

We are starting to move away from the automobile 
culture in our downtowns - wanting bike, pedestrian, 
and transit-oriented centers.

Head to just about every city in Western Europe or the 
Nordic countries and you’ll see centuries old cities and 
towns that are still vibrant and desirable places to live, 
work and visit. Is it any wonder why countries like Italy 
are among the most visited in the world?

Downtown trends (continued)

9.  Cities are now narrowing the streets and creating 
wider sidewalks.

10.  Tree-lined streets are very important to creating 
a sense of place, a sense of intimacy, and create 
shade during the summer months.

Street trees should be planted every 35’ (10 
meters).

NOTE: People are willing to pay 9% to 12% higher 
prices in tree-filled districts.

11. Public markets are now staying open during the 
evening hours with HUGE success.

The bottom line: Downtown shopping used to be 
utilitarian. Now people want an experience. 

The point: Find reasons to attract people downtown 
and THAT sets the stage for extending your business 
hours.

Downtown trends

1.  People are dining later in the evenings.

2.  Residents want a pedestrian-friendly, intimate 
setting.

3.  People want out of their cars when downtown.

4.  They want a lively downtown with street 
musicians, artisans, vendors, food trucks, and 
open-air markets.

5.  Programmed plazas are now a key element in the 
success of a downtown. The word “programmed” is 
important. 

6.  Food and beverage places are replacing the 
traditional retailers. Seldom do people head 
downtown for socks, underwear and hosiery 
items. Instead they head downtown for specialty 
items: organic foods, the butcher, the baker and 
yes, the candlestick maker.

7.  Downtown is the entertainment district: movies, 
performing arts, pubs, and nightlife.

8.  People are moving into or staying in downtowns: 
hotels, loft apartments and condominiums.
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Developers get it.

Downtowns don’t. Over the last several decades malls 
have gone from being closed on Sundays, to being 
open seven days a week from 10 in the morning until 
9 or 10 at night.

And even traditional malls are moving to more of an 
open-air development pattern like Broadway Plaza in 
downtown Walnut Creek, California.

Rural cities and towns

This applies to you as well! If you want to slow the 
“leakage” of locally earned money being spent 
elsewhere, you MUST be open during hours when 
people are not at work or school. This means evening 
hours. 

Think about your visitors: We hunt, fish, hike, bike, 
photograph, visit museums and historic sites, boat, 
climb, ski, snowmobile, run, and play during the day. 
When we get done are you open?

People spend the night where there are things to do 
after 6:00 pm.

Because downtowns don’t...

... developers are building “new” downtowns called 
lifestyle retail centers. They mimic the traditional 
downtowns BUT they orchestrate the business mix 
and every lease includes defined operating hours 
and days - just like a mall. Why? Because people want 
consistency. 

Even destination resorts follow the “mall mentality” of 
consistent hours, consistent operating days, and an 
orchestrated business mix.
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1. The number one activity of visitors, in the 
world, is shopping, dining & entertainment in a 
pedestrian-friendly setting. This is where 80% of 
all non-lodging visitor spending takes place.

2. 75% of ALL retail purchases in the U.S. take place 
between 4:00pm and midnight.

3. 70% of all consumer retail spending (brick & 
mortar stores) take place after 6:00pm.

4. Research shows that if you extend your 
operations by two hours, the average retailer 
works 20% less.

5. Profits from extended hours will exceed increased 
expenses by a minimum of 16%.

 “In the businesses that extend their operations 
by two hours, the owner typically works 20% less 
time in the store and profits exceed increased 
expenses by a minimum of 16%.”*

6. Your expenses are fixed and don’t stop when the 
doors close. This includes your rent, insurance, 
inventory, advertising, utilities, supplies and loans. 
All of these are 24-hour a day expenses.

Need more incentive?

It’s a sad fact, but there are more ghost towns in the 
making today than ever before across North America. 
And, more often than not, it starts with a dying 
downtown. 

Every year hundreds and hundreds of downtowns 
are getting the message and are keeping their retail 
shops, restaurants and activities open well into the 
evening hours - even if it’s just a day or two a week - to 
start. And they are reaping big rewards.

Tigard, Oregon - population: 49,000. How’s it going? 
“Outstanding.” It’s been newsworthy.

Summerville, South Carolina - population 45,000. 
“Prompted by seeing other towns extending hours, 
20+ shops and restaurants will be open until at least 
8:00 pm. This is an effort to be more accessible to local 
residents who are working until 5 pm.”

Walterboro, South Carolina - population 5,300. “The 
decision to stay open late on Thursday night turned 
out to be a financial windfall.”

“Nothing short of fantastic! It was the best day I’ve had 
since being in business.” - local merchant.

Ten reasons why you should stay open later 7. Extended hours combat out-shopping, often 
referred to as “leakage.” This is one of the biggest 
killers of any great city or town. And it starts with 
retail spending.

 “Shop Local” programs ONLY work if you are open 
during convenient hours! This includes after work 
hours or even after dinner hours.

8. You reduce leakage and increase local tax 
revenues, and that provides the community 
with tax base used to provide other services and 
amenities increasing the quality of life locally.

9. Visitors spend the night where there are things to 
do after 6:00 pm. Are you open?

10. It makes you a more desirable place to live, work, 
play and invest in. Particularly if you are hoping 
to attract young workers and families that want 
things to do during the evening hours.

• Kent Burns from various retail research reports as reported 
in The Downtown Idea Exchange in March 2005
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Five strategies you can use

1.  Creation of a “Shared Employee” program

2.  Work with a local temporary agency

3.  Open later (11 am) stay open later. Shift your 
hours.

4.  Just hire some help! Just a part timer!

5.  A college or school-based “Ambassador” or 
internship program.

All five of these strategies work. The last one is what 
many successful destination resorts use. They work 
with universities, colleges, even high school programs 
providing paid internships for students in business, 
retail and hospitality programs. The students work 
several businesses giving them a broad range of 
experience and knowledge regarding merchandise, 
cash register systems, inventory stocking and a host 
other useful skills.

Case histories (continued)

Rochester, Michigan - population: 13,000. News 
article: “The Silk Worm Book Store is closing this Friday, 
permanently.” What locals said in response: “They close 
at 5pm so we go to Barnes and Noble (open until 11 
every night) and other places open after 6pm.”

Another posted reply to the news article: “In 
Alexandria, Virginia shops were open and there were 
people everywhere!”

“When I moved here I was shocked that all the shops 
on Main Street closed so early and some aren’t even 
open on weekends!”

“Just got back from High Street in Columbus, Ohio. 
WOW! Really impressed.  It’s worth the drive after 
work.”

“I drive through town and there are people all over, 
but rarely a store light on. I would think they’d be 
open until 9:00 pm.”

Merced, California - population 80,000. News article: 
“For folks in Merced who haven’t been downtown for 
a while, the experience may be a shock.

“People are walking, talking, meeting, and shopping 
on Main Street and many stores are open into the late 
night hours.

“Lu-Pon, a frozen yogurt shop sees at least 50% of its 
business after dinner hours and is open until 11 pm.”

LaCrosse, Wisconsin - population: 53,000. Of the 17 
food places downtown, one is open until at least 7:30 
and the other until at least 9:00 pm. Of the 22 retail 
shops, six are open until 6:00, six are open until 7:00, 
and five are open until at least 8:00 pm.

Kilgore, Texas - population 13,000. Newspaper 
headline: “Downtown merchants keep doors open for 
late shoppers.”

Brighton, Michigan - Population 7,500. The “Brighton 
Up” program is a pledge from retailers to stay open 
late on Fridays and Saturdays from May through 
August.

“It’s been very good. Increased traffic, sales, 
everything.”

“Far better than having everyone drive to Ann Arbor, 
which even my family did.”
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2. Get a sponsoring organization

These Shared Workers will work for a single 
organization that is already set up to manage, 
schedule, and pay employees including state or 
provincial taxes and other elements of employment.

Some possible candidate organizations:

•  Temp agencies already are set up to do just this. If 
you have one, consider working with them. 

•  Chamber of Commerce

•  Downtown Association (BID, BIA)

•  A local non-profit agency

•  A college placement program

• A local small business may be willing to share an 
employee that they don’t want to lose because they 
can’t get enough hours.

1. Poll your merchants

Ask your merchants a series of questions:

•  Is this something you would take advantage of?

•  If so, how many hours a day, and what days of the 
week? A set schedule is always easiest to manage.

•  Would you pay $18 an hour (gross pay)? More on 
this later.

•  How much training will they need?

•  Are there any other requirements that would be 
need to be met?

The Shared Worker Program

The following seven steps will guide you through the 
Shared Worker program. The challenge most retailers 
have is trying to hire an employee who might only 
work two hours a day, five or six days a week - hardly 
enough to attract much interest.

But what if you could find an organization who would 
hire a person perhaps full-time, and then schedule 
them to rotate through various businesses. One 
retailer might want someone to open the store and 
cover the first one, two or three hours. Another may 
want someone to cover from 10 to noon to cover for 
a run to the bank, post office, and to UPS. And yet 
someone might want coverage during lunch and to 
help stocking shelves. And some may want coverage 
from 5 to 7 pm so they can go home and fix dinner for 
the kids, before returning to the store to close it at 9 
pm.

The following is the step-by-step guide to developing 
the Shared Worker program.
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5. Set the hourly rate

Here’s a sample of hour the rate might be set:

•  $10 an hour wage

•  $3 an hour typically is enough to cover taxes and 
related employment costs.

•  $5 an hour to the sponsoring organization to 
manage the program, take care of tax reporting, 
paperwork, hiring, follow-up, and insurance.

The sponsoring organization should purchase a Surety  
or Fidelity Bond, which covers any losses from theft 
or other events. A $50,000 bond costs about $50 a 
year. Don’t panic! This doesn’t mean you’re at big risk! 
Retailers rarely have problems like this, but you always 
want to be covered - just in case.

4. If you need to, advertise

•  Consider running classified ads in local school 
publications.

•  Use LinkedIn - one of the fastest growing job 
portals.

•  Advertise in local newspapers.

•  Post ads on Craig’s List - although use this as a last 
resort. Your front line employees are critical so you 
want the best you can get!

3. Work with universities and colleges

Students in business and/or retail management, 
or working towards hospitality degrees are ideal 
candidates. They can set up flexible schedules 
that don’t interfere with classes, and they get a 
tremendous amount of real-world experience. In 
many cases, this work is actually a credited activity - or 
can become an internship opportunity.

Also work with state/provincial unemployment 
agencies.

Most importantly, when you poll your merchants 
perhaps they already have perfect candidates or 
know of others. Ask employees who they would 
recommend.
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Retailer responsibilities

• Set the schedule at least one week in advance - two 
is preferable.

• Make sure you allow enough time to train your 
Shared Worker so they know your merchandise and 
how to ring up sales on your cash register.

• Typically you would close out the register at the end 
of the previous cashier’s shift, then re-open it for the 
Shared Worker. This is how you make sure the cash 
register balances at the end of each person’s shift.

• Make sure they have the opportunity to learn 
something. Most people want to learn about your 
products or services, your customers, and how you do 
business - particularly if they are students. You’ll gain 
loyalty this way. Who knows, you many end up with a 
future store manager!

7. Manage the program

The sponsoring organization should have someone 
dedicated, perhaps two hours a day, to overseeing the 
program. They would:

• Interview candidates, with perhaps two or three 
merchants sitting in during the interviews. Perhaps 
this is done every other Monday - or just as needed.

• Reaching out to educational institutions for interns 
or students looking for part-time work.

• Calling references, making sure the proper 
paperwork is filled out.

• Managing the workers, showing them how the 
website scheduling works, and then coordinating 
their schedules with those of shopkeepers.

• Firing or layoffs - as needed or warranted. 

• Working with retailers - including website widget 
training (perhaps 15 minutes is all it will take). 
This also includes follow-up to make sure their 
expectations are being met.

6. Create an online schedule

We are proponents of WordPress sites and for less 
than $80 you can get a WordPress template (there are 
hundreds to choose from), which is easy to set up and 
use without requiring a webmaster.

Then purchase a WordPress “widget” such as 
Appointments+. With this program the worker can 
put into the calendar the hours and days they are 
available, and then shopkeepers can go into the 
calendar, pick the days, and hours they need help, 
and can even pick the worker they want if they are 
available. Most merchants will want some consistency 
with who works in their shops since some training as 
to merchandise or cash register is typically necessary.

The cost for the Appointments+ widget: $19

http://premium.wpmudev.org/project/appointments-
plus/

There are videos on the site showing how it works. 
There may be other options as well. This just happens 
to be the one we’ll be using for our Experts-On-
Demand coaching program.
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The Roger Brooks Library All-Access Pass

To downtowns, cities, and tourism organizations we 
are often preaching to the choir. Often the people 
who need messages like this don’t attend webinars 
or meetings that can help them run more successful 
businesses.

To assist with this, we’ve created an inexpensive 
program ($45 a month) where your organization can 
subscribe to the Roger Brooks Library, where we have 
videos and accompanying handouts, like this, that can 
be shared with all of your members. The All-Access 
Pass, much like Netflix or On-Demand programs, 
where your members can log-in and see any of these 
video programs when it’s most convenient for them.

Likewise, you may want to host monthly programs 
where you put these videos (they are HD video 
programs) on a big screen and showcase them to 
larger audiences.

Check it out at:  www.RogerBrooksLibrary.com

The Flagstaff Outcome

• Downtown created about 160 full-time jobs (in 
1990s) and they are still open late.

By comparison: WalMart where 70% of the jobs are 
part time with no benefits.

• Downtown Flagstaff has a thriving, successful 
downtown.

Getting it all started:

• Start with Fridays and Saturday nights. Some towns 
have Thursday paydays and have seen the best 
success on Thursday and Friday evenings.

• Then add a Wednesday or Thursday to the schedule 
in year two.

• Then Tuesday and/or Wednesday in year three.

The goal: Until 9:00 pm six nights a week.

To merchants who say they cannot afford to do this: 
They cannot afford NOT to. That’s the bottom line.

The merchant assistance program

Flagstaff, Arizona (population 66,000) created an 
excellent retail management program working with 
the local economic development association and 
Small Business Development Center (in the U.S. 
working with colleges).

• Merchants got one year of technical support & 
training.

• Downtown worked with merchants in a one-on-one 
setting, and also held group training sessions.

• They held a training program every two months that 
covered hiring practices, paperwork, state/provincial 
and federal tax requirements, managing employees, 
setting policies and procedures, scheduling, finances.

• They established a loan fund to help businesses hire 
people so they could stay open later. The good news: 
No one needed the loans!

• Set a date one year out to be open until at least 7:00 
pm. They did it!


