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Executive Summary
The lack of effective data collection and analysis in the state and local programs
cannot be dismissed as a consequence of the limited resources afforded many
Main Street Programs. It is a structural flaw of the state program that appears
to be contributing to a lack of knowledge about how well the local programs are
working. The lack of individual program performance evaluation is holding the
Texas Main Street Program back and inhibiting potential success. The reports that
have been issued on the economic benefits of preservation or of more specific
components like the Main Street Program use data that is aggregated at the
national level and do not represent knowledge of how well those policies are
being implemented at the local level.
Time, money and training are three of the largest obstacles to changing the way
data is collected and analyzed in the Texas Main Street Program. It is easy to
say that changes could be made when budgets are not a barrier, but the reality
is that the program has a limited budget and small staff, and engaging in these
new efforts could be inhibited by these limitations. The current political climate
in Texas is pointing toward fewer government expenditures, not more, and that
is problematic for agencies seeking to increase their ability to fulfill their mission.
However, this is also why it is so important for the program to collect data that can
empower its ability to achieve success and to have a positive impact in the state.
Data collection and analysis can help guide the future of the Texas Main Street
Program. What do we want the local Main Street programs to accomplish in 50
years? What type of goals can we set today for the state and local programs
that we can track the outcomes for and progress toward? Preservation by its
nature looks toward the past, but this is an opportunity to look to the future of
preservation and the cities that are doing the everyday work to preserve and
protect the cultural heritage of Texas. The Main Street Program was developed
more than 30 years ago and is still a strong component of historic preservation
and economic development. Implementing new data collection and analysis tools
to effectively evaluate program performance can help to make the program even
stronger in the future.
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Section 1: Introduction
I was introduced to the Texas Main Street Program in the summer of 2009 when
I volunteered at the concession stand for a series of free movies shown in the
historic park in downtown Paris, Texas. I was impressed by the diversity of
residents that attended the movies, and excited that a program could provide
that kind of amenity to the community. At the end of the summer movie series
I volunteered for other events and programs, and was appointed to the Paris
Main Street Advisory Board in April 2010. I served on that board for more than
three years and had responsibilities that included serving as the economic
restructuring chair, promotions committee chair and vice president. In my last
year with the Paris Main Street Program I served as the board liaison to the Paris
Historic Preservation Commission where I had the opportunity to engage with
local historic preservation policy. My professional background was in architecture
and construction project management, and I found in serving my community that I
did not know enough about planning or public policy to make sufficiently informed
decisions to effect positive change for the community through the programs for
which I was volunteering my time and abilities.
As I continued to volunteer for the Paris Main Street Program and learn more
about the state administration of the program, my attention was caught by the
lack of program evaluation. We really did not have a way to measure or quantify
how well our program was working or to know to which peer program we could
reasonably compare ourselves. We had high participation at program events and
plenty of anecdotes about what a good thing the program was, but we did not
have data. Furthermore, we did not even know how we could evaluate our impact.
The annual program report that I helped prepare did not ask for data that helped
us know how well our program was performing. I would work with the Main Street
Manager for weeks to write this report for the state program office, and none of
that information would be routed back to us in a performance review. We were
scored only on how complete our information was and how many boxes we could
check on the list of report requirements. We were essentially incentivized only
to completely fill out our forms and turn them in on time, for which we received
points toward national recognition of our program. We did not receive points for
how well our program was performing or for how well we were achieving our
goals, but rather for how well we could fill out the forms. We therefore became
good at filling out the forms.
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We were also good at building community support for downtown revitalization.
During my tenure on the Paris Main Street Advisory Board we were able to
develop and fund a matching grant program for building improvements in the
historic downtown. There had been four roof collapses in less than two years,
one of which was in an occupied building. Many electrical panels and life safety
devices were not compliant with modern building and fire codes, and these
improvements and renovations were sometimes more expensive than building
and business owners could afford on their own. We were able to help people
make much-needed improvements, and the grant program was a success for
the local program. Dozens of people contributed to the fund and it was a strong
example of the community’s support for downtown revitalization efforts. We had
no way to know, however, whether the grant program or any of our programs
were having a real economic impact. Understanding the economic impact of the
Paris Main Street Program was important to our advocacy efforts and for funding
requests to the city council. Our program was part of the city budget and as
such was funded by city sales tax dollars, so it was important to show that the
investment of those tax dollars was having a good return through the Main Street
Program. Unfortunately, we had no data to prove that claim. Nor, I discovered, did
many of our peer programs in Texas.
I wanted to know what we could do as a program to better understand our impact
on the historic commercial downtown. Economic development was important to
the city’s leadership, and well-attended events and faithful volunteers were not
enough for us to make the argument that we were providing economic growth to
the city. I began to look at property values for the buildings and how those had
changed over a few years, and built a spreadsheet of buildings and values. I could
use that spreadsheet to track businesses. Did we have more businesses than the
previous year? Fewer? We did not actually know. Any numbers we were reporting
to the state program were estimates and were focused on the central Plaza, not
on the side streets and in the smaller storefronts that were not in good repair but
were still habitable. My desire to know more about how to understand historic
downtowns and how they could be better understood through data collection and
analysis ultimately led me to graduate school at the University of Texas at Austin.
The Development Of The Texas Main Street Program
The lack of effective data collection and analysis in the state and local programs
cannot be dismissed as a consequence of the limited resources afforded many
Main Street Programs. It is a structural flaw of the state program that appears
to be contributing to a lack of knowledge about how well the local programs are
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working. The lack of individual program performance evaluation is holding the
Texas Main Street Program back and inhibiting potential success. The reports that
have been issued on the economic benefits of preservation or of more specific
components like the Main Street Program use data that is aggregated at the
national level and do not represent knowledge of how well those policies are
being implemented at the local level. I wanted to delve into this policy space to
see if I could better understand how data collection can help inform and improve
historic preservation policy as it is implemented through the Texas Main Street
Program and to effectively provide resources to the communities that participate
in the program.
One of the statements promoted by the Texas Main Street Program and by many
community-based historic preservation programs is the statement “This Place
Matters”.1 The National Trust for Historic Preservation has made the statement
the focus of a social media campaign about raising awareness of historic places.
Participants hold a sign with the statement at an historic place that matters to
them, whether it is a place they want to rehabilitate or a place that has been
rehabilitated, and take a photo that is posted to social media. They also have
the option to submit the photo and a story about the place and why it matters to
the National Trust for Historic Preservation. The sign provided by the campaign
is graphically similar to a location pin on a digital map.2 There is an opportunity
to collect information or data on the location of these posts and the properties
they represent that could help identify if the historic properties that “matter” are
located in communities that have historic preservation programs such as the
Main Street Program and ordinances that could help support preservation efforts
for the property. Main Street Programs can help provide the economic conditions
that could support the rehabilitation and use of the identified properties. However,
despite 35 years in place and more than 2,000 cities with historic downtowns that
have participated in the program,3 it is not clear at this point if the data is able
to quantify how much the Main Street Program matters to revitalization efforts,
economic development and positive change in the communities the program
serves.

“’This Place Matters’ Campaign Brings Historic Preservation to Twitter, Instagram“. National Trust for Historic
Preservation. 2016. Accessed April 23. https://savingplaces.org/stories/this-place-matters- campaign-brings-historicpreservation-to-twitter-instagram/.
2
“This Place Matters Toolkit”. Preservation Month 2016. National Trust for Historic Preservation. 2016. Accessed April
23. https://savingplaces.org/thisplacematterstoolkit.
3
“Welcome to National Main Street Center, Inc.” 2016. Preservationnation.org. Accessed April 23. http://www.
preservationnation.org/main- street/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=like&utm_campaign=Welcome to National
Main Street Center, Inc.
1
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Structural Flaws In The Data Collection Process
Downtowns were the center of commerce and society in cities and towns across
the United States until the mid-twentieth century when the expansion of suburbs,
the invention of the big box chain store and the construction of highways relocated
people and transportation arteries away from these historic centers of business.4
The consequence was a national landscape with rapidly growing suburbs and
declining urban centers, and large cities and small towns alike saw an increasing
number of vacancies in their once-bustling business centers. By the late 1970s
the decline of city and town centers had become so widespread that national
policies for historic preservation and community revitalization were enacted.5,6
The National Trust for Historic Preservation (NTHP) was chartered by Congress
in 19497 and has since worked to develop programs to encourage and support
preservation activity primarily in cities and towns across the United States.
The NTHP established the National Main Street Center (NMSC) in 1980 to
develop a national network of communities that engage in revitalization of historic
commercial districts.7 Many of the communities with declining centers did not
have the resources or funding that would allow them to engage in and support
their own revitalization efforts, and the NMSC became a path forward for urban
and rural communities alike that were seeking to understand how they could
implement revitalization strategies. Since its inception the NMSC has helped to
generate $59.6 billion dollars in new investment activity and created 502,728 jobs.8
After more than 30 years of success the National Main Street Center was separated
out as an independent subsidiary of the National Trust for Historic Preservation in
2013 so that it could utilize new leadership and resources to grow the program’s
reach. In 2015 the subsidiary launched a new program brand called Main Street
America™ to be able to respond to changing national trends that impact the

Wilson, Robert Hines, Norman J. Glickman, and Laurence E. Lynn, eds. 2015. LBJ’s Neglected Legacy: How Lyndon
Johnson Reshaped Domestic Policy and Government. First edition. Austin: University of Texas Press.
5
APA Iowa Chapter. March 18, 2016. “Historic Preservation Planning: Through Urban Decline and Renewal.” American
Planning Association. Accessed April 29. https://www.planning.org/events/eventsingle/9047483/.
6
National Trust for Historic Preservation. 2006. “National Trust for Historic Preservation: Creation and Purpose, as
Amended.” Federal Historic Preservation Laws. https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory online_books/fhpl/national_trust.pdf.
7
“History of the National Main Street Center.” 2016. Preservationnation.org. Accessed April 27. http://www.
preservationnation.org/main-street/about-main-street/the-center/history.html?utm_source=facebook&utm_
medium=like&utm_campaign=History of the National Main Street Center.
8
“National Main Street Center, Inc.” 2016. Preservationnation.org. Accessed April 27. http://www.preservationnation.
org/main-street/about-main-street/the-center/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=like&utm_campaign=National Main
Street Center, Inc.
4
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revitalization of commercial historic districts.10 The NMSC aggregates data on
reinvestment, jobs created and the economic value of the program. They also
publish reports and studies that promote the benefits of this branch of historic
preservation.11
The NMSC generally uses the state historic preservation offices as their
intermediary with the local programs. In Texas the Main Street Program is overseen
by the Texas Historical Commission (THC), which was established by the Texas
Legislature in 1953 and granted its current agency title in 1973.12 The THC is
charged with protection of historic and cultural resources, leveraging historic
resources for economic development and the education of future generations. The
THC administers programs that address antiquities, archaeological finds, historic
courthouses, historic markers and state historic sites, among other things. The
agency established the Texas Main Street Program in 1981, which was one of the
first six programs in the nation, shortly after the NMSC opened its doors.13 The
state program accepts and approves new applications for program participants;
interacts directly with the local program managers; provides resources, expertise
and training to the program managers and board members; and collects the
reports that the local programs are required to submit.
Each local Main Street Program is led by a paid staff person, the Main Street
Program Coordinator, who is employed through one of a variety of organizations,
depending on where the program is housed in that particular locality. Local Main
Street Programs and their Coordinators can be part of city planning departments,
Chambers of Commerce, Economic Development Corporations and Convention
and Visitors’ Bureaus, or they can be standalone non-profit organizations,
although that is not as common. The programs are spread through a variety of
cities and towns across Texas in different geographic regions with different types
of commercial districts as their services areas. As of 2016 there are three new
program additions to the state roster, which brings the current total to 87 in Texas.14
“Welcome to National Main Street Center, Inc.” 2016. Preservationnation.org. Accessed April 23. http://www.
preservationnation.org/main-street/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=like&utm_campaign=Welcome to National Main
Street
11
“National Main Street Center, Inc.” 2016. Preservationnation.org. Accessed April 27. http://www.preservationnation.org/mainstreet/about-main-street/the- center/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=like&utm_campaign=National Main Street Center,
Inc.
12
“About Us.” 2016. Texas Historical Commission About the Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.
state.tx.us/about.
13
“Texas Main Street.” April 24, 12016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/
projects-and-programs/texas-main-street.
14
“Current Participants.” April 18, 2016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/
projects-and-programs/texas-main-street/current-participants.
10
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The local Main Street programs have advisory boards composed of members
who are appointed by the sponsoring organization. These board members are
volunteers who meet regularly, usually monthly, to oversee the business of the Main
Street program and to make decisions for the program. Board members help lead
the work of the program in the community, which includes planning and organizing
events, recruiting volunteers, making spending decisions and advocating for the
program with elected leaders and with the community at large. Board members
have training opportunities that are provided by the state program office, and
there is literature and program guide material published by the NMSC available
for board member education on the role and function of the four organizational
committees that are part of the traditional Main Street Program structure. The four
committee structure has been one of the main organizing structures of the local
programs.
The statements issued from the NMSC reporting tens of billions of dollars in
investment and hundreds of thousands of jobs do not parse out how much of that
success is attributable to the local Main Street Programs. That is to say that the
question could be asked whether these investments and jobs are a direct result
of the activities of the local Main Street Programs, or whether the Main Street
Programs are reporting activity that would have occurred regardless of program
influence. The focus of the Main Street Program is on the individual communities
that participate in the program and on providing them with the resources they
need to successfully revitalize their commercial downtowns, which is essentially
to use historic preservation as a tool for economic development. There is not,
however, and has not been a focus on data collection to provide either feedback or
performance reviews for the local programs. In this early graphic from the national
center, the program emphasis is clearly good design and good business. While
evaluation is listed as a component of the original program design, today the term
“evaluation” is in practice more like the term “reporting”. The local, state and
national programs do a substantial amount of program reporting, but appear to do
little program evaluation, and there is still the unanswered question of whether the
local programs cause investment and job growth or whether they simply report it.
We are not at this time able to make sufficiently strong claims for the impacts of
individual local programs in Texas. Using the local programs to collect reinvestment
data does not show that the programs are causing the reinvestments, which is
why an evaluation of the current data collection tools is so important to the future
success of the Texas Main Street Program.
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Section 2: Existing Data Collection Tools
The first tool for data collection employed by the Texas Main Street Program
is the program application form, which is available for download from the THC
website.15 Each year cities can notify the THC by mid-May of their intent to
apply, and the applications are due in July. The applications require multiple
documents that provide the THC reviewing committees with the application, a
supporting resolution approved by the local governing body, documentation of
the commercial downtown including a map and photographs of the buildings
and a proposed budget for the program, which must show sufficient program
funding. The Texas Main Street Program accepts up to five new cities annually
from the pool of applicants, which are scored based on the completeness of their
applications and how well they meet the qualifying criteria. Once a city has been
accepted into the program, they remain in the program until they make an active
decision to leave it. Cities that participate in the program also pay a nominal fee
to THC for their participation. It should be noted that cities have the opportunity
apply the next year if their applications are not approved.
Program Application Form
The application form is divided into several criteria and requests information that
covers:
•

City demographics, tax revenues, largest employers, economic
development capacity, staff capacity, comprehensive plans, financial data,
and capital improvements

•

Funding sources for the program and other programs and organizations that 		
operate in the commercial downtown or in historic preservation

•

The existence of National Register Historic Districts, Texas Landmarks, locally 		
designated historic districts and other local components of formal historic 		
preservation efforts including preservation ordinances and Certified 			
Local Government status (this gives a city access to specific rulemaking 		
enabled by the state legislature and assistance regarding historic and cultural 		
resources)

•

The physical and business composition of the Main Street program area,(or 		
within) the geographic boundaries that define the program, (service 			
area) including business types, jobs, vacancy rates and parking capacity

“Becoming a Main Street Community”. 2016. April 26. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27.http://www.thc.
state.tx.us/becoming-main-street-community.
15
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The majority of the questions asked in the application document are asked only once
during a city’s participation in the Main Street Program. If an applicant city is accepted
into the program, it begins submitting reports to the state program office that over
time collect only a small amount of the information and data initially requested in the
application form. This narrow focus of data collection once a city joins the program does
not allow for an assessment of how aspects of the participant city such as population
change and employment for the city as a whole impact the change in businesses and
jobs in the historic commercial district. There is not at this time a follow-up mechanism
for reporting the complete application data every five or ten years, for example, which
would be a way to capture how both the city and the Main Street District change over
time. The change of a city over time would also provide insight into how the smaller
microcosm of the historic commercial district changes over time, and why economic
development and/or historic preservation goals are or are not being met. The reports
collected for the local programs are based on collecting data that is aggregated at the
national level for national program reporting. It is not based on local program evaluation
methods.
The Texas Main Street Program requires monthly, quarterly and annual reports
from its participating cities. The timely submission of these reports by the local
programs counts toward their annual national recognition score, as does the
report completeness. Content, however, is not part of the score, nor is the content
used for performance review purposes. The questions are formatted for response
and in a document type that encourages narrative responses rather than reporting
of data points. These reports are written and submitted to the State Main Street
Program Manager by each of the local Program Managers. The quarterly and
annual reports include a spreadsheet combined with a word processor document
which collects both narrative and data.
This three-part reporting method, essentially the only formal opportunity for program
data collection, is based on the NMSC reporting criteria and asks questions directly to
the collection of data that is reported by the national office. State programs can add
their own questions and develop their own reporting forms, which could be used for
local program performance evaluation. There is a case to be made for local discretion in
developing questions that capture program performance and whether the program is
achieving its goals. National goals may be very broad and not address local needs. The
Texas reports, however, are not currently capturing data that relates to Texas programs
in addition to the national data.
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Monthly Report
This report requests general information about program activity and is formatted
for written narrative. The report is formatted in Microsoft Word and is submitted via
email to the state program director. The submission deadline is the 10th day of the
following month, so there is a relatively short period of time between activity and
reporting time. There is not a penalty for late submission or no submission, but
there are points available in the annual report evaluation for national recognition
for programs that consistently turn their reports in on time. The Monthly Report
asks questions regarding meeting dates and updates on programs and activities
for the Main Street Board and the four committees. It gives the local program
manager a format for recording the activities of the program that can be referenced
at a later time (or in the writing of the annual report) and it gives the state program
staff an idea of the activity level of that local program. Data can be recorded in
the narrative and recalled later (such as event participation levels, money spent or
received and dates for new program initiatives).
Quarterly Reinvestment Report
This report collects both narrative and data that can provide a view of the activity
of the program over the previous quarter. The data requested includes:
•

Total business starts, net gain in businesses and net gain in jobs

•

Total volunteer hours logged

•

Total number of housing units and total number of downtown residents

•

Values for number and dollar amount of rehabilitations divided into public 		
and private dollars, new buildings and properties sold

•

Number and value and public/private joint ventures and public projects 		
seperated out by level of government agency

These numbers help to capture the quarterly values invested into the Main Street
District through various types of investment, both monetary and non-monetary.
The question format, however, has some inconsistencies. The template asks for
number of business starts, expansions and relocations, as well as net gains in
business starts, expansions and relocations. It does not ask for a simple total of the
number of business, or for simple totals for business starts, closings, expansions
and relocations. It asks for net gain in jobs, which is also not a simple total. It does
ask for simple totals for volunteer hours, housing units and downtown residents.
This inconsistency in the question format has implications for data reporting and
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analysis. Inconsistent questions can contribute to inconsistent responses, and
to confusion about how to appropriately answer the questions. Some of the
questions assume calculations without being explicit about those calculations.
10 Criteria Report And Annual Reinvestment Spreadsheet
The 10 Criteria Report combines information from the previous annual report and
the monthly and quarterly reports. It also scores the program based on completion
of the report and adherence to the report deadline. The annual report is due to
the state program director in November of each year. The narrative portion of the
report asks for information regarding program partners, volunteers, progress, the
mission and vision statements for the program, a comprehensive work plan and
information regarding historic preservation, which is noted as being central to
the Main Street Program’s Purpose. It also asks for a sample of board meeting
minutes, a list of board members, a progress statement for the program, budget
information and information for the local program manager. Continuing education
is an important part of manager and board member participation in the program,
and a statement of attendance at one of the trainings offered through the year is
requested. The narrative section concludes with a reminder about monthly and
quarterly report submissions and the points they are awarded toward the total.
Revising the questions in the current data collection tools is a first step toward
collecting data that can better enable program evaluation and analysis and that
can provide a consistent format for understanding a local program’s impact over
time. Asking questions that do not assume knowledge of calculation methodology
to report net gains and instead asking for totals can help the local program
managers have clear and consistent reporting goals that are based on counts
rather than calculations. This is important when data collection and reporting
is not the main function of the local program managers, whose primary role is
overseeing program development and activity.
Existing Barriers To Datat Collection And Analysis
There are a number of challenges for data collection as it is currently conducted.
One challenge is the qualifications of the collectors and the training and support
provided to those collectors. The Marshall, Texas Main Street Program Manager
Sarah O’Brien is an example of a manager who understands the importance of
data collection and analysis. Sarah gathered building permit data dated back to
2003 to compile information that allowed her to understand the investment in
the historic downtown over time and to be able to calculate the returns on public
investment, which was then reported to the community. She is also collecting
“This Place Matters, But Does Main Street Matter?”

13

data on each of the buildings downtown to assist with economic development
efforts.16 Building data could be used in analysis that could provide insight into
how the Main Street Program is supporting preservation goals in Marshall. It can
also serve to identify properties that may have inheritance or title issues that
prevent the building from contributing to economic or preservation goals for the
downtown. However, Sarah may be the exception and her data collection efforts
are above and beyond those which are required by the state program. Not all local
program managers may have the knowledge or capacity to delve into the data
and to do the research to understand the economic and preservation benefits of
their program to such detail.
The program application form is the front line of data collection for the state
program. The document is lengthy – the 2017 application template itself is 27
pages. A large portion of the application is text giving instructions on how to
complete the application and where to find the information requested. There is a
lot of data requested, covering financial information, historic preservation activity,
physical composition, business composition and demographic information. This
is a great opportunity to collect and record this data as a baseline for the city.
However, the lack of follow up or repeat collection of this data limits its usefulness
as a tool to evaluate the success or impact of the local program. Without collecting
the same data on a regular schedule, and without recollecting most of the data in
this form at all, evaluation of program impact and success is difficult at best.
According to the THC website, the size of Main Street cities ranges from populations
of 2,000 to 300,000.17 The resource capacity of these cities also varies, generally
with their size. If the applicants are unfamiliar with the data requested or how to
obtain it, or if they are not successful in locating the data, what do they do? Do
they reach out for help, or do they make estimates, as is suggested is appropriate
in some sections of the application form?18 Some of the data requested, such as
square footage of the use types and the year of construction for the buildings, are
not easy to obtain without some level of technical knowledge. Number of jobs and
average rents are also not easy to obtain, as building and business owners may
be reticent to disclose this information. Estimates may, therefore, be inaccurate
“Marshall Main Street Reports $13M in Downtown Reinvestment, Seeks National Accreditation-Marshall News
Messenger.” 2016. Accessed April 19. http://www marshallnewsmessenger.com/news/2015/oct/18/program-seeks-torevitalize/.
17
“Texas Main Street.” April 24, 2016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/
preserve/projects-and-programs/texas-main-street.
18
Program Application Form available from “Becoming a Main Street Community”. 2016. April 26. Texas Historical
Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/becoming-main-street-community.
16
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and vary in their inaccuracy across applicants. Traffic counts, too, while important
to commercial areas, require a certain level of technical knowledge to understand
and compute, and depending on the geographic location of the downtown and
its proximity to major roadways, this data may not have even been collected by a
transportation or roads department.
There are barriers to accurate data reporting and those barriers can be the product
of lack of technical knowledge for information gathering and lack of resources to
support data collection. This ties directly to what is done with the data after it is
collected by the state office. If the data in the application is used only for review
for acceptance into the program and goes no further, it may not be important
to develop the application as a data collection tool. However, if the application
is used to determine a baseline for the local program and if local programs are
compared through statistical analysis, the accuracy of that data becomes much
more important, and the development of tools to more accurately collect data for
analysis becomes more meaningful for the state program.
Electronic application submissions are not currently enabled since the application
requires multiple paper copies and a CD. Since the data is submitted via hard
copy, any data collected that will be used in analysis, particularly statistical
analysis, must be typed by hand into a spreadsheet or other digital format. This is
a time-intensive process, but one that can provide benefit to the state program by
enabling comparisons across similarly-sized participant and applicant cities and
comparing cities within the same geographic region. Currently, this data transfer
for analysis is not conducted, which is understandable given that there is not
further use for the data once the application has been reviewed. Also, the Texas
Main Street Program does not currently have staff assigned to data collection,
data entry and data management for the program, which can be time intensive
efforts. Staff members divide the work of reading the the more than 80 monthly
reports, but that does not necessarily translate to a concerted effort toward data
management. They also have other program management responsibilities that
may not allow sufficient time for data management, meaning that additional staff
may be required to manage this type of task.
Under Criteria #6 of the annual report, the question is asked: “Do you feel
that those funding your program understand it and realize there is a return on
investment?” The response is limited to checking either “Yes” or “No”. The simple
binary response is not reflective of the complexity of the question. When the local
programs are not collecting data that does demonstrate a return on investment,
“This Place Matters, But Does Main Street Matter?”
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how can policymakers see it? Again, the arguments in favor of the program need to
stand on a much stronger foundation than anecdotes. Without analysis of reliable
data, that foundation may not be present. Two of the most common reasons for a
city to leave the Main Street Program are a lack of funding and political reasons.
Not all policy makers see the value in this type of program. Three cities in Texas
left the Main Street Program at the end of 2015. The cities of Odessa,19 Kilgore20
and Pecos21 left the Texas Main Street Program, citing program costs. Those
funders clearly did not see a good return on investment. How, therefore, can the
data collected by the state program support clear arguments for program value in
the individual participant cities?
The varying question format in the reinvestment spreadsheet component of the
annual report does not assist in fulfilling this goal. If data were collected and
analyzed differently from how it is now, would a red flag be raised in the state
program that indicates a struggling local program that needs extra support?
Can data help state program staff identify possible problem areas before they
become real problems? Such questions illustrate the value of questions that
facilitate program evaluation at the state and local level. The current questions
may help make a great case nationally for the Main Street Program, but they are
not helping the local programs as well as they could. This reporting of aggregated
economic impact data can produce challenges to agency effectiveness when the
national priorities are not consistent with local needs and challenges, and when
the aggregated data serves only a promotional purpose.
One of the policies of the Texas Historical Commission and therefore the Texas Main
Street Program is to promote the formal designation of individual historic landmarks
and historic districts,22 both residential and commercial. Designation is a process of
determining historic significance and providing documentation for landmarks and
districts that meet the qualification criteria of the Secretary of the Interior to the
National Parks Service (NPS), the federal agency that oversees the process. The Main
Street Programs’ annual Ten Criteria Report requests identification of those programs
with and without commercial downtowns that have been designated as National
Register Historic Districts, but without intentional data analysis, it is difficult to show how
Nathaniel Miller. 2015. “Council Approves Dissolving Main Street Odessa.” Odessa American, April 14, sec. Premium.
http://www.oaoa.com/premium/article_6bc1ce5a-e37b-11e4-923a-9f553919be45.html.
20
“Budget Cuts Could Affect Kilgore Main Street - Longview News-Journal.” 2016. Accessed April 19.http://www.newsjournal.com/news/2015/aug/19/budget-cuts-could-affect-kilgore-main-street/.
21
Pecos Main Street Facebook Page. 2016. Accessed April 19. https://www.facebook.com/PecosMainStreet/
22
“Becoming a Main Street Community.” March 30, 2016. Texas Historical Commission. March 30. http://www.thc.state.
tx.us/becoming-main-street-community.
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National Register Districts may provide additional, measurable benefits to Main Street
cities. Nomination of and establishment of National Register Districts is a component of
preservation policy that is implemented at the local level, but one that has had limited
study and evaluation. A few analyses have been conducted on the economic effects of
historic districts on residential property values in Texas, including work by Bryce Cox,
who found that local historic districts in medium-sized Texas cities see a larger increase in
property values over time than do properties only in national register historic districts,23
and research at Rutgers University suggests that evidence is mixed on the assumption
that historic designation has a positive effect on property values, although their
hedonic models for Texas cities also suggest that historic designation is associated with
higher property values.24 It has not been conclusively shown that historic designation
has a positive effect on appraised residential property values. There has been very little
study of designated commercial districts, and again, the research has focused mostly
on appraised property values rather than other economic benefits such as increase in
number of business and higher levels of capital investment. If data were collected in a
way that enabled a comparison of designated and non-designated Main Street Districts,
it is possible an evaluation could be made as to whether designation provides clear
and measurable benefit to communities. This could help further the Texas Main Street
Program’s role in historic preservation, and could be one of the aspects that could be
effectively captured by program analysis. If National Register Districts help Main Street
Programs achieve desired outcomes, then the state program could promote district
designation as a success that could be replicated in programs that do not yet have those
districts.

Section 3: Main Street’s Untapped Potential
The reasons the Texas Main Street program contributes to the health of cities and
towns and how those contributions can be captured is important. With 80 Main
Street Cities in Texas currently and the potential for many more, understanding the
program’s ability to develop and use tools to capture data is a critical component
of state program policy. The rich stream of data that can be captured from these
communities can help identify how preservation policy can have impact through:

Cox, Bryce. 2014. “The Effects of Historic District Designation on Residential Property Values in Mid- Sized Texas Cities.”
San Marcos: Texas State University.
24
Leichenko, Robin M., N. Edward Coulson, and David Listokin. 2001. “Historic Preservation and Residential Property
Values: An Analysis of Texas Cities.” Urban Studies 38 (11): 1973–87. doi:10.1080/00420980120080880.
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•

tax incentives

•

educational programs

•

designation of historic landmarks and districts

•

adoption of ordinances that protect historic and cultural resources

•

programs that encourage low interest loans

•

capital improvement grant programs

•

community events

•

statewide recognition

These and other policies are implemented at the local level, often in Main Street
cities, and it is from those cities that data can best be collected and understood.
While data collection can also be undertaken for cities outside the Texas Main
Street Program, the program offers a set of existing relationships and reporting
infrastructure that can help to enable improvements to our understanding of the
impact of historic preservation policy at the local level. In 2011 Texas Governor
Rick Perry reduced funding for a number of state agencies, including the Texas
Historical Commission.25 Making the case for program value can help to avoid
such program threats in the future.
While rewording of current questions and simplification of some data collection
formats can improve the reporting process, the main change needed for current
tools is the switch from word processing formats to spreadsheet formats, and
making sure that data is recorded in a spreadsheet, whether that be the initial
method of recording or the method after transfer. This enables a host of analysis
capabilities that are not available through word processing software. It would also
be beneficial to transfer previously collected data into a spreadsheet format so
that past data can be used in analysis. Rather than start analysis from the first
year of implementation and use only data captured from that point in time, it would
be helpful to transfer data from existing reports into a master database. There
may be some inconsistencies with the new data collection tools, but that will be
understood from the start. It will take time to record this data into a new database.
This is not a small or quick task, and the costs must be weighed against the
benefits of analyzing previous years. This may be a project in which a partnership
with a research institution could be advantageous.

Texas Historical Commission. 2011. “Legislative Update.” The Medallion. Accessed April 27.
http:www.thc.state.tx.us/public/upload/publications/medallion-fall-2011.pdf
25
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There may reasonably be concerns about results showing poor performance or
lack of impact of the program. This could be viewed as damaging to the program
and to the people and cities that participate in it. Rather than viewing this as a
risk, it could be viewed as an opportunity to demonstrate a strong commitment
to excellence and to making the impacts described by the NMSC. Improving data
collection tools above the minimum designated by the national program can also
help set the Texas program apart as a leader and as an agency that is committed
to responsible use of tax funds to truly assist communities with economic
revitalization of their historic downtowns. The Texas Main Street Program plays
an important role in the future of the state, but that role is not currently being
captured in a way that can be used to identify either the program’s strengths or
the reasons why other communities should make an investment in becoming a
participating city.
Imagining a need and relying on anecdotes are not sufficient for good policymaking.
Data collection and analysis can help track trends, identify problems and develop
policy changes. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania-based firm Heritage Consulting Inc.
has identified ways to use the data collected through the current Main Street
reporting tools. In their resources blog, they offer twenty-six suggestions for how
to use the report data.26 This includes recommendations for how to improve data
collection and how to use the data to the program’s advantage by improving how
programs tell the story of their downtown and its success. These recommendations
could be adopted as part of the Texas Main Street Program literature and policy for
supporting the local programs, but they could also be adopted by individual local
programs that are looking for ways to increase their visibility in their community.
Very few people will know about a program’s success if the program does not
actively broadcast those successes.
A number of questions must be asked and answered before these changes
can be implemented. While numerous questions could be proposed as a policy
exercise, focusing on questions of implementation and feasibility can help narrow
the possibilities:
•
•
•
•

How and where are the reports stored?
Who reads the reports?
Are performance reports issued to participants? Policymakers? The Public?
Can this be used to promote the program to communities that do not 			

Heritage Consulting Inc. 2016. “25 Great Ways to Use Your Main Street Reinvestment Statistics.” Resources Blog. Accessed April 19.
http://heritageconsultinginc.com/blog/post/25-great-ways-to-use-your-main-street-reinvestment-statistics1.
26
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•

currently participate?
Are charts, graphs and maps being created to display this data?

It is also important to answer the question, “What are we trying to accomplish?”
Are we providing resources for historic preservation activity? Are we providing an
organizational framework for the revitalization of distressed downtowns? Are we
doing all of the above? Whatever the answer, it should guide the development of
policy, and also of policy evaluation. We need to know how well we are doing, and
we need a way to measure what “doing well” looks like.
Improvements To The Existing Data Collection Tools
The quarterly reports ask questions that focus on change. The quarterly reports
could instead be asking for simple totals that would indicate both changes and
the time of year in which they take place. For example, if instead of asking what
the increase in businesses is, what if just the total number of businesses were
reported? Changes can easily be calculated by the spreadsheet software in an
adjacent column. Tracking totals over time is a better way to collect data, and helps
to provide context. If there were 3 new businesses in a particular quarter, was that
in a downtown with 4 businesses or with 40? Reporting number of businesses
per quarter per year is a better way to track trends than is recording the quarterly
change per year. Simplifying the data requests in this way can improve not only
the reporting process but also the analysis process. Similarly, knowing the number
of jobs in your downtown is not as valuable if it is reported outside the context of
the total number of jobs. If you have a decrease of 3 jobs in the second quarter
in the downtown, which has a total of 120 jobs, there are several explanatory
factors such as seasonality of retail revenues and reasons that are personal to
employees. The job loss there is 2.5%. If the job loss is 12 people in a total of 96
jobs, the job loss is 12.5%, and much more concerning. Context is important, and
revising questions to capture context and allow the software to calculate change
provides better data for performance evaluation.
The narrative that is captured in the quarterly reinvestment figures and in the
annual 10 Criteria Report is important to capturing the nature and activity of the
programs. However, rewording some of the questions that capture numbers and
therefore data points can very easily provide data collection improvements. In
practice, this would be to make the following changes:
•

Change “Quarterly increase in business starts, expansions and relocations” to 		
separate questions reading, “Total business starts”, “Total business expansions” 		
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and “Total business relocations” by quarter (the spreadsheetis already 			
formatted for data entry by quarter).
•

Change “Net gain in business starts, expansions and relocations for this 		
quarter” to “Total number of businesses in this quarter”. It should be noted that
this could also be a total recorded annually rather than quarterly.

•

Change “Net gain in jobs for this quarter” to “Total number of jobs in this quarter”.

•

Change “Quarterly increase in downtown housing units” to “Total number of 		
downtown housing units in this quarter”.

•

Change “Quarterly increase in downtown residents” to “Total number of 		
downtown residents in this quarter”.

These changes are relatively simple and are not meant to change the data collection
process for the Texas Main Street Program. They are meant to demonstrate
what small changes to the existing data collection tools can achieve in terms of
improved understanding of what is occurring in the local program districts and for
setting a context for change.
There is another component to these changes which can offer increased support to
program performance. Setting up a collection framework that assesses the physical
structure and capacity of the commercial downtown can assist in data collection
efforts. While this may on the surface appear to be obvious, communities that do not
have strong volunteer participation or that have program managers that do not have
training and experience in data collection and the tools that can be used may not be
empowered to create their own tools to collect data. They may also be focused on
program management rather than data management, and may not have systems in
place to assist with either data collection or the delegation of these tasks. Being asked to
report change can cause reliance on either memory or tracking tools, and if the tools are
not available, memory may be the choice. This may not provide accurate or complete
data. While there is an opportunity to make small adjustments to the reporting questions
to improve the current process, there is also the opportunity to add data collection tools
to empower Texas Main Street communities to increase their data collection abilities
and to therefore understand performance and program effectiveness.

Section 4: Desirable Outcomes and How We Can Measure Them
What do desirable outcomes look like for the Texas Main Street Program (TMSP)?
The answer to that question is critical to understanding the appropriate tools for
data collection. Per its page on the THC website, “The mission of the TMSP is
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‘to provide technical expertise, resources and support for Texas communities
in the preservation and revitalization of historic downtowns and commercial
neighborhood districts in accord with the National Main Street Four Point
Approach® of organization, economic restructuring, design and promotion.’”27 But
how are the preservation and revitalization of historic downtowns and commercial
neighborhood districts measured? How do we know if we have achieved success?
The current reporting tools for the program indicate that number of dollars spent
on investments (public, private and a combination), net gains in businesses, jobs,
downtown residents and totals of volunteer hours are how the program measures
success. However, can success be measured by total number of projects if those
projects are ultimately not successful? Do expenditures equate to success? Do
vacancy rates matter if there is not a consistent decrease in them over time?
Does the program budget matter if the buildings are still vacant and crumbling?
Do plans and partners matter if the entire community is not able to support
growth? Does National Register designation matter if there are no associated
legal protections or financial incentives? Does a high salary always equate to high
program performance? These questions are meant to encourage thought about
what desirable outcomes are and how they can be measured. How do desirable
outcomes differ from the national to the state to the local level?
If the Texas Main Street Program is to provide support for preservation and
revitalization, should those two things be considered together or separately? Can
they be considered separately if the program is to be successful? If buildings
provide no economic benefit, can they be preserved? Does preservation reduce or
inhibit economic value? There are many challenges to defining desirable outcomes
for the local programs, particularly when the program mission encompasses two
things that do not always work in concert. The NMSC claims that when paired
together, however, they can have extraordinary potential for cities with historic
commercial districts that have fallen into physical and economic decline. How
then does that relate to how outcomes are measured? Are the outcomes
measured together or separately? Can measuring outcomes separately give an
accurate view of performance? Can you do well in economic revitalization and
not in historic preservation and vice versa? What if there is a better way to define
and measure outcomes for historic preservation and economic revitalization than
those definitions and measures that have been traditionally used by both entities?
“Texas Main Street.” April 24, 12016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/projectsand-programs/texas-main-street.
27
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However desirable outcomes are defined and measured by the Texas Main Street
Program, those definitions and measurements have direct impact on the data
collection tools that can be used. When outcomes are defined at the national
level, state and local needs and values may not be addressed. When they are
only defined at the local level, a lack of consistency in collection tools may inhibit
high level analysis and aggregation that can contribute to program advocacy and
funding support. Understanding the various levels of data collection and how
those can be leveraged for both national aggregation and local evaluation can be
a delicate balance, but one that is important to the future of the Texas Main Street
Program and the communities it serves. It is important also that the collection
tools not be so burdensome that practitioners have to make choices between
successfully running their programs and successfully completing data request
forms.
Definig Desirable Outcomes For The Program
To return to an earlier point, we must first know what desirable outcomes are
if we are to be able to collect data to determine if we have them. As currently
defined, a desirable outcome for the Texas Main Street Program is economic
development through historic preservation. This breaks into the two pieces of
economic development and historic preservation. While these two things can be
defined together, they are measured differently. For that reason, consider them
as two separate components for data collection tool purposes. What then does a
good outcome for economic development look like? What does a good outcome
for historic preservation look like? Currently, these questions are being answered
by the data that results from the questions asked in the reinvestment spreadsheet
about net gain in jobs, funding for projects in the historic downtown, etc.
However, are net gains in jobs the best outcome for economic development? Do
we want more jobs or do we want higher paying jobs? Do we want to focus job
growth in specific industries? Are these industries defined by standard codes?
Are professional service jobs in the downtown a good outcome? Do we want
more restaurants, bars, retail or hotels? We can see what business mixes look like
in healthy and thriving downtowns, but does that mean that an exact copy will
be just as successful in another downtown? Just a few questions regarding the
definition of desirable outcomes for jobs demonstrate the complexity of defining
those outcomes. Not only do questions have to be asked about how economic
development and historic preservation are defined, they also have to be asked
about their components.
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If we know what we want to happen, we can define it as a desired outcome and
measure how well that outcome is being achieved. For example, if the program is
defining zero loss of historic structures in Main Street historic commercial districts
as a desired outcome, the program must first define what a historic building is,
then ask for a count of historic buildings by reporting period. If the number of
historic buildings does not decline over time, that desired outcome has been
achieved. If there is a decline, it can be considered within the context of the total.
A loss of one building is more significant in a district of 12 historic buildings
than it is in a district of 112 buildings. If there is a decline, the cause can be
investigated. Are roofs not in good repair? Is there a higher than average rate of
vacancy? Is the community not able to financially support preservation efforts
for the buildings, or is there not sufficient local value for the historic buildings
to rehabilitate them when newer buildings may be more popular? Does the city
have a strong historic preservation ordinance? Was there an extreme weather
event that caused damage? Some of these questions can be answered through
other data collected in the report. Some would need follow-up with the local
program directly. However, having a spreadsheet to serve as a quickly accessible
reference to check on the factors that may contribute to undesirable outcomes is
a more efficient way to use data to understand the cause of positive and negative
outcomes than is storing documents in a physical file system and having to read
through them to find the desired information.
The above example also illustrates why it is important to know the total number of
historic buildings rather than just the annual change. Annual change does not give
context and does not give clues to other data that can be reviewed. Change can
be easily calculated from one year to the next, but without knowing the total and
how significant the change is, the severity and cause must then be tracked down
if it is not in the narrative. This takes time away from other tasks, and could be
avoided if contextual data were at hand. While the argument could be made
that understanding the cause of a decline in the number of historic buildings
is beyond the scope of the Main Street Program, it is important to note that
in this scenario zero loss of historic buildings has been defined as a desirable
outcome. Therefore knowing why desirable outcomes are not being achieved is
critical to strategies that can address undesirable outcomes and change those
trends. It is also possible that the definition of desirable outcomes may need to
be adjusted as data is collected and reviewed.
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New Data Collection Tools
Shifting the view from reports to tools can help to shift how those reports are used.
Rather than a check box in a list of requirements, the reports can be an effective
means of evaluating program performance at both the local and state levels and
can give the state program the ability to leverage this information for performance
improvements that can help it set the standard nationally. This process begins
with the initial data collection tool, the Main Street application. The length and
content of the application are appropriate, and so is the format. Submissions are
in a standard form that can be printed on letter size paper and copied for multiple
reviewers. The information requested helps to develop a baseline for performance
so that changes can be tracked over time. The important thing is to track those
changes. Although the data is collected in a word processing document,
PDF or hard copy, there could also be a corresponding spreadsheet to which the
data from the application can be transferred. Much of the application asks for
data that is not easily collected on an annual basis. What may be more feasible
is to collect data every five years as a program update, especially if that update
is supported by the state program. These periodic reviews would not happen all
within the same fifth year due to staggered program entrance, but it would require
a concerted effort to complete them, even on a five-year basis. However, being
able to compare five year data next to baseline data would be a valuable tool for
comparison and analysis, and the baseline data covers a broad range of things
that paint a picture of not just an historic downtown, but also a community.
If a spreadsheet template were developed to receive the baseline data from the
application whether or not the program were accepted, it could help to compare
cities at the point of program entrance. It may also give clues to causes of failure
when cities choose to leave the program (between 2014 and 2016 the cities of
Electra, Odessa and Sonora dropped from the program28). It can also be used
to determine issues with the application form itself. If there is a question in the
application that is consistently not being answered, what is the cause of that,
and is the problem of answering with the cities or with the question? This kind of
feedback opportunity can provide valuable improvements to the state program
and the tools that it uses. That said, the main objective of the application is to
collect baseline data for the city, so the questions should reflect that in their format
(i.e. no “change in” or “net gains” questions).

2014, 2015 & 2016 Main Street Cities and Heritage Trails Regions Maps, Texas Historical Commission. 2016 Map available at
“Current Participants.” April 18, 2016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/projectsand-programs/texas-main-street/current-participants.
28
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It can also be understood that the same level of data collected to establish a
city’s baseline is not the same data that will be collected annually. The amount
of work it takes to collect application data is not feasible to repeat annually. An
important question can be asked here: are local program managers managing
their programs or are they managing their data? If the quarterly report spreadsheet
was revised to be more simply formatted and clearer in its questions, it could
be less of an administrative burden and more effective for data collection at
the same time. If the template were changed to a format that could easily be
copied and pasted into a database that tracks the data for each local program
over time, time could be saved and yearly comparisons and changes could be
quickly calculated. Templates could even be set up to generate annual reports
from the data collected. Technology can play a useful role in this process if it is
used correctly, and can improve previously burdensome tasks, although it may be
burdensome to develop the tools and templates initially.
The 10 Criteria Report could be split into two components that are different from
what they are now. There is currently a quarterly summary and the 10 Criteria
Report, which is in a narrative format but which collects data. If the formats were
reworked so that there was a narrative component for program activity reporting
and a separate spreadsheet component that collected the data components, the
spreadsheet could feed into a master database maintained by the state program
but could also serve as a quick reference tool for the local programs. Scrolling
down a list of questions in a spreadsheet with numbers in a separate column
is easier than navigating through pages of text to find a single number. It also
seems a bit redundant for local programs to report prior year numbers when the
employees managing the state program can just as easily recall that in the same
database that they paste the new data into. This is a simple way to gain efficiency
and relieves some of the reporting burden from the local program managers.
If it benefits the managers to see a comparison to the previous year, that can
be built into the reporting template. However, not having prior year numbers in
front of them may help to discourage simply copying last year’s numbers for the
current year. Numbers should be annually verified, and while a lot of physical
change may not occur, a lot of physical change can occur. Field work, whether
that is accomplished by volunteers or by the program managers, is a valuable
component of the data collection process. Templates can help make that process
more efficient and clear to practitioners.
How To Use The Data
The Texas Historical Commission can be an effective catalyst for historic
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preservation and economic revitalization efforts through the Main Street Program.
However, if data is collected and not analyzed, there is not much point to collecting
the data and the time and money spent on collection may be put to better use
in other places. Agencies that do not engage in regular and methodical review
of data are at a disadvantage in that they are not able to make adjustments
and program changes that can help them to stay relevant, competitive and well
positioned for funding. Considering that there are 80 cities in Texas that currently
participate in the Texas Main Street Program and that three cities dropped out
of the program between 2014 and 2016, it is important to know not only what is
happening in those cities, but how well the program is performing and what role it
plays. Collecting data alone cannot provide an understanding of how well the Main
Street Program (aside from other factors that can impact historic preservation and
economic revitalization) is performing and how much it is helping the participating
cities.
Internal And External Reporting
The obvious purpose for data collection is for reporting. The data can be reported,
either by individual program or aggregated for regions, cities of comparable size
(or other quality) or for the state as a whole. We can know how well the desired
outcomes are being achieved, note high and low performers and distribute this
information either internally or externally. Internal reporting can occur in two
places, within the local programs and within the state program. This can enable
annual performance reviews that can help determine if program goals are being
met. If desired outcomes are achieved, efforts can be continued or repeated. If
they are not achieved, alternate methods can be explored for application. This
can happen at both the local and state level. Local programs can know if they
need to make adjustments, seek more support or keep successful efforts in
place. The same idea is true for the state program, although the state has the
opportunity to make program performance comparisons and to know if a local
program is underperforming and may need extra assistance. These reports can
also identify program successes that may be able to be copied across programs.
The narrative can be an important component to understanding the data, but the
data comparisons serve as the performance indicators.
External reporting, for example an annual report summarizing the successes of
the local programs and the state program as a whole, could help communicate
the value of the Texas Main Street Program. By making this knowledge public
and providing this information through a concise reporting tool, the state program
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can increase public awareness and possibly participation. This may also help
to advocate for the program with policymakers. It may also encourage other
state programs to strengthen programs for data collection and reporting. The
Texas Heritage Trails program at the THC produced reports in 2014 on tourism
values that include participation and economic aspects, and those reports are
clearly formatted and made available online as a downloadable document.29 This
makes data available to researchers and practitioners and can be incorporated
into literature and planning work. There are positive aspects to making data easily
accessible to the public, and the Texas Main Street Program could see benefits to
publicly reporting data.
A component of external reporting is marketing the program. If the program is to
attract more participants and show the value of program participation to additional
cities, it could benefit from creatively and attractively packaging the data into
marketing materials. With a doubling of the Texas population projected in the
next 35 years,30 it is important for the Texas Main Street Program to position itself
to take advantage of this growth in its communities. While most of the growth is
expected to be absorbed in to large metropolitan areas and will not necessarily
increase the populations in rural areas of the state, many Texas Main Street cities
are in close proximity to or within those growing metropolitan areas and even
more are within popular tourism areas like the Hill Country, Piney Woods and
Prairies and Lakes tourism regions. Per the 2015 Economic Impact of Travel on
Texas report for the Office of the Governor, Texans like to travel for leisure within
their own state, and spend millions of dollars annually doing so.31 Main Street
cities by definition have historic commercial downtowns, and can take advantage
of heritage tourism, which has been reported as being a generator of higher rates
of spending per person per day than normal leisure travel.32 Combining tourism
and spending reports with data reports for Texas Main Street cities can provide
powerful tools for marketing as well as analysis, not only for program managers
but also for the public.

“Texas Heritage Trails.” April 1,2016. Texas Historical Commission. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/projectsand-programs/texas-heritage-trails.
30
Texas State Demographer, 2015.
31
Dean Runyan Associates. June 2015. “The Economic Impact of Travel on Texas, 1990-2014p.” Accessed April 8. http://travel.texas.
gov/tti/media/PDFs/TX14pFinalrev.pdf.
32
Texas Historical Commission. 2015. The Economic Impact of Historic Preservation and Heritage Tourism in Texas. Accessed April 8.
http://www.thc.state.tx.us/public/upload/ht-economic-impact-web- 2015.pdf.
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Challanges to Implementation
Data collection and analysis is necessary to the creation of good policy. Showing desirable
policy outcomes can be just as important as creating them, particularly for agencies
that are at risk of losing funding during times of economic recession, as was the case in
2011 when Governor Rick Perry threatened to defund a number of state agencies. The
THC had its budget cut in half and is still struggling to perform its duties with limited
staff.33 This struggle includes the Main Street Program, which is overseeing a complex
statewide program with a limited number of staff. The focus of the program has not
previously been on strong planning components and on developing its own set of data
collection and analysis tools. However, due to the number of building and business
owners it currently impacts and has the potential to impact as the population of Texas
grows, there is also a growing need to improve understanding of program performance,
both to adapt to a rapidly changing state and to stay relevant to local needs.
There are fiscal and political costs to be considered in changing policy. Fiscal costs
include new training for state agency staff and Main Street program managers, costs
of data storage and maintenance (which will include the infrastructure for digital file
storage and personnel to manage the data) and the costs of creating the new data
collection tools. These costs, which may be both one-time and annual budget items
for the THC, may have to be solicited from the Texas Legislature or be reallocated from
other agency funds. It may be more likely that philanthropic funding could be obtained
to support the program. The fiscal costs of developing new program components can
range from hiring consultants to hiring new staff to reallocating current staff time from
current tasks and responsibilities. Costs can also include new software programs, new
hardware and digital network infrastructure and the time cost (which is very real) of
overseeing new program development. If new data collection tools are implemented
for the state program, local program managers will have to be trained to use the new
tools, which will also present a local cost component for training whether that is for
time, travel or new software or hardware to provide the ability to engage with the new
tools.
It is important to consider the political costs of new data collection tools as well. Given
the large reach of the state program through the participating cities, the effort to
implement change will also be large. It can be difficult to implement new reporting
requirements, particularly when reporting is not a preferred task and Political capital
Texas Historical Commission. 2011. “Legislative Update.” The Medallion. Accessed April 27. http://www.thc.state.tx.us/public/
upload/publications/medallion-fall-2011.pdf
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when it takes time away from program management. Implementing new tools, particularly
those perceived as difficult or intimidating, can have pushback from practitioners.
Texas Main Street’s local programs plan a multitude of events and work to engage the
community in historic downtowns, and are not necessarily focused on analyzing their
efforts. This is one of the reasons it is important to create tools that are user friendly and
that facilitate data collection rather than place a large burden on practitioners. If the local
program managers feel that the data collection tools are too burdensome they may not
be as willing to engage with them, which could compromise the effectiveness of the new
tools.
Political capital and/or strong data-based evidence are often necessary for budget increases
from the state legislature. The Texas Main Street Program is intended to be a component
of economic development in Texas, particularly in small cities. However, the program at
this time is not able to effectively show that it is the program that is causing the economic
development and not just capturing it. Asking for additional funds to cover new program
costs could be difficult from a state agency as small as the THC, and would require buy-in
from agency leadership, not just from the Main Street Program. There would also need
to be legislative support. What is the best method of advocating for funding to cover the
development of new data collection and analysis tools? How can investment in tools are
not currently in place to capture the potential importance of the program be justified to
state policymakers?
It should be acknowledged that there is a risk that the new data collection tools will show
that historic preservation policy as implemented by the Texas Main Street Program is not
effective. This risk presents a potential cost in that it could jeopardize projects and policies
that have value to practitioners. It is therefore important that benefits beyond purely fiscal
benefits be included in the data collection and that community health, small business
support and support for events that encourage a diverse group of participants also be
part of the evaluation and data collection. In programs that have such a large potential
to impact people and their livelihoods, qualitative as well as quantitative data should be
considered for inclusion.
To mitigate some of the challenges to implementation, the Texas Main Street Program can
develop strategic partnerships to provide alternate paths to implementation if program
funding increases are not immediately a viable option. The program could, for example,
choose to develop partnerships with research institutions such as the University of Texas
at Austin or Texas A&M University, both of which have historic preservation and planning
programs. Research institutions could help to develop the data collection tools as well as
provide manpower through student and researcher participation. Research institutions
“This Place Matters, But Does Main Street Matter?”
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also have access to a broad range of research fields, and projects that include economics,
business, statistics and public policy programs may provide additional benefit through
collaboration. Partnering with research institutions may also provide initial data
collection and analysis that can make a compelling argument for the positive economic
impacts of the program, which could then be leveraged for funding increases to cover
new program costs as the program to develop and implement tools is transitioned to
the state agency.
The local Texas Main Street programs rely heavily on one of their greatest assets:
their volunteers. People who care about revitalizing their historic downtowns and
their communities and are able to invest their time and efforts do so in extraordinary
ways that drive the local programs forward. What if the state program could also have
volunteers? Rather than hire consultants and go through a potentially expensive
and time-consuming process that does not have a clear end value, what if the state
program could use volunteer practitioners to make these initial tool development and
implementation steps and, just like the local managers, assign a volunteer manager at
the state program level to develop programs that benefit Texas Main Street but which
are difficult to achieve due to other constraints? There may be state agency rules in
place that provide barriers to implementation of a state volunteer program, but these
barriers may be well worth knocking down in order to provide benefits to the state
program that may not otherwise be possible to achieve.

Section 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
The THC collects data primarily through the use of forms that capture a combination
of quantitative and qualitative data. However, the data points that are collected are
not used for program analysis at either the state or local level in a way that contributes
to effective evaluation of historic preservation and economic development policy
as implemented through the Texas Main Street Program. While effective program
evaluation is not necessary for the continuation of the program, the program may not
be able to reach its full potential for contributing to historic preservation and economic
development in participating cities.
Time, money and training are three of the largest obstacles to changing the way data is
collected and analyzed in the Texas Main Street Program. It is easy to say that changes
could be made when budgets are not a barrier, but the reality is that the program has
a limited budget and small staff, and engaging in these new efforts could be inhibited
by these limitations. The current political climate in Texas is pointing toward fewer
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government expenditures,34 not more, and that is problematic for agencies seeking to
increase their ability to fulfill their mission. However, this is also why it is so important for
the program to collect data that can empower its ability to achieve success and to have
a positive impact in the state. A clear demonstration of program contributions to the
state’s economy and a consistent method of public reporting can improve program
visibility and stature, as well as highlight local successes that can draw the interest of
potential participants and supporters, both cities and individuals.
In their report titled “Measuring Economic Impacts of Historic Preservation”, authors
Donovan Rypkema and Caroline Cheong of PlaceEconomics and Randall Mason of the
University of Pennsylvania addressed the Main Street Program specifically in one of their
recommendations for data collection:
The data currently gathered by state Main Street programs and then forwarded
to and aggregated by the National Main Street Center is certainly valuable
measurements: net new jobs, net new businesses, amount of investment, number
of buildings rehabilitated. The research deficiencies of the current approach
notwithstanding, this data should continue to be collected. The consistency of
the information gathered, the size of the database, and the length of time the
information has been assembled to a significant degree offset research weaknesses
from an academic perspective.
What is missing from these numbers are: 1) comparable numbers from cities that
have had successful downtown revitalization programs, but have not used historic
preservation as part of their strategy; and 2) a detailed analysis of the catalytic
impact of an individual historic preservation project on the economy of the
immediately surrounding area.35
Innovative approaches to data collection may be required here in more ways that in just
new forms and documents. The approach to who collects data can also be innovative.
While it may be part of the responsibilities of the Main Street Cities to report their
own data, whether that is done by the program manager or as a collaborative effort of
volunteers and local program leadership, it may benefit the state program to consider
the option to have either a data team within the state office that can take on these
collection and analysis tasks or to build a network of volunteers that can assist the local
programs with data collection and provide the analysis to the state program. Accessing
Ross Ramsey. April 14, 2016. “Analysis: Texas Government’s Shrinking Financial Buffer.” The Texas Tribune. Accessed April 30. https://
www.texastribune.org/2016/04/04/analysis-texas-govts-shrinking-financial-buffer/.
35
Donovan Rypkema, Caroline Cheong and Randall Mason, PhD. 2011. “Measuring Economic Impacts of Historic Preservation: A
Report to the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.” http://www.achp.gov/docs/economic-impacts-of-historic-preservationstudy.pdf.
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outside resources can have challenges, but it can also have benefits. An internal team
would have access to state resources, information and support and be joined to the
agency so that mission and vision are shared. The word “team” is used loosely here and
not as a prescription for number of persons to be employed by the Texas Main Street
Program for data collection and analysis. It does, however, describe a collaborative
approach that can benefit the process more than can working in a solitary environment,
which is the approach the NMSC takes in building a network of cities that are all engaged
in working toward common goals with common tools. Taking some of the best aspects
of the Main Street Program and applying them to how the Texas program operates can
provide some of the benefits the local programs see but on a much larger scale.
Data collection and analysis can help guide the future of the Texas Main Street Program.
What do we want the program to look like in 5 years? In 50 years? What do we want the
local Main Street programs to accomplish in 50 years? How many cities do we want to
have in the program in the future? What type of goals can we set today for the state and
local programs that we can track the outcomes for and progress toward? Preservation
by its nature looks toward the past, but this is an opportunity to look to the future of
preservation and the cities that are doing the everyday work to preserve and protect
the cultural heritage of Texas. This is an opportunity to engage with the population
and economic growth that is projected for Texas by 2050 and to successfully navigate
through change. The Main Street Program was developed more than 30 years ago
and is still a strong component of historic preservation and economic development.
Implementing new data collection and analysis tools to effectively evaluate program
performance can help to make the program even stronger in the future.
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RECOMMENDTION APPLICATION

(A) CHANGE
EXISTING
TOOL
THC

Change the reinvestment
Report questions to ask for
totals instead of increases or
net gains.
Shift data questions from
10 Criteria Report to a
spreadsheet and use the
10 Criteria Report only for
narrative.

(B) CREATE
NEW
TOOL

OR

THC/LOCAL PROGRAMS
Create a committe or group
within each local program to
supporttheprogrammanager
with data collection tasks.
Develop an annual public
reporting template to show
program successes to the
local communities and to the
state.

THC
Transfer the data from
the existing program
application forms and
reports to a database so that
responses can be viewed by
participating city and by year
and can be compared.
Create a database based
on program evaluation
data needs and build a
new Reinvestment Report
spreadsheet that collects
data.

Table 1: Data Collection and Analysis Tool Recommendation Summary
“This Place Matters, But Does Main Street Matter?”

Develop performance
evaluation report for the local
communities so that they
can understand their own
progress and their progress
as measured against their
peers.
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