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Executive Summary 
This case study examines the Multi-Main 
Street model developed by District Bridges, a 
community ecosystem development nonprofit 
organization based in Washington, D.C. This 
replicable model addresses the pressing issue 
of commercial displacement. The District 
Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model builds upon 
the nationally recognized Main Street Four Point 
Approach, developed by the National Main 
Street Center. By employing a scaled approach, 
this innovative model increases organizational 

capacity and sustainability while centering small 
business needs. By doing so, it not only generates 
greater economic impact but also actively 
preserves the unique sense of place identity and 
culture within dynamic urban environments. 

In a 2017 study conducted by the National 
Community Reinvestment Coalitions (NCRC), 
Washington, D.C., was named the most rapidly 
gentrifying city in the nation (Richardson et al., 
2019). Across the city, the rapid displacement 

This case study is part of the report Keeping Small Businesses In Place: Voices From the Field, a 
collection of case studies published by the Small Business Anti-Displacement Network. Read the 

full report: antidisplacement.org/research/publications/
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of neighborhood-serving small businesses that 
have operated in the District for generations 
has caused a deterioration in the fabric 
of neighborhood culture and pride. While 
gentrification in D.C. has reached a fever pitch, it 
is by no means a new phenomenon. In fact, the 
historic context of Washington, D.C., is extremely 
complex, converging national events, policies, 
and cultural collisions that have reverberating 
effects even today. 

Development in any city is inevitable, but 
displacement doesn’t have to be. Main Streets can 
be an important tool in anti-displacement work due 
in part to their highly relational approach. These 
programs offer deep insights into the realities and 
opportunities small businesses face, empowering 
them to effectively address the issue of 
displacement. If Main Streets can help to advocate 

and center the voices of small businesses as 
development occurs, small businesses can be 
a part of their future development rather than 
becoming a victim of a neighborhood’s “success.”

District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model has 
sought to strike a balance between the reality 
of development and the needs and priorities of 
neighborhood-serving small businesses. In order 
to directly confront these challenges, we have 
actively questioned the status quo and devised 
innovative tools that leverage the grassroots, 
relational nature of the Main Street Approach 
to center small businesses in the economic 
development ecosystem. This case study will 
explore the implementation of these tools 
and strategies by District Bridges examining 
the successes, failures, and presenting key 
recommendations for replication in other cities. 

Introduction 
In the 1980’s, the National Main Street Center 
developed the Main Street Approach® as a 
transformative model to support the revitalization 
of downtown areas that faced years of neglect. 
As the shopping and development trends of the 
country shifted to big box stores and shopping 
malls, many “Main Streets” were left vacant and 
struggling. The Main Street Approach® drew 
communities back downtown and focused on 
reinvesting in small and local businesses. 

In 2002, Washington, D.C., joined these 
communities by establishing the DC Main 
Street coordinating program managed by the 
D.C. Department of Small and Local Business 
Development (DSLBD). Today, DC Main Streets 
boasts 28 accredited and affiliated programs 
serving neighborhood commercial corridors 
across the District. These programs are 
implemented by local nonprofit organizations 
that receive annual grants from DSLBD.

The philosophy that underpins the Main Street 
model is sound and impactful. Nonetheless, 
the implementation of the model in urban 

environments, like D.C., where a single 
neighborhood can be larger than an entire 
rural town, has posed significant sustainability 
and capacity issues for urban Main Street 
organizations. Additionally, because the Main 
Street Approach was born out of a historic 
preservation ethic focused on physical buildings, 
there has historically been minimal attention 
paid to racial equity and cultural preservation. 
Despite this, Washington, D.C., has relied on 
Main Streets programs as one of its core models 
for community-based economic development. 
Many of the challenges facing DC Main Street 
organizations are not unique to Main Streets, 
but rather pervasive among small nonprofits in 
general. However, because of multiple dynamics, 
the DC Main Streets programs face several 
critical challenges that undermine the health 
and vitality of the nonprofits responsible for 
implementing the programs, diminishing their 
hyperlocal impact, and ultimately hindering the 
broader economic development of the city. Next, 
we discuss these challenges.

Washington, D.C., has relied on Main Streets programs 
as one of its core models for community-based 
economic development.”
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Limited Budgets and  
Fundraising Capacity 

Many of the organizations managing Main Streets 
were founded solely to establish a Main Street 
in their community. While this hyper-local focus 
and scope is not problematic in and of itself, it 
does limit the organization’s pool of potential 
funders to donors who are impacted by the work, 
as few major philanthropic foundations focus on 
organizations of such small scale. Throughout 
the United States, there are Main Street state 
coordinating programs, like DSLBD, that provide 
support to Main Streets; however, the level of 
support varies greatly between states. 

Washington, D.C., takes pride in being one of 
the leading providers of funding for Main Street 
coordinating programs, offering an annual grant 
of $150,080 to each accredited Main Street 
organization. However, while this funding is vital, 
the annual grant amount has not increased since 
2016, even to adjust for inflation or cost of living.1 
In addition to the stagnant grant funding, the 
annual grant allocation is the same for each Main 
Street regardless of the number of businesses 
included within its boundaries. In practical terms, a 
Main Street program with 300 businesses receives 
identical funding as a program with 30 businesses. 

Finally, because these organizations have 
limited budgets, they often only have one full-
time employee with limited time and capacity 
which further limits the organization’s ability to 
successfully fundraise. In D.C., the result is that 
these organizations are almost entirely reliant on 
DSLBD funds, which leads to an unhealthy dynamic 
of dependence on the agency. 

Limited Organizational Capacity 

With only one full-time employee, the executive 
director is responsible for all aspects of 
program implementation and managing the 
nonprofit organization. They must rely on 
volunteers and board members to increase 
the organization’s capacity. The reliance on a 
single staff member and volunteers limits their 
capacity and potential impact. The reliance 
is also a recipe for burnout, which leaves 
the organization’s program continuity and 
institutional knowledge extremely vulnerable 
should the executive director suddenly 
leave. This organizational model also inhibits 
innovation and collaboration, simply because 
the executives lack the time and capacity 
to focus on anything beyond what is already 
required of them. The lack of organizational 
capacity is perhaps the most inhibiting factor 

to these programs’ ability to actively combat 
gentrification and commercial displacement.

Inequitable Investment and Access 

The District is home to over 37,000 small 
businesses.2 Collectively, DC Main Street programs 
currently serve 3,568 businesses. Additionally, 
since the funding level for these programs is 
the same regardless of their relative size, the 
potential expenditure per business within Main 
Street programs ranges from $250 for the largest 
program to $2,800 for the smallest program.3 In 
practice, the grants are not equally distributed to 
each business, but this illustrates the inequitable 
investment currently being made. 

Beyond the inequity of the financial investment, 
the limited capacity of a single employee means 
that larger programs cannot spend as much time 
with each business. For many of the businesses 
most vulnerable to displacement, time is the most 
valuable resource a Main Street Director can 
invest in them. This inequity disproportionately 
impacts BIPOC and immigrant-owned businesses 
and can lead to the perception that Main Streets 
perpetuate further gentrification rather than 
actively combat it. 

Restrictive Boundaries 

The Main Street boundaries are deliberately 
established to define their service area and 
the number of businesses they are responsible 
for serving. However, in many instances in 
D.C., DSLBD has drawn these boundaries 
arbitrarily and often not taken into consideration 
neighborhood identity. As a result, businesses 
have been left out of programs simply because 
they are on the wrong side of the street. Historic 
communities have felt a sense of erasure as they 
have been added to the catchment of another 
neighborhood with which they do not identify. The 
boundary restrictions enforced by DSLBD have 
also stunted collaboration between adjoining 
programs rather than creating opportunities for 
joint programming and cooperation. This siloed 
mentality is antithetical to holistic economic 
development and runs counter to how residents 
live in and navigate communities. 

Scarcity Mentality and Competition 

The last challenge represents an interesting 
dynamic that has emerged within the D.C. 
economic development ecosystem as a direct 
result of the aforementioned challenges. Because 
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the traditional Main Street model lends itself to a 
siloed approach, the DC Main Street organizations 
have historically perceived one another as 
competitors rather than partners in the economic 
success of the city. This had led programs to 
hoard resources rather than seek opportunities to 
collaborate or broaden their scope. This mentality 
has damaged the collective impact of the 
programs. Practically, less collaboration directly 
translates to duplication of efforts and inefficient 
use of time and resources. More broadly, this 
posture prevents the programs from advocating 
for the importance of their very existence to 
secure adequate financial investment from the 
city.4 Further, the scarcity mentality that exists 

among Main Street organizations propagates 
distrust, entitlement, and ingrained prejudices 
which hinder collaboration and partnership and 
ultimately thwart holistic economic development. 

This case study will explore the advantages of 
the District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model as 
compared to the traditional Main Street model 
and how successful replication of elements of the 
model, coupled with intentional collaboration and 
capacity building both internally and externally 
within urban Main Street programs, could 
enable greater economic growth and collective 
community impact both in D.C. and beyond. 

Case Study Approach
The approach to this case study is an illustrative 
one written from the experience of the founding 
executive director of District Bridges. The findings 
of the study are derived from District Bridges 
data collection encompassing its six Main Street 

programs, as well as insights from the other 22 
Main Street organizations in D.C. Moreover, this 
study is informed by research conducted by 
leading experts on economic development and 
Washington, D.C., history and policy. 

Leading Organization
District Bridges is a community ecosystem 
development nonprofit, born out of a 
collaborative grassroots effort, known as the 
Columbia Heights Day Initiative (CHI). CHI 
started with a group of neighbors who shared 
a vision of building inclusive relationships and 
celebrating their neighborhood. In 2005, these 
founding members organized the first Columbia 
Heights Day Festival and established the 501(c)
(3) nonprofit. Ten years later, the CHI board 
hired its first executive director with a vision to 
serve the community year-round. In 2016, CHI 
was awarded the Columbia Heights | Mount 
Pleasant Main Street grant by DSLBD. Following 
this award, CHI rebranded itself to become 
District Bridges and broadened its vision to 
build a more sustainable Main Street model to 
serve multiple communities. 

The following year, we piloted our Multi-Main 
Street model with the award of the Lower 
Georgia Avenue Main Street grant, distinguishing 
District Bridges as the first organization in 
the nation to manage multiple Main Streets. 
Today, we manage six of D.C.’s 28 Main Street 
programs. Through these programs, we provide 
community-based economic development to 
over 1,200 small businesses across Washington, 
D.C. The District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street 
model maximizes our administrative capacity, 

financial management, governance, custom data 
management system, and organizational staffing 
model. By preserving institutional knowledge 
while achieving economies of scale, this model 
enables us to create greater impact and long-
term success for the existing and emerging 
commercial corridors we serve.

The core of our Main Streets’ work is providing 
direct technical assistance to small businesses. 
For many small business owners, the challenge 
of keeping the lights on and the bills paid means 
they rarely have time to invest in developing 
their business. District Bridges developed a 
standardized technical assistance process that 
assesses the needs of businesses through a 
proven business health check and then develops 
a unique strategy for each business, called the 
business development plan, that aligns resources 
and tools to help businesses achieve their goals. 
Our custom-built Salesforce instance then 
streamlines data sharing with technical assistance 
providers to facilitate support provision while 
tracking trends.

District Bridges’ Board of Directors is composed 
of seven individuals representing various sectors 
and skill sets that the board has determined are 
priorities for the organization’s development. In 
addition, each of District Bridges’ Main Street 
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programs has an advisory board made up of key 
community stakeholders, called the Neighborhood 
Strategy Councils (NSCs). The purpose of these 
advisory boards is to keep each program deeply 
rooted in the community to ensure community 
voice is directly involved in program development 
and activities. The NSCs also create a feedback 
loop that enables each Main Street program to 
collect direct input from the community and 
businesses to assess the effectiveness of each 
program. This feedback loop enables each of 
District Bridges’ Main Streets to make decisions 
on how to develop programming to better 
meet community needs. Utilizing tools such as 
surveys and annual program assessments, each 

Main Street program is focused on continuous 
improvement by incorporating the feedback 
received annually. 

For District Bridges, Main Streets serve as one 
tool in the organization’s toolbelt of economic 
development interventions. We see our Main 
Streets as test labs where we can try new 
interventions and rapidly iterate to increase our 
impact on the ground. In addition to the Main 
Street programs, District Bridges has developed 
several other programs that work in concert 
with our Main Streets to combat commercial 
displacement and support neighborhood 
preservation in Washington, D.C. 

PROGRAM |

INTERVENTION
DESCRIPTION ANTI-DISPLACEMENT INTERVENTION

Main Streets

Hyper local economic development

programs that provide direct technical

assistance to businesses

Through a relational approach Main Street programs

can proactively support businesses vulnerable to

displacement.

Access Point

An online technical assistance platform

free and accessible to any business in DC.

The platform provides video training

courses and materials on a variety of

relevant subjects.

Access Point addresses equity and accessibility of

technical assistance. It allows businesses to access

the training they need when it's convenient for

them. Courses like negotiating a new lease give them

tools to protect them from displacement 

Capital Access Program

Using our Financial Health Check we assess

businesses financial health and provide

them assistance to become capital ready.

Businesses that do not manage their books or are

not traditionally banked cannot apply for grants or

loans. This makes them more vulnerable to

displacement. CAP starts with their current financial

knowledge and then builds on it.

Facade Improvement

Program

This grant program provides funding for

businesses to improve their storefronts.

This includes signage, lighting, paint, and

much more. 

Particularly in rapidly gentrifying neighborhoods

where new buildings are being built regularly, this

program helps businesses update their storefronts

and helps them compete in the changing market.

Business Preservation

Assistance Program (BPAP)

A pilot program that is working to support

businesses in purchasing their building.

Businesses that own their buildings are able to

anticipate their costs rather than being at the mercy

of a landlord. This enables long term business to

remain in place while also building generational

wealth. 

ANTI-DISPLACEMENT

INTERVENTIONS

Figure 1

District Bridges anti-displacement interventions.
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Neighborhood Context 
Within Washington, D.C., there are 127 named 
neighborhoods and through District Bridges’ six 
Main Street programs, the organization serves 
eleven neighborhoods. The significance of 
neighborhood identity is incredibly important 
to the work of Main Streets and economic 
development more broadly, particularly because 
of the city’s history of racial segregation and racist 
policies like redlining. This history still influences 
the development of the city today and the way 
organizations like Main Streets are perceived by 
community members. 

As a capital city, Washington, D.C., has a deep 
and complex history, particularly as it pertains 
to development and intentional policies that 
segregated the city. District Bridges serves eleven 
neighborhoods: Chevy Chase, Cleveland Park, 
Columbia Heights, Logan Circle, Le Droit Park, 
Mount Pleasant, Park View, Petworth, Pleasant 
Plains, and U Street. These neighborhoods can be 
separated into two categories that have historical 
significance: those east of the Rock Creek Park 
and those west of Rock Creek Park. D.C. used 
race as a criterion for grading the investment 
risk of certain neighborhoods (See Figure 2). 
Neighborhoods like Chevy Chase and Cleveland 
Park, located west of the park, received an A 
grade. Conversely, neighborhoods like Columbia 
Heights, Logan Circle, Le Droit Park, Mount 
Pleasant, Park View, Petworth, Pleasant Plains, 
and U Street all received a D grade. 

Despite the racist policies that sought to 
segregate the city, neighborhoods like U Street, 
Le Droit Park, Pleasant Plains, and Columbia 
Heights thrived. U Street was known as Black 
Broadway in the 19th and early 20th century 
and was a thriving hub of Black culture, political 
advocacy, business, and art. Iconic individuals 

like Zora Neale Hurston, Louis Armstrong, 
Duke Ellington, and Billie Holliday lived, worked, 
and entertained on U Street. Following the 
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, 
riots broke out in Washington, D.C., initially 
starting at the intersection of 14th Street and 
U Street. These riots caused extensive damage 
to homes and businesses across the city. The 
estimated losses to at least partially insured 
properties were $25 million (Brownell, 2017).

The riots devastated Washington’s economy. Due 
to the destruction, hundreds of businesses closed, 
and thousands of jobs were lost. The violence 
also accelerated white flight from the city, further 
decreasing property values. Some blocks remained 
in ruins for decades. Economic recovery began in the 
1990’s with the opening of U Street and Columbia 
Heights metro stations. However, the opening of the 
metro also served as fuel for the fire of gentrification 
that would ignite in the 2010’s (Austermuhle, 2017).

The wealth gap between the highest and lowest 
income earners in D.C. has ballooned since 
2000.5 The D.C. Council Office of Racial Equity 
states in its Profile for Economic Outcomes that 
“Black, Hispanic or Latino, Asian, and Native 
American residents are less likely to have 
professional contacts and access to capital 
due to historic practices that denied wealth-
building opportunities to these groups. Not 
only are there fewer Black entrepreneurs than 
White entrepreneurs in the District, but they 
also have less access to capital on average and 
subsequently, fewer employees.”6 These numbers 
demonstrate the need that exists for interventions 
that address racial inequity by specifically 
protecting and advancing BIPOC business 
development (Fairlie et al., 2017). 

SWOT Analysis
The following SWOT analysis looks at the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
from the small business perspective regarding 
the traditional Main Street model as compared to 
District Bridges Multi-Main Street model.

Strengths 

The Main Street Approach® is a hyper-local 
and relational model, developing personal 
connections with the business owners in a corridor 

and leveraging the trust built to address their 
needs. Main Street Directors forge relationships 
with business owners in a way other economic 
development entities cannot or do not, making 
them one of the most effective channels for direct 
connections, allowing for a deep understanding 
of the specific needs of small businesses in urban 
environments. In addition, the concept of a Main 
Street is easily understood both by businesses 
and residents, which is particularly helpful when 
trying to gain support to establish a new program 
or grow an existing program. This support also 
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Figure 2

1937 Residential Sub-Areas map by the Federal Housing Administration that graded D.C. neighborhoods using 

race as a criterion. 
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enables Main Street programs to develop branding 
that taps into neighborhood pride, promotes the 
business corridor, and develops broad-based 
community support. 

Weaknesses 

The primary weaknesses of the traditional Main 
Street model are scale, capacity, and equity. 
Since these organizations typically have only 
one full-time employee, it is incredibly difficult 
for the executive directors to serve all their 
businesses equitably relative to time and finances. 
Additionally, in diverse communities where there 
are a wide range of cultural backgrounds and 
languages spoken, it can be nearly impossible to 
find an executive who has the cultural competence 
and language ability to serve all of the corridor’s 
businesses. This is a particularly critical weakness 
in large immigrant communities, as many 
immigrant-owned businesses are particularly 
vulnerable to displacement due to language 
barriers and are often the least likely businesses to 
be served effectively by Main Street programs. 

The budgetary limitations of Main Streets also 
constrain their impact. The businesses most 
vulnerable to displacement are typically businesses 
that would require a significant investment of both 
time and money to support. In D.C., this reality is 
often not understood by city leaders and leads 
to a lack of understanding about the current and 
potential impact of these programs. The result 
is that Main Streets are often excluded from or 
minimized in the economic development strategy 
in D.C. This was recently evidenced by Main Streets 
being excluded from the D.C. Come Back Plan, the 
District’s five-year economic development strategy. 
The lack of Main Street influence means that the 
voices of our most vulnerable businesses are 
missing from the city’s plan. 

Opportunities 

The deep and trusting relationships Main Street 
Directors develop with small businesses can lead to 

a mobilized business community with an incredibly 
powerful voice. Further, a united coalition of Main 
Street organizations represents an influential voice 
for the small business community. If the DC Main 
Streets programs can overcome the siloed culture 
and pervasive scarcity mentality, they can have 
an incredible collective impact on the economic 
development of the city while centering the needs 
of the city’s most vulnerable small businesses. 
Together, the DC Main Streets have the opportunity 
to tap into new funding resources outside of city 
government funds, which would give them greater 
autonomy and create more opportunities for them 
to play a greater role in the economic strategy of 
the city at large. 

Threats 

Over the last eight years, while funding for 
Main Streets has remained stagnant, the grant 
requirements from the granting agency, DSLBD, 
have exponentially increased. As more and more 
are required of the Main Street programs, the 
administrative burden further decreases the 
program director’s ability to spend time serving 
businesses. The increased oversight by the agency 
has not increased the efficacy or data reporting of 
these programs, but rather created bureaucratic 
bottlenecks that have significantly slowed the 
agency’s ability to manage these grants. The 
result is delays of grant disbursements and 
agency decisions, which subsequently negatively 
impacts Main Street organization’s cash flow and 
organizational stability. 

Another significant threat that the District faces 
is the rapid pace of gentrification which places 
many small businesses at risk of being displaced. 
Even when organizations like Main Streets exist in 
these communities, their limited capacity hinders 
their ability to combat the tide of displacement. 
However, in the absence of active advocacy and 
support from Main Street to  neighborhood-
serving small businesses, many businesses will 
simply be pushed out and replaced by businesses 
that can pay higher rents and cater to the residents 
preferred by rather than the existing community. 

Anti-Displacement Tools and Strategies 
Community-based economic development 
organizations, like Main Streets, can serve as 
one of the most impactful and direct tools to 
combat commercial gentrification. However, for 
these organizations to realize their potential, they 
must increase their individual internal capacities 
as well as the collective capacity of the small 

business support ecosystem. Specifically, in urban 
environments where multiple community-based 
economic development organizations exist, 
increasing the individual capacity and efficacy of 
these organizations is critical to delivering equitable 
assistance to small businesses particularly in areas 
experiencing rapid gentrification. In this section, we 
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will explore five strategies that have enabled District 
Bridges to scale our impact using our Multi-Main 
Street model. While the strategies presented are not 
exhaustive, they represent the most easily replicable 
components of the District Bridges model. 

Dynamic Strategic Planning and  
Intentional Development 

Strategic planning has been a critical part of 
District Bridges’ success as an organization. In 
2016, immediately after we received funding to 
launch the Columbia Heights | Mount Pleasant 
Main Street program, we held a three-day strategic 
planning retreat with the board of directors, staff, 
and key volunteers. In that retreat, the organization 
achieved two important goals. 

First, we rebranded to become District Bridges. 
A name itself can be a limiting factor for future 
growth and development. In our case, Columbia 
Heights Initiative limited our focus to only the 
neighborhood of Columbia Heights and created 
confusion for many as we expanded to the 
adjacent community, Mount Pleasant. Many Main 
Street organizations fall into this same pattern, 
as they originally form solely to establish their 
respective Main Streets. For these organizations, 
if they desire to expand their mission beyond the 
originating Main Street, they often need to make 
changes to their organization’s name, bylaws, and 
mission to expand beyond their original charters. 
This can be a time-consuming process, however, 
it is imperative in helping businesses, volunteers, 
community members, and funders understand the 
organization’s mission and develop broad-based 
community support. 

The second outcome of the retreat was casting 
the vision to develop the multi-Main Street model. 
Uniquely, we approached strategic planning by 
centering the vision and “the why ‘’ behind our work, 
over “the how.” We fundamentally believe there is 
not one “right way” to do this work, and because our 

environment is constantly changing, we have to be 
nimble and ready to take advantage of opportunities 
that help us further our mission. 

Traditional strategic plans take an organization’s 
vision and lay out a plan to achieve that with 
sequential goals and next steps over a three-to-five-
year period. But what happens when life doesn’t go 
to plan? Do you scrap the strategic plan? Do you stick 
to it because that’s what you said you would do? Had 
District Bridges stuck to “the plan” to develop the 
multi-Main Street model, in a few years, when the 
organization was more established, the model would 
not exist today as the one-time opportunities that 
enabled us to grow exponentially would have passed 
us by. By centering the vision over the how, when the 
opportunity to develop the multi-Main Street model 
was in front of us we were ready to pursue it, albeit 
far sooner than we had planned.

In 2020, District Bridges undertook another 
strategic planning process building on our strategy 
and including four new components which further 
clarified our vision, developed a Theory of Change, 
created a decision-making framework called the 
Strategy Screen, and formed our racial equity 
statement and framework. In clarifying our vision, 
we took a wordy vision statement and boiled it down 
to twelve precise words that defined the vision we 
sought to achieve. That vision is: to thrive together 
in equitable, resilient, connected communities in 
D.C. and beyond. We then developed our Theory of 
Change, which defined three ultimate outcomes 
that drive the organization’s work today and into the 
future.7 Where our strategic plan became dynamic 
was in developing our Strategy Screen.8 This tool 
gave us a framework to dynamically respond to 
opportunities to ensure we could quickly and 
rationally make decisions to keep us on track with 
our vision, while also creating guardrails. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in regard 
to our anti-displacement work, we recognize the 
historically negative impact and the intentional 
displacement caused by many community 

Community-based economic development organizations, like 
Main Streets, can serve as one of the most impactful and direct 
tools to combat commercial gentrification. However, for these 
organizations to realize their potential, they must increase their 
individual internal capacities as well as the collective capacity 
of the small business support ecosystem.”
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development organizations. In order for us to 
effectively work in this space, we needed to 
internally and externally define why a commitment 
to racial equity was the foundation of our work, 
not a politically convenient add-on. We needed 
to explicitly and intentionally define how District 
Bridges engages in racial equity work, recognizing 
the scope of this work is vast. We defined three 
areas of focus: Programs | People, Policies, & 
Culture | Power and developed an action plan to 
assess the organization’s progress in each of the 
three areas to inform the development of tools 
and interventions to support us in the journey to 
becoming an actively anti-racist organization. 

Financial Diversification

As we scaled District Bridges, it quickly became 
clear that the city’s Main Street funding was 
insufficient to build the capacity we needed 
to be sustainable. The traditional Main Street 
model’s extremely limited organizational scope 
and limited potential funders makes diversifying 
funding streams particularly difficult. As we looked 
outside the Main Street funding, we first pursued 
other government grants that enabled us to start 
expanding our services beyond Main Streets. 

One of the first agencies we pursued funding 
from was the D.C. Department of Housing 
and Community Development, (DHCD) which 
administers the federal government’s Community 
Development Block Grants (CDBG). We were 
then able to leverage these grants to establish 
a line of credit with a local bank which has 
helped us navigate the cash flow issues grant 
disbursement schedules can often cause as well as 
demonstrated our capacity and expanded services 
to new funders including other government 
agencies, major corporations, and foundations. 
We also developed a fee-for-service consulting 
practice to support organizations with capacity 
building. We have grown our annual budget from 
approximately $200,000 in 2016 to approximately 
$3.4 million in 2023. Today, Main Street funding 
represents only 26% of our total annual budget.  

Mergers are another financial diversification 
strategy organizations should consider. While 
mergers have traditionally existed in the for-profit 
sector, they have become more common in the 
nonprofit sector over the last decade. A merger 
can enable a small organization like a Main Street 
to become a program of a larger entity, giving it 
access to greater financial resources and staff 
capacity. District Bridges and Woodley Park Main 
Street (WPMS) attempted such a merger in 2020-
2021. After WPMS fired their founding executive 
director for cause, they entered into a crisis 

management contract with District Bridges to 
support them in the aftermath of the crisis. 

The partnership through the management 
contract was so successful that the board of 
directors of WPMS asked the District Bridges’ 
Board if they would consider a formal merger. Both 
boards unanimously consented to the merger and 
then approached the granting agency for written 
approval as required by the grant agreement. 
However, the agency refused to allow the merger 
and instead chose to recompete the grant and 
award it to a new organization. While the merger 
attempt was unsuccessful in this situation, it 
reflects more on the rigid thinking of the granting 
agency rather than the value of nonprofit mergers. 
A great example of a successful nonprofit merger 
in D.C. is the merger of FreshFarm and Community 
Food Works DC.

Internal Capacity and Staffing Structure

The District Bridges Multi-Main Street model has 
not changed the nature of the Main Street work 
itself. However, unlike traditional Main Streets, 
our staffing model creates greater division of 
labor throughout the organization, allowing our 
Main Street directors to focus on implementing 
their programs rather than managing the 
organizational administration. Additionally, 
because District Bridges’ budget is not solely 
reliant on the Main Street grants, we have 
funding that enables us to better compensate 
our Main Street staff, both in terms of salary and 
comprehensive benefits, as compared to the 
executive directors operating in the traditional 
model. On average, our Main Street programs 
costs the organization 23% more than the DSLBD 
grant covers each year. This cost is almost 
exclusively made up of administrative costs. The 
DSLBD grants cap the allowable administrative 
cost for these programs at $75,000. So, the 
traditional Main Street organization typically sets 
their salary, benefits, and general administrative 
costs to fit within the $75,000 or must raise 
additional funds to cover the difference. The 
result is that executive directors are significantly 
underpaid as compared to equivalent nonprofit 
executives industry-wide. Additionally, many Main 
Street executive directors do not have benefits 
such as healthcare or retirement and they often 
limit their other administrative costs in other 
areas as well. 

The fundamental principles behind the 
District Bridges Multi-Main Street model are 
sustainability and equity. District Bridges has 
made intentional decisions to reflect these values 
in our organizational structure. The organization 

12
S

m
a

ll 
B

u
s

in
e

s
s

 A
n

ti
-D

is
p

la
c

e
m

e
n

t 
N

e
tw

o
rk

 | 
D

is
tr

ic
t 

B
ri

d
g

e
s

  
 

https://www.districtbridges.org/our-racial-equity-statement/
https://www.districtbridges.org/our-racial-equity-statement/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/food/wp/2019/10/29/freshfarm-and-community-foodworks-to-merge-creating-the-nations-third-largest-farmers-market-group/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/food/wp/2019/10/29/freshfarm-and-community-foodworks-to-merge-creating-the-nations-third-largest-farmers-market-group/


provides 100% healthcare coverage to staff and 
has created a tiered compensation structure 
with the goal of maintaining less than a 35% 
differential between the highest and lowest paid 
staff member. This tiered structure promotes 
equity and transparency and gives staff room 
to grow within the organization. Additionally, 
the organization has an unlimited Paid Time Off 
(PTO) policy that enables staff to take time off 
when they need it to avoid burnout. The team 
environment created through the Multi-Main 
Street model enables the organization to leverage 
the collective knowledge of staff to implement 
the programs, support new staff, and more 
comprehensively serve communities.

Standardized Business Technical  
Assistance Model 

Despite the Main Street Approach being a 
national model, neither the National Main Street 
Center nor D.C.’s coordinating program provide 
many tools or templates for organizations 
to use in the field. While this can be seen as 
giving organizations autonomy, in actuality, it 
perpetuates competition, scarcity mentality, 
and burnout. Due to the lack of standardized 
tools and practices, there are vast differences 
in how programs are implemented across 
the 28 DC Main Street programs. This reality 
further perpetuates inequalities within the small 
business ecosystem. To address this need, 
District Bridges has developed three tools to 
standardize the way we work across our six 
programs—the Business Health Check, the 
Business Development Plan, and our custom 
Salesforce instance.  

The Business Health Check (BHC) is a one-
page questionnaire that collects business data 
in a standardized way and enables Main Street 
managers to identify the most immediate ways 
to support each business. This simple tool is a 
powerful one in the fight against displacement. 
Utilizing the BHC, we uncovered a large number of 
small businesses that did not have active leases. 
The businesses in “handshake agreements” 
with their landlords were predominantly Black 

and immigrant-owned businesses in rapidly 
gentrifying corridors. Without an existing lease, 
these businesses were extremely vulnerable to 
displacement as landlords in these corridors are 
regularly approached to sell their buildings and 
with a sale, new developers can push out existing 
tenants because they have no lease agreement.

The Business Development Plan (BDP) builds upon 
the BHC by identifying the business owners’ goals, 
most immediate challenges, and then aligning 
internal and external resources to meet their needs, 
moving them closer to their short and long-term 
goals. To consistently collect all this data, District 
Bridges developed a custom Salesforce object 
specifically designed for Main Street programs. By 
standardizing the data fields and defining terms, 
we ensure the data sets collected are accurate and 
standardized across our programs. In a 2020 survey 
we conducted, DC Main Street organizations were 
asked how many small businesses were in their 
corridor and how they defined “small business.” 
The answers varied between each Main Street 
surveyed. It was clear that for data sets on small 
businesses to be consistent and accurate, terms 
would need to be defined. However, adopting 
standardized definitions of terms across D.C.’s small 
business support ecosystem has been challenging. 
There is an exception to every rule, and coming 
to consensus across organizations with various 
motivations and perspectives is extremely difficult.

Our custom Salesforce instance also addresses one 
of the significant threats Main Street organizations 
face, institutional knowledge. Because the Main 
Street Approach is so relational in nature, when a 
director leaves, the organization is often starting 
from scratch in building relationships and collecting 
business data. Salesforce solves for that, because 
it gives directors an easily accessible way to input 
data, case notes, and survey results into one place. 
While the tool solves the problem many Main Street 
organizations face, adoption across the ecosystem 
remains a challenge. One goal District Bridges has 
yet to realize is getting the D.C. technical assistance 
providers and Main Street organizations to adopt a 
standardized business health check or intake form 
and develop data sharing agreements. 

Analysis and Recommendations 
The District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model 
serves as an important tool in combating 
commercial displacement by supporting and 
preserving small businesses through a hyper-
local relational approach. Cities are constantly 
developing and evolving, but that development 

does not have to result in small business 
displacement and the loss of neighborhood identity. 

Too often, the voices of those businesses most 
vulnerable to displacement are not heard above 
the voices of those with power, money, and control. 
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Main Streets can elevate the voices of vulnerable 
businesses through their hyper-local, relationship 
driven approach and serve as a first line of defense 
against rapid commercial gentrification. However, 
without the strategic development of the capacity 
of the organizations managing these vital programs, 
the constant pressures of gentrification will continue 
to outpace Main Street organization’s ability to 
intervene on behalf of businesses. The District 
Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model provides practical 
tools that can support organizations in developing 
the necessary scale and capacity to meet the 
demands of the communities they serve.

In the ideal state, local city governments and 
community development nonprofit organizations 
would proactively and collaboratively work 
together to address economic pressures. 
They would work in a symbiotic way creating 
feedback loops enabling innovation toward better 
economic outcomes. But as this case study has 
demonstrated, the ideal state is often not the 
reality. So the question for practitioners remains, 
“Where do you start?”

Key Lessons Learned & Recommendations

Based on our learnings, we have several 
recommendations for city government leaders 
and community development nonprofit leaders 
who want to develop a more holistic community 
development ecosystem through a model like, 
District Bridges Multi-Main Street model.

CITY LEVEL RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Fund organizations based on their 
demonstrated scale, capacity, and impact. 

2. Fund capacity building for organizations 
that want to expand their scope and impact. 

This includes investments in administrative 
operations, systems, and strategic development. 

3. Tolerate measured risks by utilizing pilot 
programs to test concepts.

4. Promote and incentivize collaboration and 
partnerships among stakeholders. This can 
be done through requiring partnerships in 
procurement and granting processes and 
weighting/valuing community partnerships in 
award criteria. 

ORGANIZATION LEVEL 
RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Think big. Start small. Build with intention. 
What District Bridges has built took time, but 
we were able to develop our scale and capacity 
because we cast a big vision and then started 
building from where we were. Then we positioned 
ourselves to be able to take advantage of the 
opportunities that came our way. 

2. Look for partners. Central to the development 
of our Multi-Main Street model is that we only 
launched programs where we had established 
community partners. Main Streets are 
community driven and community built.  
You simply can’t build it on your own, so look 
for those partners that share your vision and 
build together. 

3. Stay humble, nimble, and don’t reinvent 
the wheel. There is not one way to go about 
impactful community development work. We 
humbly offer these recommendations based 
on what we have learned through our on the 
ground experiences. But this body of work is 
expansive, and no practitioner can have all the 
answers. Seek help from other practitioners 
doing the work.  

Conclusion
District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model is not 
the answer for every Main Street organization 
across the country. While there are limitations 
to the traditional Main Street model, those 
limitations do not hinder the success of Main 
Streets in many communities, particularly rural 
ones. However, in cities and neighborhoods where 
rapid gentrification is occurring, the traditional 
Main Street model lacks the scale and capacity 
to combat these external factors. Cities and 

community development organizations that 
are committed to combating small business 
displacement must be ready to address these 
challenges. We believe that the replication of 
District Bridges’ Multi-Main Street model can help 
other communities preserve their small businesses 
and neighborhood identity more effectively. 
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APPENDIX A:  
DC MAIN STREET PROGRAMS INVESTMENT COMPARISON

Main Street Ward # of Businesses Money per business
Pennsylvania Avenue East Main Street 7 28 $2,680.00 HIGHEST $2,680.00
Deanwood Heights Main Street 7 40 $1,876.00 MEDIAN $852.73
Van Ness Main Street 3 42 $1,786.67 LOWEST $268.00
The Parks Main Street 5 51 $1,471.37 AVERAGE $176.00
Palisades Main Street 3 52 $1,443.08
Chevy Chase Main Street (DB) 3 62 $1,210.32
Cleveland Park Main Street (DB) 3 64 $1,172.50
North Capitol Main Street 5 65 $1,154.46
Woodley Park Main Street 3 66 $1,136.97
Congress Heights Main Street 8 67 $1,120.00
Minnesota Avenue Main Street 7 70 $1,072.00
Glover Park Main Street 3 73 $1,027.95
Bladensburg Main Street 5 77 $974.55
H Street Main Street 5 88 $852.73
Barracks Row Main Street 6 150 $500.27
Upper Georgia Avenue Main Street 3 151 $496.95
U Street Main Street (DB) 1 167 $449.34
Georgetown Main Street 3 184 $407.83
Logan Circle Main Street (DB) 2 186 $403.44
Eastern Market Main Street 6 190 $394.95
Uptown Main Street 4 192 $390.83
Teneleytown Main Street 3 204 $367.84
Lower Georgia Avenue Main Street (DB) 4 218 $344.22
Rhode Island Avenue Main Street 5 248 $302.58
Columbia Heights | Mount Pleasant Main Street (DB) 1 263 $285.32
Shaw Main Street 2 280 $268.00
Dupont Circle Main Street 2 300 $250.13
Total Main Street Businesses Served 3578
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APPENDIX B:  
DISTRICT BRIDGES THEORY OF CHANGE

STRATEGY SCREEN

Aligned with Values
Relationships, Action-Oriented, Diversity, Story, 

Fun, Collaboration, Inclusion, Innovation

Leans into Competitive Advantage
Staff are deeply committed to being connected to the 

communities they serve. Our investment in infrastructure, 
technology, and tools supports the work, increases our capacity 
to serve and share across multiple main streets and partners, 

and strengthens our ability to collect, analyze, and quickly 
leverage our data. We act as a responsive early warning 

system given that we hear in real-time the concerns of the small 
business community, are positioned to see trends early, and can 
alert the multiple main streets we manage. This reality as well as 
our non-governmental identity, gives us more credibility and trust 

within the community.

Benefits the community
Return on investment or benchmark for benefiting all in the 

neighborhood, a reasonable number of businesses
Meets an unmet need OR does not duplicate what other orgs are 

doing

Benefits District Bridges
Raises our visibility or unseen

Demonstrable ROI: Financial, market presence
Aligns with long-term strategy and short-term tactics

Must position DB to be a leader

Adequate Resources
Adequate resources to take it on, both financial and human capital

Reasonable expectation of near-term funding to execute program or 
project, including subsidy if applicable

Scalable
Is scalable not a one off

Maintains current size or grows organization

Leverages Partnerships
Deepens existing partnerships

Creates partnership opportunity that would add benefit to our mission

Investing in Community  +  Supporting Local Business
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APPENDIX C:  
DISTRICT BRIDGES STRATEGY SCREEN
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ENDNOTES

1  In the current FY24 budget process a proposed 

increase in funding for each Main Street has been 

included. The proposed increase per program is 

$47,000. While this represents the first increase 
in eight years the increase does not address the 

disparities between programs further perpetuating 

the inequity of these programs. Additionally, at 

this point in the budget process it is not clear how 

these funds will be allocated to programmatic and 

administrative costs.

2  District Bridges defines small business as a business 
with 50 or fewer employees. 37,973 is the number 

of businesses that fit this definition (https://www.

dcpolicycenter.org/publications/small-business-

data-2020/). Based on the SBA’s definition of small 
business the District is reported to have 79,047 small 

businesses (https://advocacy.sba.gov/wp-content/

uploads/2022/08/Small-Business-Economic-
Profile-D.C..pdf). 

3  See Appendix A. DC Main Street Programs 

Investment Comparison

4  In 2023, DC Main Street programs collaborated on 

two major advocacy initiatives including advocating 

for changes to the proposed letter of agreement 

from the agency and an increase to the annual 

grant budget. This represents a significant positive 
development within the ecosystem.

5  According to District law, “racial equity” means 

“the elimination of racial disparities such that race 

no longer predicts opportunities, outcomes, or the 

distribution of resources for residents of the District, 

particularly for persons of color and Black residents.” 

https://www.dcracialequity.org/racial-equity-
impact-assessments

6  DC CORE (2021, January 1). Racial Equity Impact 

Assessment. D.C.racialequity.org. Retrieved March 1, 

2023, from https://www.dcracialequity.org/racial-
equity-impact-assessments

7  See Appendix B: District Bridges Theory of Change

8  See Appendix C: District Bridges Strategy Screen
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sban@umd.edu

 districtbridges.org

The Small Business Anti-Displacement Network (SBAN) is a network of organizations across the United States 
and internationally that work to prevent the displacement of BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses in 
gentrifying neighborhoods. Housed at the University of Maryland’s National Center for Smart Growth Research and 
Education, SBAN includes policymakers, nonprofit advocates, technical assistance providers, developers, financial 
institutions, scholars, and small business owners, who share knowledge and collaborate to advance innovative 
policies and practices that keep small businesses in place. 

District Bridges is a community ecosystem development non-profit working to bridge community engagement and 
economic development opportunities to foster equitable, resilient, and connected communities in Washington, 
DC and beyond. Our holistic approach to community-based economic development utilizes strategic partnerships, 
small business technical assistance, volunteer opportunities, place management, events, resident outreach, and 
connective services. Our approach is different in that we start from a place of collaboration and capacity-building, 
looking to strengthen the whole ecosystem in which we work.

© Small Business Anti-Displacement Network and District Bridges 2023

https://antidisplacement.org/
mailto:sban%40umd.edu?subject=
https://www.districtbridges.org/
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