
tip sheet  
“The success of my neighbour brings success to myself”
     A storeowner from downtown Windsor, Ontario

The information presented is intended for use by new and current business owners operating in Downtown Windsor. 

TIP SHEET: Windsor’s Downtown Businesses on Business is the final product in Department of Unusual Certainties’ 
participation in Broken City Lab’s Storefront Residency for Social Innovation. Part of a larger project called Storefront Success 
Stories, the TIP SHEET is a synthesis of four weeks of field research in downtown Windsor. The focus of the study is on the 
practices of local businesses continuing to succeed in Windsor’s depressed economy. Adopting the downtown Business 
Improvement Associations (DWBIA) boundaries as our own, we completed an inventory of all storefront businesses and vacancies. 
We also conducted interviews with storeowners, and their customers. The primary source for this document is from the interviews 
with storeowners.

windsor’s downtown businesses on business

      

index
advice 
index:
A way-finding tool designed 
to help you locate the advice 
you need for your business.   

customer service:
A complex relationship 
built on love and hate.  
This category will act as 
a friendly reminder that 
although the customer 
is always right- they still 
want a deal!   

tough times:
They happen.  This 
category will provide both 
advice and tactics to 
move you from out of the 
red and into the black.  

partnerships:
Cooperation, association, 
collaboration, coalition, 
alliance, affiliation, 
relationship, connection.

finance:
From the bank to the 
business owner.  This 
category provides 
a wide range of 
information on how 
and where to access    
capital. 

target markets:
Connected with a 
wide range of other 
categories.  Knowing 
your target market 
involves many different 
subtle and specific types 
of information.     

strategies for 
growth:
Growth is something you 
plan for. This category 
will offer suggestions for 
both short and long term 
growth.    

misc advice:
All the advice that 
Downtown Windsor 
Business owners have 
to offer.  Some of it 
will connect to other 
categories.

aesthetics:
Whether it is on the street or 
inside a shop.  A person’s store 
says a lot about their personality 
and how they run their business.  
This category will provide insight 
in and around the topic of visual 
identity.

marketing:
Print media, facebook, 
and A-Channel.  This 
category will explore 
the different avenues 
of marketing and their 
effectiveness. 

growth:
One of two major categories 
dividing the  Tip Sheet. 
Growth is considered by 
many to be an essential 
component of success. It is 
explored here in context of 
Downtown Windsor.  

image:
The second of the two 
major categories.  Image  
is a crucial component to 
success.  From storefronts 
to facebook.  This category 
has it all. 

downtown 
diagnostics

visual 
streets

The Downtown Windsor BIA 
encompasses some 517  
storefronts and is the centre of 
Windsor’s hospitality industry. 
Downtown Diagnostics is a 
detailed street by street cognitive 
analysis which has catalogued 
every storefront found within 
the confines of the Downtown 
Windsor Business Improvement 
Area (DWBIA).  The following 
graphs allow the reader to 
understand, compare, and 
analyze the different compositions 
of businesses and vacancies 
found on the streets within the 
confines DWBIA.

The following list describes 
the storefront uses downtown, 
dividing them into 14 different 
categories.  

Windsor, Ontario

DWBIA, Windsor, 
Ontario.
Focus area for 
downtown diagnostics.

DWBIA: Key Border 
Streets

Riverside Drive

Bruce Avenue

Dougall Avenue

McDougall 
Street

McDougall Street

Wyndotte Street Elliot Street
Giles Boulevard

educational services
convenience stores
sex industry
cultural space

travel
financial services
beauty

medical services

professional services

bars
community service
retail
restaurants

vacancy

Entire Downtown

Park Street

Riverside Drive
categories new or der 

10
1
6
2
7
4
11
3
14  

Pitt Street

categories new or der 

10
9
8
1
6
2
7
5
12
4
13
11
3
14

Chatham Street

University Avenue
categories new or der 

10
9
8
1
6
2
7
5
12
4
13
11
3
14

Erie Street Giles Bouelvard Church Street Dougall Street
Category # of Businesses Subcategory 1(2)
3 1 2(1)
7 2 
8 1 
9 2 
11 8 1(4) 2(4)
12 1 2(1)
  
  
  
  
  
  
vacant 4 
Total storefronts 19 

Category # of Businesses Subcategory 1(2)
3 5% 2(1)
7 11% 
8 5% 
9 11% 
11 42% 1(4) 2(4)
12 5% 2(1)
  
  
  
  
  
  
vacant 21% 
Total storefronts 19 

Victoria Street Pellisier Street Ouellette Avenue Goyeau Street
categories new or der 

9
6
7
5
12
13
11
3
14

Store owners shared their 
visions for  what a dynamic  
downtown Windsor is. The 
following is just some of the 
answers.  

downtown 
visions

one last
thing

“Life in the morning, the 
afternoon and the night.”

“You want to see a 
downtown? Go to 
London.”

“Something...like 
Ottawa.”

“Empty storefronts 
become occupied by 
retail.”

$$$The Begining 
of a Financial 
District$$$

“Something to greet 
people when they 
come out from the 
tunnel.”

suggested 
reading

Genghis Khan Biography
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle- Sherlock Holmes
Have not read a book in two years 
Hotel California 

For  further information about Storefront Success 
Stories: storefrontsuccess.wordpress.com

Department of Unusual Certainties would like to thank Broken 
City Lab, Rosina Rocardo, Josh Babcock, Tom Lucier, and 
many of the other artists participating in SRSI.

Department of Unusual Certainties is, Simon Rabyniuk, 
Christopher Pandolfi, and Brendan Cormier.

definitions of 
success

Defining success is crucial for 
success.  Downtown Windsor 
store owners give their definitions 
and insights around this 
complicated yet simple word.   

Success is the whole 
person. 
Success is being 
satisfied with your 
results. 

Success is being able 
to look yourself in the 
mirror.

Success is endless, 
have a goal and go 
for it, you can be as 
successful as you want 
to be.
Success, for the store, it 
means franchising. 
Success, for me, it 
means competition, it 
means “can I do this 
thing?”

Success is not a 
coincidence, it comes 
from hard work and 
seeking after the goals 
you set. 

Success is enjoying 
what you are doing, be 
afforded the opportunity 
to leave the business, 
and to live with financial 
and long term stability.

Success is having a 
good time, teaching 
people new things, and 
maybe opening up a 
second business in a 
new city.

St
ore

front Success StoriesDoUCA customer’s good experience will bring them back to your 
business a second time. Avoid customer aggravation by 
focusing on their wants. Avoid hassles for your customers 
by making your goods or service easy to engage with. 
An example could be to deal with over zealous parking 
meter-maids by providing customers with parking tokens 
purchased from  the City or the DWBIA. Social media (like 
facebook) can be used to avoid hassles by educating the 
customer about your product or service before they even 
enter the store. A well focused use of social media can 
make your customer feel like an insider, creating a sense 
of loyalty and belonging.

When opening a business it is yours to fail with. 
Consumers are enticed by the ‘new’. You will get one 
chance with each customer. How do you get people to 
return? Small business owners are no longer afforded 
a learning curve. It is important to be well researched 
before you open, and to stay current of global trends 
and local tastes. Trade publications can be an important 
source of information. Your business is not new forever. 
Your identity as a business and the products you carry 
has to evolve over time. 

There is less competition in smaller cities. Seek a 
location for your business that matches your concept. 
Understand your geographic location in terms of  access, 
demographics, and the public perception. Downtown 
Windsor is perceived to have poor parking and be unsafe. 
Although,  being located in the downtown does give you 
two extra days of the bar crowd.

The city centre is shifting North along Oullette Ave. South 
of Wyndotte St. on Oullette Ave. is no longer perceived to 
be part of Downtown. 

What is your strategy for responding to negative 
perceptions of downtown?

How can your design choices be meaningfully connected 
to your business? Allow the visual identity of your 
business to be informed by your products, services, and 
target market. Design can be targeted towards lifestyles, 
for that reason it can be used to open up potential 
markets. 

Be unique. 

Marketing is about communicating your message to 
the right people. Traditional media like print, radio, and 
television cost as much as they have in the past but 
reach fewer people. 

Depending on your business, street appeal to foot 
traffic may be more important than traditional forms of 
advertising

Think about how social media can be used to make 
your business more accessible to both existing and 
new clients.

When starting a businesses identify a need and respond 
to it. Define what your business does in clear but flexible 
terms. Allow your market to define you and grow into it. 

Banks  want to know your plan. Don’t approach them asking for a loan 
without a well researched business plan. If they give you a dollar they 
want to know how they will get it back.  They also want to see honest 
income projections. Don’t be too preoccupied with the details of the 
business- the bank wants to see the numbers.

Focus your research towards market trends, your product, finding 
a location that matches your concept, and broadly identifying all of 
your competition. It can take months to years to put together a well 
researched business plan.

Personal experience is important. What you did before can play 
in your favour or work against you. If you do decide to take on a 
business in which you have no experience your reasoning should be 
sound. If you do not have past experience in the field you are trying to 
move into; you can build a case for yourself through partnerships with 
people who do know the field in which you are entering. 

Personal Credit history is important. Cancel all your unused 
outstanding credit. (It is better to do this all at once then at different 
intervals as it will be better for your credit score)  

There are many “Many doors along the same hallway.” Creative 
financing is always available. Push your banker to explore all options 
before closing the door.

Also check with your local BIA for any programs they may offer.

In tough times you may be required to downsize to the 
bare bones. Its important to be a hands on store owner. 

Manage your overhead carefully by understanding and 
controlling every aspect of your inventory. In the bar 
business the owner will know the cost of every element 
in a drink, from the cup, to the straw, the ice cube, and 
liquor. 

Bring fixed costs (i.e. utilities) down through energy 
efficient decisions. Upgrade existing facilities or reduce 
the number of appliances you use. In a bar situation 
this could mean operating with a fewer number of 
fridges or emptying and unplugging them when not 
in use. The short term capital expenditure for energy 
efficient appliances can mean long term savings. 

Invent something.

There are pro’s and con’s to both owning and leasing 
space for your businesses. 

There is nothing wrong with renting space for your 
business.  When signing a rental lease hire a real 
estate lawyer to review the contract (approx. cost 
$1000). Seek to bring long term protection into the 
lease and clearly define maintenance responsibility 
questions. There is no tenant protection act for 
commercial leases.

If you lease and lose your business you can walk 
away from the space. If you own your building, 
and lose your business, you still have to deal with 
the building; if you then can’t afford your mortgage 
payments you have more financial liability. 

The systems supporting large corporations 
are not available to the small business owner. 
Look at corporate models, dissecting them to 
adopt features that can help you increase your 
own efficiency. Differentiate your product from 
corporate competitors by creating it in house 
and increasing the quality control. 

Love what you do, and have faith in yourself. Expect to 
make personal sacrifices for your business to succeed. 
Be aware that all business ventures have risk. If your 
business is a realization of a personal dream, develop 
a strategy for managing the administration of the 
business in a way that allows you the time to still follow 
that dream.

Efficiency and accuracy are the goal, there are both high 
and low tech solutions for your problems. 

Streamline your system so that employees 
can understand common procedures, avoiding 
micromanagement. A manuel or office handbook may be 
all you need.  

Never adapt a business to software.  The software 
should adapt  to the business. Develop your own system 
for tracking important information. Often times a well 
designed spreadsheet can be enough.

Partnerships can be a strategic way of opening 
new markets and diversifying you business. Identify 
needs and gaps found in the market place to help 
guide future partnerships. Develop and maintain a 
good relationship with your surrounding community. 
There are different scales to partnerships sometimes 
they happen with an exchange of service rather 
than money. Community sponsorship is a form 
of partnership which can be used to bring public 
awareness to your business. Location can play an 
important role in developing new partnerships. Your 
neighbours could be your first partners.

Find mentors to provide constructive feedback about your 
business plan or current business practices. Work with positive 
people. 

GO GET IT! Move beyond a ‘garage sale’ conception of your 
business. Visualize where your business is going.  A storefront 
business can be an opportunity to use your personal charisma, 
artistry, and ability for customer service.

Its cheaper to get in 
or to expand when the 
economy is bad.

The Toronto business 
man’s attitude of 
“teaching the small 
town boys how to 
do business” fails in 
Windsor.


