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Basic 
Considerations 

Why Make Improvements to My Building? 
There are numerous great reasons to make improvements to your building. 
Making improvements to your building can ... 

1. extend the life of the structure; 
2. enhance the appearance, thus improving the market image of the 

business or businesses which operate in it. A "tired" looking building is 
far less likely to attract new clients or customers to the businesses; 

3. reduce the energy consumption, thus reducing the operation/overhead 
costs to the businesses; 

4. increase the income generation from a building via increasing rent/lease 
rates. In some downtowns, building owners have been able to renovate 
the upper stories into elderly or studio apartments; 

5. result in receiving tax credits on the amount of money invested in the 
structure. Buildings which are listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places are eligible for income tax credit. Most buildings in 
downtown Attica are eligible for listing on the National Register; 

6. improve the overall character of the downtown and the community. 
Upon improving the overall character of a downtown, improved vitality 
is sure to follow. 

What Type of Improvements Should I Make? 
There is not a standard answer for each building, but in general, the following 
rules should apply ... 

1. Focus first on structural damage or deterioration. Deteriorated stone or 
brick, collapsing roof structure, and leaky roofs are examples of 
structural damage; 

2. Second, maintenance items should be attended to. Items such as tuck­
pointing, painting, re-glazing windows and weatherproofing are 
considered maintenance items; 

3. Finally, if the building is structurally sound and in good repair, consider 
cosmetic improvements. Some enhancements may include: replacing 
single pane windows with thermal insulated windows; cleaning exterior 
brick and stone; replacing or repairing architectural details which have 
been removed, are damaged, or are deteriorated; or adding or replacing 
an awning. 



The Past and Present Condition of Buildings 
Many buildings are altered over time, for many reasons. The drawings below 
illustrate how this can happen. Sometimes alterations made to buildings are very 
beneficial. Other times these alterations are damaging to both the structure and 
character of the building as well as the integrity of the downtown. 

Buildings can be described on a scale between the "original design" and 
"significantly altered." The drawings below illustrate buildings on both ends ofthe 
continuum. 

The position on the continuum will determine what redevelopment or improvement 
options are best suited for a building. 
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Condition of 
Buildings 

I Step 3: Storefront is Lost ~"" Step 4: Significan11y Altered 



Original Design 
or Minimally­
Altered 
Buildings 

DO DON'T 

Decorative 
Hoods 

Double-hung 
Windows 

Clerestory 
Windows 

Display 
Windows 

Kickplates 

• Maintain the historic fabric of the 
building (Le. maintain the original 
stone or brick). 

• Spruce up a "tired" look; Add color 
selectively by painting the 
building's details, window trim, or 
cornice. 

• Add a cloth awning which 
complements the storefront or 
upper story windows, where 
appropriate. 

• Maintain the original fa~ade design 
and signage. 

Ornamental 

• Cover up or alter architectural 
details such as the cornice, 
decorative hoods above upper story 
windows, or clerestory windows. 

• Paint or stucco-coat the original 
brick and mortar. Once a historic 
structure is painted or covered with 
stucco it usually can never be 
reversed without substantially 
damaging the integrity of the brick. 

• Substitute modern metal and tinted 
windows or doors for the original 
ones. 

• Use large signage or excessive 
neon lighting. 

Parapet Sign 
Board 

Recessed Entrance 
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Original Design 
Note the parapet sign board 
and original cloth awnings. 

Existing Condition 
This building is still close to 
the original design and 
possesses much potential for 
restoration. 

Improvement Potential 
With the reintroduction of 
cloth awnings (replacing the 
existing awnings) this 
building's aesthetic 
appearance will be greatly 
enhanced. Signage can be 
added via the cloth awnings. 



Substantially­
Altered 
Buildings 

To the right are examples of 
significantly altered 
buildings. These buildings 
can significantly deteriorate 
the aesthetic quality of a 
downtown. When possible, 
these buildings should be 
renovated to again reflect 
the character of neighboring 
buildings. 

Buildings that have been significantly altered have a variety of options for 
improvements. Those options range from reconstructing the original fa~ade to 
disguising it to reduce the impact to the overall Downtown character. Some 
examples of how this can be done are illustrated below. 

DO DON'T 

• Investigate the potential for 
removing the materials covering 
the original facade. 

• Restore original facade, if possible. 
• Add or enhance elements which 

may reflect the scale, patterns, and 
lines of neighboring buildings. 

• Add an awning to add color and 
help disguise the substantial 
alterations. 

• Add color selectively to 
complement colors used by 
neighboring structures. 

• Use large, protruding signage. 
• Continue altering the architectural 

style. 
• Use materials and colors that are 

not in character with original 
materials and colors. 

• Use bold, eye-catching color or 
materials. 
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New construction/infill in Downtown can have a good or bad result. Buildings 
that are constructed to match or reflect the context are positive additions to a 
historic downtown. New buildings that ignore height, width, scale, building lines, 
rhythm, and the indigenous materials used by surrounding buildings generally are 
not good neighbors in Downtown. 

DO DO!\'T 

• Use materials that match or 
complement patterns, color, and 
appearance of surrounding 
buildings. 

• Match the sizes, scale and rhythm 
of the windows and storefronts of 
neighboring buildings. 

• Use signage that is not 
overpowering. 

• Introduce materials that are not 
already found in buildings 
Downtown. 

• Use exotic shapes or patterns that 
will disrupt visual continuity. 

• Try to imitate historic styles without ' 
professional assistance and 
thorough investigation of the scale, 
materials, proportions, and 
characteristics of that style. Some 
historic styles, such as Colonial, 
Federal, and Beaux Arts are 
usually not appropriate in a 
downtown. 
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Infill & New 
Construction 

Out-of-character infill 

In-character infill 



Encourage similar 
proportions to existing 
buildings. 

All buildings should be on 
the same vertical plane 
(distance to the curb). 
Irregularities in this pattem 
detract from the 
downtown's overall 
cohesiveness. 

Roof pattems should 
conform to or accentuate 
existing facades and roof 
patterns. 
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A storefront is oilen the heart of a business' identity. It acts as an invitation, and 
therefore its design and its relationship to the pedestrian and street are very 
important. Because of these reasons it is oilen the most frequently changed 
component of a building'S fayade. Though change is positive and necessary for 
maintaining an image, there are some traditions that should be considered when 
altering a building'S storefront. 

The storefront, historically, was built into the fayade, whereas many oftoday's 
storefronts appear to be applied to the front of the building as additions. This 
interrupts the historic pattern established by the openings. The following 
guidelines apply to storefronts: 

I. Storefronts of adjacent buildings should be of similar proportions, scale, 
and height. 

2. The pattern of storefronts creates a very strong relationship between 
the buildings on a street and the pedestrian. Traditionally, it is 
appropriate to slightly recess the storefront at the sidewalk edge. A 
storefront that is pushed back into the building more than 
a few inches, however, isolates the first floor from the 
street. 

3. Storefronts of the era when many Midwest downtowns 
were built were composed largely of windows with a 
recessed entry. This was a functional solution to allow 
natural light to penetrate as far as possible into the 
building. The design also allowed for visual access from 
the sidewalk deep into the building, giving the pedestrian 
a chance to view merchandise without entering the store. 

4. Storefront windows usually consist of an upper band of 
transoms, the large display windows, and a lower base of 
wood, masonry or some other material. 

5. Usually the door in the recessed entry also had a vision 
panel. Recessing the door emphasizes the entry and is a 
way to provide shelter for customers when going in or 
out. It also lessens the hazards of opening a door 
directly onto the sidewalk and must be done to meet 
many codes. 

6. Display windows and transoms are appropriate places 
for subtle painted signs. Decoration of the storefront 
should be carefully considered, as the design may detract 
the customer's attention from merchandise. Loud 
patterns, colors or signs will not make it easy for the 
customer to look through the storefront. 

7. When choosing materials for your storefront, consider 
first those that are indigenous to the buildings along the 
street. They should be simple and inconspicuous so that 
the emphasis is on the entry and the relationship of the 
sidewalk to the interior is strong. 

8. Avoid using materials in nontraditional applications-­
variations in the overall pattern may negatively isolate the 
building. 

Storefront 
Design 

Original (historic) 
kickplate. Notice the 
intended proportions. 

Although slightly 
altered, kickplate 
proportions still exist. 

These kickplates have been 
radically altered and 
replaced with glass. What 
is important is that the 
kickplate proportion has not 
been maintained. 



Existing condition and 
context of these buildings.. 

Minor Improvements 
• Paint Trim 

Add Awning 
• Reglaze Windows 
• Uncover Windows 

Significant Improvements 
• Reintroduce clerestory 

windows 
• Clean exterior surfaces 
• Remove paint from 

stone 
• All items from minor 

improvements above 
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Existing condition and 
context of these buildings. 

Minor Improvements 
• Paint trim & details 
• Add awnings 
• Reglaze windows 
• Repaint buildings 

already painted 
• Uncover windows 

Significant Improvements 
• Reintroduce cornice 
• Clean exterior surfaces 
• Reintroduce hoods over 

windows 
• Reintroduce clerestory 

windows 
• All items from minor 

improvements above 



Existing condition and 
context of this more modem 
building. 

Minor Improvements 
• Introduce a light 

colored awning to 
make building more 
inviting. 

• Repaint trim around 
windows. 

• Add a door with more 
character. 

Minor improvements to this block greatly enhances the block's overall appearance. These changes include adding 
awnings and repainting the trim of several of the buildings. 

r 
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Major improvements to this block could include removing modem glass and restoring the facade of one of the 
buildings, while replacing the clerestory windows in others. 
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Doors are a very important design feature of a storefront. Doors are not only for 
a person to walk through, but also add character and identity to the storefront. 
Doors serve also as an insulator from weather and can provide light. 
When choosing a door, consider the following: 

1. Use a door that imitates the original. If the original door has been 
removed find a historic photo to base your decision, ifpossible. 

2. Avoid "slab" doors. These doors not only do not fit the character of 
downtown buildings, they are uninviting to the customer as well. 

3. Doors with windows are generaIly more inviting. People naturaIly tend 
to avoid entering spaces they cannot see into. 

4. The door should be made of materials that look compatible with the rest 
of the fa~ade. 

5. Doors for external stairway entrances (secondary doors) should have 
less detail to avoid drawing attention to them. 

6. If you choose an aluminum and glass door, select one that has a dark 
finish rather than a reflective one. 

Maintenance note: AIl original doors in good repair should be kept. New hinges 
and hardware can be added to make the more operable and secure. Wood doors 
should be kept well-sealed with a varnish or paint. 

Appropriate Doors 

j--

Inappropriate Doors 
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Doors 

Maintain original doors and 
proportions. 

Poorly altered entryway (i.e. 
door relocation, non-original 
material, modern door, and no 
windows). 



Decorative 
Elements 

These building details are 
very unique and should be 
preserved. Most 
downtowns are rich with 
such details. 

Decorative elements, or details, add visual interest and character to the 
streetscape. These can be in the form of carved ornaments, moldings, stained 
glass or painted graphic elements. Care should be taken not to introduce too 
much detail into a building fa~ade, as this may result in visual clutter. 

The typical details found in many Midwestern downtowns are brick, stone, and 
metal. 

Brick: many building facades have incorporated decorative brickwork. 
If brick must be replaced at any time, it is important that the 
craftsmanship and pattern of the existing masonry be respected. 
This includes coursing, brick shape or design, and pointing. 

Stone: stone details can be very elaborate or simple accents to other 
elements. 

Metal: metal is used frequently in cornices and bracket details. 

In restoring the details of Downtown buildings, you should: 
1. Uncover any original elements that are hidden by inappropriate additions 

or alterations. For example, cast iron columns are decorative structural 
elements that are often covered by storefront modernizations are likely 
to still be in place. 

2. Many times, pieces of decorative elements are removed for an 
alteration such as a modern sign, or pieces simply deteriorate. It is 
important to protect and preserve existing decorative elements, as 
reproduction of details can be costly. However, it is recommended that 
missing elements be replaced to match existing if possible. It is the 
collection of details that creates a building's character and enhances the 
overall streetscape. 

-
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A building's color can have the single most significant effect on its appearance. 
Buildings that are painted using complimentary colors are inviting. On the other 
hand, buildings that have been painted with single, bland colors wiII have the 
opposite effect. Additionally, paint that is peeling or in bad condition makes a 
building unattractive. Below are some things you should consider when painting a 
building. 

f---

I. Look at your neighbor's properties to select a color that will not clash 
with its surroundings or duplicate the scheme of another building. Being 
a good neighbor is important in building a clear identity for Downtown. 

2. The weather and sun will fade and damage paints. To ensure longevity 
of your paint, use top quality paint. properly prepare the surfaces, and 
select colors that are less likely to fade. 

3. If you are not good at selecting colors that match or work well together, 
consider conSUlting with someone who is. Consulting with someone 
may make a considerable difference between a bland building and an 
exciting one. 

4. Consider using colors that were used at the time the building was built. 
Most major brand paint companies have specific pallets for historic 
buildings. White paint was generally not used in the periods in which 
most buildings in Midwestern Downtowns were built. 

5. Do not paint details or trim in dark colors. 
6. Once a brick building has been repainted, it generally should always be 

repainted versus restoration back to the original brick. 
7. Repoint brick before painting, if necessary. 
8. Reglaze (reputty) windows before painting. 
9. Remove all peeling and loose paint. 
I O.Consult a paint specialist to determine the best paint for the surface you 

are painting. 
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This building is in great need 
for repainting and probably 
tuckpointing. To prevent 
structural damage this 
problem must be taken cre 
of immediately. 

Painting & Color 

When painting windows or 
architectural details, use 
medium to light shades 
versus dark colors as shown 
here. Lighter colors 
highlight details better. 



Awnings Awnings serve numerous purposes and should be considered by building owners 
as a wise addition to their structures. Benefits include: 

1. Protect merchandise, interiors, and furnishings from sun damage. 
2. Provide shade and shelter from elements for customers and pedestrians. 
3. Reduce heat loss and heat gain. 
4. Help establish a pedestrian scale--encourage street activities. 
5. Can be operable or fixed and are available in a variety of styles. 
6. Variety of materials, including canvas, plastic and vinyl. Canvas is 

traditional material, but requires maintenance, while vinyl is durable. 
7. Provide opportunity to add color to building. 

• To decide on a color, consider colors that will contribute to variety 
and diversity of street. 

• Ifbuilding is rich in detail, use a subtle color for awning. 
• Ifbuilding has fewer architectural details, use a bright color to 

enliven fayade. 
Follow the same guidelines when considering a pattern in the awning. 

8. Provide an effective space for signage, as advertising on awnings is 
encouraged. Signage on awnings should be used primarily for 
identification and be limited to simple designs. 

9. Awnings should be weather resistant and vandal resistant, and: 
• Consider durability against wind damage, color fastness 

(resistance to sun-bleaching), retardant to deterioration caused by 
rain and snow. 

• Certain colors are more likely to fade than others. In general, 
dark colors tend to fade faster. 

10. Can be used to "hide" inappropriate storefront alterations. 

Inappropriate awnings: 
1. Metal, flat awnings on historic buildings. 
2. Backlit cloth, vinyl, or plastic awnings. 
3. Permanently constructed awnings. 
4. Shake or shingle mansard awnings. 
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Many businesses have benefited greatly by introducing a side or rear entrance. 
The advantage of a side or rear entrance is that customers, clients, owners, 
tenants, and employees can park behind the building, utilizing typically wasted 
space. Rear entrances, whether they are used frequently or not, improve the 
overall character of the building. 

Nice rear entrances also make alleys feel safer for pedestrians who usually are 
frightened to walk in an alley. More often now, parking areas are being 
developed behind buildings. Adding a rear or side entrance will cater to the 
people parking in these spaces and can also increase fire safety. 

The following are guidelines on how to improve or add a rear or side entrance. 

Before 

1. Remove all garbage and debris away from the entrance. 
2. Place a small sign by the door along with an open/closed sign. 
3. Consider placing a small awning over the doorway to communicate that 

the door is operable and in use. 
4. Windows or loading docks near entrances should not be boarded up. 

This condition will indicate that the rear or side door of the building is 
not operable. 

5. Creating a window display in windows along side the entrance will help 
indicate its purpose as an entrance. 

6. For reasons of security, cash registers or counters should be located so 
both doors can be monitored. 

OD 

Before After 

Rear & Side 
Entrances 

An example of a rear 
entrance improvement. By 
adding a flower box, a door 
with a window, and cleaning 
up the appearance of the 
back side of the building, this 
entryway becomes inviting 
to the patrons. 



The character of the rear 
side of buildings can greatly 
reduce the aesthetic quality 
of the entire Downtown. 

Significant Improvements 

Significant Improvements. 
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Signs are used to draw attention to a business and to help develop the identity and 
image of that business. In a historic Downtown, signs should be selected wisely 
to complement the building and to avoid a clustered or cluttered appearance. In 
general, signs in Downtown should follow these guidelines. 
I. Use the smallest sign necessary to convey your message. 
2. The sign should not dominate the fa9ade. The shape and scale of the 
sign should complement the building. 
3. Determine who you want to see your sign. If you want to attract 
pedestrians consider window signs, signs hanging from the entry, and signs above 
the doorway. Use awning signs and wall mounted signs to attract vehicular 
traffic. 
4. Use materials that reflect and compliment the buildings materials. 
5. If you use neon, it should be used carefully as to not be overpowering. 
6. Backlit plastic signs are not encouraged in the Downtown area. 
7. Keep your message simple. Signs are generally a part of a complex 
visual environment. 
8. Avoid flashy colors such as fluorescent. 
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Awning signs are effective for attracting vehicular attention. 
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Window signs are a great way to attract pedestrian traffic. 

Signage 

This sign, painted on the 
building, is appropriate as 
long as the sign does not 
significantly detract from the 
building or use bright colors. 

Wall signs that are thematic 
are the most attractive and 
fitting in Downtown. 
Thematic signage is a good 
alternative for attracting 
vehicular attention, but 
should also not be flashy. 



Masonry 
Maintenance 

Dirty brick can be cleaned 
using soap and water or 
mild detergents. Never 
sandblast or use chemicals. 

Tuck point brick walls when 
water infiltration is occurring 
or pockets in the mortar 
have formed (above). Tuck 
pointing is simply reapplying 
mortar to the joints between 
bricks (below). Do not use 
caulk or a similar product as 
a substitute for mortar. 

The protective skin of most Downtown buildings is brick. It is very important to 
maintain a building's masonry skin, as neglect can lead to accelerated 
deterioration of the structure resulting in very costly damage. Locating problems 
with masonry does not require a trained eye; the most serious problems include 
mortar deterioration and brick decay. On the other hand, the origin of the problem 
and its proper remedies may require the opinion of a professional. Often damage 
to mortar or to masonry units is caused by water infiltration. It is imperative that 
masonry be properly drained, including adequate flashing and weeps, to prevent 
water from standing on flat surfaces, in a wall, or in decorative features. Building 
owners should inspect brick s and mortar for signs of water infiltration. If the 
mortar has become soft, usually because of age, it will allow water to seep into 
the brick. After this occurs, the protective outer covering of the brick will 
deteriorate, requiring replacement of the brick. Failure to do so can result in the 
compromising of the structural integrity of the wall. When making repairs to 
deteriorated masonry: 

1. Care should be taken to avoid obvious patching. The color, 
configuration, size of mortar joints and coursing ofthe existing masonry 
should be matched as closely as possible. Repointing brick is often all 
that is required, but the same attention should be given to duplicating the 
old mortar strength, composition, color and texture. After patching or 
repointing is recommended that surface treatments to repel water be 
applied. 

2. If a masonry facade has historically been painted, the pain should not be 
removed from the masonry, nor should the type or color of the paint be 
radically changed. The paint will act as a protective coating for the 
masonry and removing it may cause damage to the brick. 

3. Cleaning masonry is only recommended when necessary to halt 
deterioration to the brick or to remove heavy soiling. If masonry is 
painted, and is still in good condition, cleaning is acceptable, eliminating 
the periodic maintenance of repainting. If masonry is dirty, 
microorganisms can multiply on the masonry, damaging it over time. 
The decision to clean masonry is not easy, so seeking advice is 
recommended. 

4. The process of cleaning is very technical and requires a professional. 
Many methods are available, but not all are appropriate for all masonry. 
The wrong method can accelerate deterioration. Some appropriate 
methods available include simple water and detergent cleaning and 
chemical cleaning. 

S. Sandblasting to remove soil and paint from masonry is highly 
discouraged and unacceptable, as it considerably damages the masonry 
and mortar. If a cleaning will be done, take care in selecting a 
contractor with a good reputation. Require that a test patch be 
executed and allowed to weather for several months before 
commencing with the project. Consider the effect that cleaning may 
have in areas that have been patched. 


