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Abstract 

 

Something Wonderful Could Happen: Pop-Up Retail Programs in 
Pittsburgh and Portland 

 

John Tiebout III, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Oden 

 
Business improvement districts (BIDs) have emerged as a key catalyst for 

downtown revitalization. As quasi-public entities funded by downtown property owners, 

BIDs are able to experiment with programs that further their various goals, which 

typically include improving public spaces, cleaning, providing security, supporting local 

businesses, and promoting downtown. Whether these experiments work or not, it is 

important that their stories are shared and that ideas are cross-pollinated between BIDs.  

The purpose of this report is to take an in-depth look at two experimental BID 

programs, to gauge their impact, and to see what lessons we can glean from their 

experiences. The two programs featured in this report are Project Pop Up in Pittsburgh 

and PDX Pop-Up Shops in Portland. Both are pop-up retail programs that began with a 

mayor’s aspiration to revitalize downtown in the wake of the Great Recession. The two 

programs had similar goals, and used many of the same strategies to achieve them. These 

similarities form a solid basis to compare their differences, which include scale, scope, 

funding, and level of political involvement.  

Using documents provided by both BIDs and semi-structured interviews with 

organizers and pop-up operators in both cities, I compile brief case studies of each 
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program. From there I discuss the implications of my findings and distill five key lessons 

for practitioners.  

In sum, pop-up retail programs are a worthwhile experiment in cities with vacant 

downtown storefronts. They provide a low-risk opportunity for entrepreneurs while 

improving street facades and driving foot traffic downtown. The impact can be gauged in 

terms of vacant property turnover or the number of pop-ups that became brick and mortar 

shops, but there were also several unpredictable, unquantifiable outcomes outlined in the 

Discussion chapter. These programs benefit from working with groups, minimizing 

political involvement, having a lean organizational and operational structure, and using 

keen promotional tactics. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Downtown revitalization is not a new phenomenon. It has been a priority, and 

contested subject, among urbanists dating back, at least, to the urban renewal era of the 

1960s and 70s. These early efforts were conceived as a response to suburbanization, and 

consisted largely of federally funded efforts to improve automobile access to downtown 

and replacing old buildings with new office developments (Robertson, 1997). In many 

cases, these efforts had negative consequences. Residents and businesses in historic 

central neighborhoods were displaced and the pedestrian-friendly urban form was 

replaced with auto-centric highways, transportation corridors, and hulking steel and 

concrete structures. In many cities, urban renewal era revitalization efforts may have 

actually encouraged suburbanization (Fishman, 2000).  

More recent downtown revitalization efforts have taken a different path. Whereas 

urban renewal revitalization involved huge sums of federal funding and ambitious 

redevelopment projects, Mitchell writes that “new” downtown revitalization is 

often self-financed by local businesses, initiated by innovative public-private 
partnerships, and typified by an attention to historic preservation, consumer 
marketing, small-business development, pedestrian access, and the cleanliness 
and safety of streets. (Mitchell, 2001, 115) 

 

 In short, the difference between “old” and “new” downtown revitalization is in 

scale and scope. Old revitalization was big in every way—big (federal) government 

involvement, big funding, big projects, big auto-based transportation investments. New 

revitalization is smaller, more discrete, and more incremental. It is more about reducing 
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nuisances like litter, blight, and crime than it is about showcasing impressive structures. 

Rather than demolishing older buildings considered obsolete and replacing them with 

expensive, futuristic developments, new revitalization seeks to preserve and improve 

historic structures alongside infill of new downtown buildings. Similarly, small business 

development efforts, which usually have modest physical improvement involved, are 

prone to fly under the radar with new revitalization.  

 

BIDS AS NEW DOWNTOWN REVITALIZERS 

While there are usually multiple stakeholders involved in the “new” revitalization 

processes, such efforts are often spearheaded by business improvement districts (BIDs). 

A BID is a geographically defined area in which a “majority of property owners and/or 

merchants agree to provide an extra level of public service in a specific area by imposing 

an added tax or fee on all of the properties and businesses in the area” (Mitchell, 2001, 

116). The most common extra services BIDs provide are street cleaning and security, but 

they can also include other improvements like consumer marketing, streetscape 

improvements, and small business development. Although half of BIDs do some sort of 

lobbying or policy advocacy, they tend to receive bipartisan support (Mitchell, 2001).  

BIDs’ other defining feature is their flexibility. As self-funded, quasi-public 

entities representing downtown property owners, BIDs are not limited by funding gaps, 

politics, and beaurocracy the same way that a public agency might be (Houstoun, 1997). 

Paul Levy, former executive director of Philadelphia’s downtown BID sees this as a 

major advantage. “Close and accountable to the customer, BIDs can adapt quickly and 
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creatively to new opportunities, take calculated risks, and try new approaches” (Levy, 

2001, 129). With their relative flexibility, BIDs are well-positioned to innovate in their 

quest to improve downtown.  

 

BID SMALL BUSINESS PROGRAMMING 

Some of the most innovative BID programs are in the realm of small business 

development. The Commons on Champa, a Downtown Denver Partnership program, is a 

“public campus for entrepreneurship” that provides low-cost resources, networking 

opportunities, and an accelerator program for local entrepreneurs “from all walks of life” 

(Downtown Denver Partnership, 2016). The program recently received a $400,000 grant 

from the Kauffman Foundation to expand their programming, which they estimate nearly 

30,000 people have accessed in its two years of operation (Ibid, 2016).  

Another example is the East Cahuenga (EaCa) Alley Revitalization Project. An 

initiative of the Hollywood BID in Los Angeles, the EaCa project sought to revitalize a 

commercial alleyway, formerly known as Heroin Alley, by improving pedestrian 

infrastructure and increasing safety and access. By making the public alleyway attractive 

and safe, the BID and its partners improved walkability, drove foot traffic to local 

businesses, and encouraged future small businesses with an active street presence 

(Burgos and Sarkisian, 2013). Other creative small business development initiatives from 

BIDs include Houston Downtown District’s Catalytic Retail Grant program, which helps 

encourage a diversity of businesses downtown (Houston Downtown Management 

District, 2011); San Jose Downtown Association’s Small Business Ally program, which 
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assigns a team of allies to new local businesses to guide them through the permitting 

process (San Jose Downtown Association, 2017); and Newark Downtown District’s local 

marketing program, which features low-cost advertising on trucks that circulate 

downtown for 12 hours every day (Newark Downtown District, 2017).  

BIDs across the country are coming up with innovative ways to support local 

businesses. The many multifaceted, experimental programs tend to be known locally, but 

there have been few efforts to assess how these programs work, what kind of impact they 

have, and whether they are worth replicating elsewhere. The purpose of this report is to 

highlight and evaluate two such experiments to identify opportunities and challenges 

relevant for other BIDs looking to spur small business development.  

 

CASE STUDY SELECTION 

The two case studies selected for this report are pop-up retail programs in 

Pittsburgh, PA and Portland, OR. The programs were chosen because they are a good 

example of BIDs adapting “quickly and creatively to new opportunities” in the name of 

small business development (Levy, 2001, 129). Pop-up retail is a compelling 

phenomenon to study because, if effective, it can lower barriers to small business 

ownership for would-be local entrepreneurs and help accelerate their growth. It is also 

compelling because these programs simultaneously serve BIDs’ alternate goals of 

improving walkability, stimulating new activity, organizing downtown events, and 

promoting the downtown brand to both locals and tourists.  
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From New York City, NY to Covington, KY to Detroit, MI, there have been 

dozens of pop-up retail programs across the country organized by various public, private, 

and non-profit actors (Forsyth and Allan, 2014). Neighborhood, city, regional, and and 

state-level economic development organizations have all started pop-up programs (Ibid, 

2014). Others were started by public city planning departments. On the private side, the 

company Storefront is looking to become “the AirBnB” of empty storefronts by creating 

a global network of idle spaces and giving small businesses and big brands the 

opportunity to pop-up in a given space for as little as a night. What all of these programs 

have in common is that they seek to pair owners of idle storefronts with opportunistic 

businesses looking to test the market, and in so doing, they help activate commercial 

corridors (Ibid, 2014).  

What makes Pittsburgh’s Project Pop Up and Portland’s PDX Pop-Up Shops 

unique is that they appear to be the only such programs organized primarily by a 

downtown BID. With downtown BIDs perpetually experimenting, innovating and 

borrowing from one another, an in-depth report on two such BID experiments should be 

useful to other BIDs working on small business development.  

The two BIDs in this report, the Portland Downtown Clean and Safe District and 

the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership, are quite similar in how they are structured and in 

their overall goals for improving their respective downtowns. Pittsburgh and Portland are 

also similar in that they are both relatively large cities with an industrial legacy. Both 

downtowns that had high downtown retail vacancy at the time they started their 

programs, but saw them drop quickly after initiating the programs. This may have been 
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directly related to the pop-up initatives, but was likely the outcome of broader growth 

trends in America’s downtowns. Nonetheless, both BIDs kept their pop-up program 

running in some form. As such, an important aspect of this report is understanding how 

and why each program continued operating as the stock of vacant storefronts dwindled 

due to revived central district economic activity. 

The similarities described above provide some basic controls to compare the few 

variables that differed between the two programs. These differences include public-

private partnership structure, funding, operator recruitment, and scale of the program.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS AND OBJECTIVES 

As noted above, the purpose of this report is to serve as a reference for BID 

practitioners interested in small business development programming. With that said, the 

findings from this report have implications for city planners, designers, developers, 

entrepreneurs, and politicians, among others. The following are the main research 

questions that guide this report: 

• How was each pop-up retail program conceived and implemented? 

• What were the goals of each program, and how did these goals change over time? 

• What were the short and long-term impacts of each program? 

• How did each program address unexpected challenges? 

• What lessons can we glean from these experiences? 
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The primary research method for this report were a literature review, a review of 

public documents on the two programs and semi-structured interviews of the key players 

involved in each program, including both organizers and participating pop-up operators. 

The purpose of the interviews was to gain a detailed understanding of how each program 

was formed, how they were operated, how they overcame unexpected challenges, and to 

what extent they had a long-term impact. While in Portland, I also attended the Annual 

Oregon P3 Retail Program, which included a panel that about pop-up retail in Portland, 

which I audio recorded. Also informing the case studies were several documents 

provided by each BID as well as news articles about the programs.  

 On the following page is a table outlining the key factors for each program, and 

how each program differed with respect to each factor. Similarities between programs are 

in bold. This table is intended to serve as a reference for the case studies that follow.  
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Table 1: Key factors, similarities, and differences between Project Pop-Up and PDX 
Pop-Up Shops 
 

FACTOR PROJECT POP UP 
Pittsburgh, PA 

PDX POP-UP SHOPS 
Portland, OR 

Years in operation 2011-2012 2009-Present 
Project goals - Reduce storefront 

vacancy 
- Support local 

entrepreneurs 
- Activate streetscape 
- Promote downtown 

- Reduce storefront 
vacancy 

- Support local 
entrepreneurs 

- Activate streetscape 
- Promote downtown 

Number of shops per year 11 4 
Funding for operators $10,000 matching grant None 

Type of pop-ups Art, shops, food, etc. High-end, curated shops 
Property recruitment - No funding for 

property owners 
- BID board members 

donates most 
properties 

- No funding for 
property owners 

- BID board members 
donated most 
properties 

Organizational structure Public-private partnership Public-private partnership 
Level of mayoral involvement - Inspired by mayor’s 

vision 
- Mayor held ribbon 

cutting ceremony 
- Pop-ups were 

perceived to be 
mayor’s project 

- Inspired by mayor’s 
vision 

- Mayor held ribbon 
cutting ceremony 

- Pop-ups were not 
perceived to be 
mayor’s project 

Decision-making autonomy 
for pop-up manager(s) 

Quick decisions limited by 
number of committees 

Almost full autonomy 

Key threats to sustainability - Dwindling supply of 
viable, vacant 
downtown 
storefronts 

- Ties to unpopular 
mayor 

- Dependence on non-
profit funding 

- Dwindling supply of 
viable, vacant 
downtown 
storefronts 

- Numerous other pop-
up opportunities have 
emerged in Portland 

Program evolution - Pop-up retail program 
ended in 2012 

- BID now operates a 
night market and 
facilitates ad-hoc pop-
ups 

- Program has 
maintained same 
operational structure   

- Last two years have 
been group stores 

- Organizers were 
forced to rent space in 
2016 
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Chapter 2: Project Pop Up Case Study, Pittsburgh, PA 

HOW IT STARTED 

Project Pop Up started out with humble ambitions in 2011. Downtown Pittsburgh 

was suffering from long-term storefront vacancy and general lack of downtown activity. 

Mayor Luke Ravenstahl “wanted to change that perception, but also that reality,” former 

Public Arts Manager Morton Brown recalled. In visits to other cities, Mayor Ravenstahl 

took inspiration from what Brown considered “very pedestrian” pop up art spaces, little 

more than sculptures in windows with business cards. Inspired, the mayor told Brown, 

“We can just do this” (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.) 

Brown took the idea and ran with it. He sought out other cities that were 

implementing pop-up programs to figure out best practices from places like Seattle, San 

Francisco, and San Antonio. Based on these examples, he proposed a program that would 

use empty storefronts “to promote artists, but towards an economic bent” (Ibid, 2017). 

Vacant shop owners would be paired with up-and-coming artists and small retailers, who 

would be given grants to improve the property and build out a temporary installation or 

shop (Ibid, 2017).  

Because of the “economic bent,” Brown was hesitant to use taxpayer money to 

fund the program. “The city’s business is not to use tax dollars to benefit entrepreneurs. 

We would use federal dollars to help non-profits and things like that. But to directly 

benefit businesses, that got to be a sticky wicket that we normally wouldn’t get into” 

(Ibid. 2017) As I will discuss later, that particular sticky wicket would end up costing the 

mayor his job.  
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Nonetheless, the mayor “loved” Brown’s plan, so Morton started to form a public-

private partnership. He partnered with the city’s economic development agency, the 

Urban Redevelopment Authority of Pittsburgh (URA), who contributed $25,000 to help 

launch the program. He also partnered with the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership (PDP), 

a downtown business improvement district that helped secure over $200,000 in grants to 

get the program going (Ibid, 2017).  

 

MISSION AND BRANDING 

When Bethany Tucke joined the project as an independent contractor, the project 

had a solid framework, but, despite its funding, it still had humble ambitions and a lack of 

an identity (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.) . Tucke recalls, 

“My pushback from the beginning was that they were calling it Street Scenes. And so I 

came on board and was like, no. Putting art in windows is very 20 years ago” (Ibid, 2017) 

Tucke, who had experience in marketing and retail as an independent consultant in New 

York, took it upon herself to work out the program’s branding. She renamed it Project 

Pop Up: Downtown, and worked with some designer friends to come up with the logo. 

The idea was that if the project was a success downtown, they would use the model and 

launch it in other neighborhoods, such as Project Pop Up: Squirrel Hill (Ibid, 2017).  

Together, Brown, Tucke, the URA, and PDP decided on parameters for Project 

Pop Up: Downtown. There would be 11 pop-ups in 11 vacant storefronts within a high 

impact area, using Pittsburgh’s Cultural District and Market Square as anchors (Kurtz, 

Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.) The pop-ups would be either retail stores 
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or interactive art installations. Each pop-up was given a $10,000 matching grant to be 

spent on everything from bringing the property up to code to purchasing inventory. The 

pop-ups would operate for six to 12 months, with the option to stay longer if the property 

owner agreed (Ibid, 2017).  

According to Brian Kurtz, the executive director at PDP, the primary goal of the 

project was for Pittsburgh residents to  

start to think differently about how they view and experience downtown. For 
those who say, “Oh, you can’t find any place to buy a book. You can’t find any 
place to buy ice cream”… We were able to show them, “Actually, here, you can 
do that” (Ibid, 2017). 
 
 In other words, the goal of Project Pop Up: Downtown was to change the 

perception of downtown. Activating streetscapes and incubating local businesses was a 

means to achieve that goal. 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

Project Pop Up’s key stakeholders would meet on a bi-weekly basis (Brown, 

Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). These stakeholders included Morton 

Brown, representing the city’s public art division; Brian Kurtz and Jeremy Waldrup of 

the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership; Renee Piechocki, who ran Pittsburgh’s Office of 

Public Art, a public-private partnership; Bethany Tucke, the independent contractor; as 

well as representatives from Pittsburgh’s Urban Redevelopment Authority (Tucke, 

Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.).  
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Responsibilities were organized as follows. Because the PDP already had strong 

relationships with downtown property owners, many of whom were on their board of 

directors, their staff was mainly responsible for recruiting property owners and assuring 

that their needs were met (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.). The 

Office of Public Art, a public-private partnership, oversaw artist recruitment and 

selection, as well as some event planning. Morton Brown, the Public Arts manager, 

worked directly with the artists and retailers to help them navigate the complex task of 

getting permits, licenses, and insurance coverage for their spaces (Brown, Morton. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 27.). 

Most other day-to-day responsibilities fell to Bethany Tucke, the independent 

contractor (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.). At the outset, she 

was slotted to work in tandem with a friend of the mayor who had been promised a role. 

He would deal with property management, and she would do everything else. However, 

as Tucke said, “He didn’t do much work” and “pretty quickly went away,” so she ended 

up assuming his duties as well. Tucke was “the project director that was overseeing 

everything and making the puzzle pieces fit… [I was] the person getting my hands dirty, 

and then reporting back to the stakeholders” (Ibid, 2017).   

 

PROPERTY RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION  

As noted above, the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership, with its close relationships 

with downtown property owners, took on most of the property owner recruitment tasks. 

Having identified a high-impact area in the blocks surrounding the Cultural District and 
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Market Square, PDP found 90 vacant properties within the impact area (Kurtz, Brian. 

2017. Interview with author, January 26.). Out of these 90, 45 were “available,” meaning 

that they had no major code violations or development plans for the next six to 12 

months. Of those 45, the owners of 20 such properties were “willing to talk” about 

participating in the project. The final 11 properties were those with the “fewest barriers to 

entry to get in there in a fairly quick turnaround,” Kurtz said (Ibid, 2017). Most of these 

vacant spaces were owned by members of PDP’s board of directors, “so it was very easy 

for those board members to see the value of donating space for a year, six months, 

whatever the timeframe was” (Ibid, 2017). 

An anecdote from Bethany Tucke shows just how infeasible some of the vacant 

properties they considered were: 

There was a sporting goods store right off Market Square that had shuttered their 
doors six months before the popup programs started. And right away they were 
like, ‘you guys can have the space.’ It’s going to get leveled in a year. So I go to 
get the permit updated—and they never had an occupancy permit. The bathroom 
is in the basement. You have to walk down the shadiest stairs ever, and when you 
get down to the basement you have to walk three stairs up to the bathroom. Like, 
everything was illegal. So it just became a Pandora’s box of stuff. (Tucke, 
Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.) 
 

While the Project Pop Up team did not end up going through with that property, this story 

goes to show that the process of finding properties for a pop-up program can be more 

arduous than it may seem. Even if a property has only been vacant for months, one 

cannot assume that it will be viable for a short-term pop-up.  

Despite the number of vacant properties and the relative ease of convincing 

property-owning board members to get on board, downtown Pittsburgh’s steadily 
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improving real estate market in 2011 was a hindrance to property recruitment, and likely 

would have been a challenge had the pop-up program continued downtown the next year 

(Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). As Brown said,  

Over the course of that year, downtown really filled out. New skyscrapers were 
being built. It was just a big boom. In fact, we were barely able to secure the 
vacant spots we were able to get… We started to run into run into a lot of 
resistance. Not that people were like, ‘oh, I’m occupied,’ but they were holding 
out because I believe the [property] owners were aware that it was about to tip. 
(Ibid, 2017) 

 

According to Tucke, the project may not have been a success were it not for the kindness 

of one particular property owner, who offered five of his properties to be used for Project 

Pop Up. “If [he] hadn’t donated those properties, I don’t think we would have been able 

to find enough properties for the amount of artists or retailers we wanted to activate” 

(Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.).  

 

OPERATOR RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION 

A curatorial committee consisting of artists, designers, business owners, and 

philanthropists, as well as city staffers and members of PDP and the URA was formed to 

guide the process of recruiting and selecting the retailers and artists (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 26.). They wrote a request for proposals encouraging 

“visual artists, performance artists, art organizations, entrepreneurs, and non-profit and 

for profit organizations and businesses who are seeking to develop a presence in 

Downtown Pittsburgh” (Project Pop Up Request for Proposals. 2011. Provided to author 
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by Brian Kurtz). According to the request for proposals, the following three criteria 

would be used to assess the proposals, which included a business plan and budget:  

1. Feasibility, innovation, creativity, and the potential for greatest impact 

2. A demonstrated ability to manage a project of the proposed scale and budget 

3. Activation of the storefront at night 

By holding an information session and sending the RFP out through local arts 

organizations, the curatorial committee was able to drum up a great deal of interest 

(Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). “We had an info session at 

the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council and 90 people showed up. Usually you get five 

people to show up,” Brown said. Their outreach efforts paid off, as the committee 

received about 90 applications to participate. The committee ended up selecting eight 

artist and three retail pop-ups (Ibid, 2017).  

 

SETUP AND LAUNCH 

Each operator was given a space for six to 12 months and up to $10,000 in a 

matching grant to build out the space (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 

26.). The pop-ups were guaranteed a 30-day grace period in the case that the owner found 

a permanent tenant (which did not occur over the course of the program). The pop-ups 

were also required to get an insurance policy listing both PDP and the property owner as 

“additional insured.” Otherwise, it mostly up to the tenants and the property owners to 

come to terms on who would pay for utilities, bringing the property to code, and so on 

(Ibid, 2017).  
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Based on discussions with the project’s organizers and participants, it seems that 

there was only one significant landlord-pop-up dispute. The pop-up, a bakery, had 

ongoing “disagreements” with the owner before launch. Though they did make it to 

launch, “we found that it was just going to be beneficial for everyone to sever ties with 

that operator,” Kurtz said (Ibid, 2017).  

Although most operators had no problems with their landlords, there were some 

issues bringing the spaces up to code, as the case of Awesome Books shows. PDP had 

offered Ziller and his partner a vacant restaurant, but the owner backed out at the last 

moment (Ziller, Bob. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.). In turn, PDP gave them a 

space that was “totally raw” and “hadn’t been occupied in 20 years or something” (Ibid, 

2017). Although the landlord was “really nice,” the space was far from operable. It was 

without heat or electricity and needed new stairs to get up to code. These additional 

repairs cost several thousand dollars that were not in the original budget, forcing Ziller 

and his partner to seek out loans from friends and to launch a Kickstarter campaign in 

order to open their shop. “I wish they’d gotten the space up to code for us,” Ziller said. 

“It’s something that shouldn’t be on the business. At the very least they should have a 

place that’s a blank space and up to code” (Ibid, 2017).   

With Brown, Tucke, and the PDP staff’s hard work, almost all of the pop-ups—

and all of the retailers—were open for the soft launch on Light Up Night in November 

18, 2011 (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.). Light Up Night is an 

annual event, hosted by the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust in which over 600,000 people come 

downtown to see downtown retailers and residences turn on their holiday lights. 
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Coordinating with major downtown events would prove crucial to generating the early 

momentum needed to sustain Project Pop Up: Downtown (Ibid, 2017). The pop-ups were 

also featured for Pittsburgh’s downtown New Years event First Night, Pittsburgh Cultural 

Trust art gallery crawls in January and April, and an official welcome ceremony from 

Mayor Ravenstahl in March (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). 

As Tucke said, “It was really easy to glom on to thousands of people that are roaming the 

streets looking for stuff anyways… It’s a much easier was to activate and have a greater 

impact on artists and retailers that want to sell something quick” (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. 

Interview with author, February 3.).  

The relationship between the pop-up program and other events seemed to be a 

symbiotic one, with event organizers actively looking to build on the pop-ups’ buzz. 

“Every so often there were impromptu phone calls going to the mayors’ office, just 

wanting to know, ‘Hey, we’ve got this big event coming this weekend, just wanted to 

know, are you doing anything with the pop-ups that we can plug in?’” (Brown, Morton. 

2017. Interview with author, January 27.). 

 

RECEPTION 

Both the retail and art pop-ups were quite well received by Pittsburgh residents 

and received ample coverage in the local press. Probably the most noteworthy pop-up 

was artist Toby Fraley’s installation, Fraley’s Robot Repair, a whimsical, intricately-

detailed, and constantly evolving faux robot repair shop that garnered praise from 

Pittsburghers of all types. “Toby got letters from families that don’t have much money, 
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but would take the [train] into the city, and that was their museum,” Tucke said (Tucke, 

Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.). Fraley’s Robot Repair would stay in 

the space long after the pop-up program, earning recognition in the form of the Mayor’s 

Award for Public Art (Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, 2012). In 2015, the shop moved 

to Pittsburgh International Airport, where thousands pass by it every day (Brown, 

Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). Social media mentions from 

celebrities like Jamie Oliver and popular media outlets like VICE has amplified the 

shop’s popularity, propelling the artist’s career and promoting Pittsburgh in the process 

(Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.).  

The retail experiments were also well received. All three retailers ended up 

extending their leases beyond the first year of the project (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 26.). As Kurtz told me,  

To see three retailers that opened up as part of a pilot pop-up program, and all 
three of them to sign leases to stay in downtown long-term because that pilot was 
deemed so successful in their own eyes, I think that goes to show that this was a 
very successful project that was beneficial for downtown. (Ibid, 2017) 
 

As a testament to the program’s success, in 2012 the International Downtown 

Association gave Project Pop Up a merit award for their successful revitalization efforts 

(Gough, 2012).  

 

LEADERSHIP AND PROGRAMMATIC CHANGES 

Project Pop Up began to change shape in the summer of 2012, when Bethany 

Tucke’s contract was coming to a close. In her final months, she and the PDP team 
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worked to expand the Project Pop Up brand by hosting different one-time pop-up events 

in downtown, such as a bocce court, an urban forest, and a night market (Kurtz, Brian. 

2017. Interview with author, January 26.). Had Tucke stayed on, she would have wanted 

to use the night market model “as the vehicle to do more pop-up iterations throughout the 

city in shorter periods of time” (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 

3.). 

Brown also would have wanted to expand Project Pop Up into other 

neighborhoods (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). By late 2012, 

the downtown area had few feasible properties with which to run another year of 

storefront pop-ups, so PDP didn’t have interest in collaborating on the same program 

again (Ibid, 2017). Despite downtown’s resurgence, other neighborhoods were suffering 

from retail vacancy, and would have been good opportunities for future pop-ups. “I had 

my targets picked out, I was ready to roll,” said Brown (Ibid, 2017).  

Brown’s ambitions, unfortunately, were tied to the public perception of his boss, 

Mayor Luke Ravenstahl. Months after Project Pop Up concluded, the mayor was subject 

to a federal investigation over misuse of taxpayer funds for keeping police bodyguards on 

duty for his “late night carousing” (Kerlic, 2013). This was not the first controversy 

involving misuse of taxpayer funds. He had also caught some flak for using public money 

to pay for thousands of trash receptacles bearing his name (Boren, 2009). A week after 

the federal investigation began, Ravenstahl decided not to run for re-election (Balinget, 

2014).  



 20 

Project Pop Up was the mayor’s program (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with 

author, February 3.). Like the thousands of trash cans he procured, his name was all over 

it. The request for proposals credits Ravenstahl for convening the first roundtable to 

inspire action (Project Pop Up Request for Proposals. 2011. Provided to author by Brian 

Kurtz). He appointed an developer friend to co-manage the project with Bethany Tucke 

who hardly showed up and was shortly terminated (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with 

author, February 3.). It was Ravenstahl who had directed his public arts manager to be 

guide the process and serve as his liaison (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 27.). It was he who held a ribbon cutting ceremony months after the program 

started. When Ravenstahl decided to not to run for re-election and Morton Brown left his 

job with the city, it was no longer Ravenstahl nor Brown’s vision that guided it. From 

that point on, it became PDP’s program.  

PDP went on to produce several more Project Pop Up iterations. Two such events, 

Project Pop Up: Fashion and Project Pop Up: Night Market, included retail (Kurtz, Brian. 

2017. Interview with author, January 26.). PDP has since shed the Project Pop Up 

branding but continues to operate the night market a few nights each year, as well as 

several other non-retail pop-up events like Yoga in the Square (Ibid, 2017). They also 

continue to use pop-up storefront retail as a means to encourage locally owned businesses 

downtown. However, now they pair property owners with pop-ups on an ad hoc basis, 

and without the Project Pop Up branding (Ibid, 2017).  

PDP’s most recent pop-up retail success story is Steel City, a local fashion brand 

that produces Pittsburgh sports and other local “Yinzer” apparel. Steel City was featured 
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in the very first Project Pop Up: Night Market back in 2012 and they continued selling at 

PDP’s night markets, as well as in local stores and online, for the next few years (Ibid, 

2017). As Steel City continued to have success and grow from the night markets, Brian 

Kurtz encouraged them to test out a downtown storefront (Ibid, 2017). Kurtz found them 

an empty storefront downtown on a high-traffic street and offered them $500 to help 

them rent out the space for the holidays. After the one-month pop-up period, Steel City’s 

owners decided to sign a long-term lease for a permanent brick and mortar shop and 

fulfillment center for online orders (Grbach, Brandon. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 27).  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Project Pop Up faced a slew of unanticipated challenges. There were issues with 

tenants and property owners, a swing in the downtown real estate market, and political 

complications, to name a few. These challenges made Project Pop Up evolve into a more 

flexible and independent endeavor that it is today.  

For every unanticipated challenge, however, there was also a serendipitous 

success. No one could have expected Fraley’s Robot Repairs to become a free museum 

for poor families across the Pittsburgh region. No one could have expected that Bob 

Ziller of Awesome Books, who, by his own admission, liked the idea of there being a 

bookstore downtown more than he liked the reality of him running that bookstore, would 

have an entrepreneurial customer walk in and offer to purchase the business and keep it 

there. No one could have predicted that Brandon Grbach, a college drop-out and 
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expectant father with a pirated copy of Adobe Photoshop, would use the night markets 

and a holiday pop-up to turn his t-shirt design side hustle into a brick and mortar shop 

featured in ESPN’s headlines (Fowler, 2016).  

It is impossible to tease out whether the properties featured in Project Pop Up 

turned over because of the pop-ups, or due to much broader economic forces. While the 

evidence is only anecdotal, we do know for sure that the three serendipitous successes 

described above would not have happened without Project Pop Up. Whether these 

developments, and the equally hard-to-quantify surge in foot traffic and generation of 

“buzz” were worth the six-figure investment is an important question worth asking. The 

PDX Pop-Up Shops case study, presented in the following chapter, suggests that a pop-

up program can still have major unexpected success without significant investment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 23 

Chapter 3: PDX Pop-Up Shops Case Study, Portland, OR 

HOW IT STARTED 

Like the Pittsburgh’s Project Pop Up, the PDX Pop-Up Shops program started in 

Portland with a mayor’s efforts to revitalize a struggling downtown. In 2008, Mayor 

Samuel Adams convened a Downtown Vision Task Force consisting of businesses, 

property owners, public officials, and development organizations like the Portland 

Business Alliance (PBA), the Downtown Portland Clean and Safe District (Clean & 

Safe), and the Portland Development Commission (PDC), and directed them to come up 

with a strategy to guide the revitalization of the Downtown Retail Core (Frisch, Lisa. 

2017. Interview with author, January 31.). The task force produced a plan which called 

for designating signature streets, establishing retail overlay district to channel investment 

along those signature streets, and creating a marketing campaign to promote the district 

(Ibid, 2017). From there, a small subcommittee was formed to turn this document into a 

brief action plan. The action items ranged from landscaping improvements to livability 

measures, but two key action items were activating vacant storefronts and recruiting local 

retailers downtown (Ibid, 2017).  

On that subcommittee were Portland Downtown Retail Program Director Lisa 

Frisch and Downtown Retail Advocate Cori Jacobs. The committee had been mulling 

over storefront activation strategies when Frisch and Jacobs were approached by the local 

fashion community about supporting a fashion show (Ibid, 2017). At first they balked at 

the idea of putting on a fashion show, but, given their need to activate storefronts, they 
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made the fashion group an offer. Frisch recalls their counter pitch to the fashion group, 

which evolved into PDX Pop-Up Shops: 

How about we give you a storefront where you can sell your clothing directly to 
customers in the high-traffic retail core during the holiday season? And almost 
immediately we had buy-in from people in the task force, the mayor, and from 
landlords who are on the task force and have vacant space. (Ibid, 2017) 

 

Without much time before the 2009 holidays, Frisch and Jacobs got started seeking out 

potential pop-ups and spaces in which to put them.  

 

MISSION AND BRANDING 

From the start, the PDX Pop-Up Shop program has been driven by four goals that 

emerged from the 2009 Downtown Retail Strategy and subsequent action items (Jacobs, 

Cori.  2017. Interview with author, January 31.). These four goals are: 

1. Recruit potential future independent retailers to the downtown area 

2. Revitalize downtown by activating vacant storefronts 

3. Showcase retail leasing opportunities for downtown retail real estate 

4. Nurture local entrepreneurs in the high traffic downtown retail core (Ibid, 2017) 

PDX Pop-Up Shops’ brand revolves around the unique, local, high-end, and 

highly curated retailers they feature. Frisch and Jacobs, who between them have over 25 

combined years of experience in retail, built the program around creating a top-notch 

customer experience (Jacobs, Cori.  2017. Interview with author, January 31.). As Jacobs 

said,  
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What people really, really love when they think of PDX Pop-Up Shops is that 
they want an experience. They’ve been shown, year after year, that they go and 
see these amazing local startups, and we don’t want to let them down. And we’re 
very clear when we meet with [potential retailers] that the expectations are fairly 
high for the program. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
Frisch also underscored the importance of a top-notch customer experience. The 

pop-ups need to be “high-quality and curated and design-driven and really a showpiece. 

Sell really beautiful things that aren’t that expensive that the Portland customer can really 

wrap their arms around, and then kind of just be successful based on word of mouth” 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). 

The other key facet of the PDX Pop-Up Shops brand is that it is a holiday 

tradition. As one pop-up operator told me, “Portland does not, as a rule, ever come 

downtown” (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). The lone exception to 

the rule is the holidays. “Portland is really good at coming downtown every Christmas” 

(Ibid, 2017). Starting in late November, downtown Portland undergoes a construction 

moratorium and a slew of downtown events take place, from music to markets to tree 

lighting ceremonies. With PBA’s strong social media presence (an audience over 200,000 

across platforms) and good relationships with local papers, Frisch and Jacobs were able 

to harness downtown Portland’s holiday buzz to promote the pop-up shops (Frisch, Lisa. 

2017. Interview with author, January 31.). 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

The PDX Pop-Up Shops program is structured as a public-private partnership 

with five partners: Clean & Safe, PBA, the PDC, the mayor’s office, and Travel Portland 
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(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). PBA is Portland’s regional 

Chamber of Commerce, and is the “voice of business” in the tri-county region (Ibid, 

2017). Clean & Safe is a BID that spans 213 blocks of downtown Portland (Ibid, 2017). 

Using fees charged to downtown businesses, Clean & Safe supports cleaning, security, 

market research, and retail advocacy. In 2001, PBA and Clean & Safe joined forces. They 

now share staff and offices in downtown Portland. Clean & Safe is now operated as part 

of PBA’s downtown services district, and is still funded and operated like a traditional 

BID, as described in the introduction (Ibid, 2017). Frisch and Jacobs are both employees 

of Clean & Safe, and the pop-up program is funded through Clean & Safe, but PDX Pop-

Up Shops is promoted as a PBA program.  As Frisch said, “The lines are really blurred 

but both organizations support the mission” (Ibid, 2017).   

The other three organizations play a more hands-off role in running the program. 

The Portland Development Commission is a city agency, funded through tax increment 

financing in Portland’s urban renewal districts, which oversees economic development 

efforts for the city (Ibid, 2017). Travel Portland promotes travel for business and leisure 

to the Portland metro area. Lastly, a representative from the mayor’s office was there to 

keep the mayor and his staff in the loop (Ibid, 2017).  

 

PROPERTY RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION 

The first year of PDX Pop-Up Shops, Frisch and Jacobs had little trouble getting 

downtown property owners to donate suitable vacant storefronts for their first shops. 

Working with the Downtown Retail Strategy task force, they identified 10 buildings 
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within the signature retail streets from the plan (Jacobs, Cori.  2017. Interview with 

author, January 31.). Three of these buildings belonged to one owner, who happened to 

sit on the PBA and Clean & Safe boards and the mayor’s downtown task force. Having 

played a part in forming the revitalization strategy, this owner was confident in the vision 

and in Frisch and Jabobs’ ability to execute (Ibid, 2017). The other building they used 

that first year was a city-owned lot, which was also not difficult to procure (Ibid, 2017).  

Frisch and Jacobs also cite the program’s timing as a factor in helping get owners 

of vacant storefronts on board. With the construction moratorium and timing in the 

business cycle, commercial properties downtown rarely turn over in November and 

December (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). In other words, the 

opportunity cost to the property owner is minimal at that time of year.  

Finding feasible spaces has gotten harder for Frisch and Jacobs as Portland’s 

downtown real estate has boomed in recent years. Whereas retail vacancy was hovering 

around 13 percent when the program started in 2009, it has since fallen closer to 6 

percent, with many of the most viable properties being leased out (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 31.). Frisch said, 

With the dwindling pool of vacant spaces, the condition of the vacancies has 
gotten much worse. And we’ve worked with rough spaces, but they’re rough. And 
they’re not retail ready. The landlords don’t want to work with us. There’s a 
reason why their space has been vacant for as long as it’s been. They’re off the 
beaten path and maybe not in a good zone for retail anyway. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
Property recruitment and selection, which started out as a relatively simple task, 

has become the biggest challenge to the program’s continued success. After four 

successful years, in 2013, Frisch and Jacobs were unable to find enough viable downtown 
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storefronts to host the program (Ibid, 2017). The next year, the shops moved from the 

high traffic retail core identified in the 2009 strategy and into Old Town/Chinatown, a 

less dense historic district about a half mile north with more vacant properties, resulting 

in lower sales for the operators (Ibid, 2017). In the three years since the Old 

Town/Chinatown experiment, they have stayed in downtown, but instead of having four 

retailers in four storefronts (as in previous years), they had the pop-ups share one larger 

space. For the most recent iteration, Frisch and Jacobs were empty-handed after four 

months of searching for a donated space, and had to pay to rent out a space for their pop-

ups to share (Ibid, 2017).  

 

OPERATOR RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION 

Operator recruitment is a multi-faceted task for Frisch and Jacobs. In addition to a 

formal call for applications and press releases to local newspapers, Frisch and Jacobs 

personally recruit vendors at various pop-up events, markets, and craft fairs around town 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). With their strong network of 

retailers and designers and the program’s growing popularity, interested vendors now 

approach Frisch and Jacobs them throughout the year. Frisch describes the early 

conversations and application process below:  

The way we run our process is we like to meet with everyone first. So if you call 
me and you’re interested, I will at least meet with you to talk about the program. 
So what we usually like to do, we have an interview. We weed out at least half 
through the interview process. A lot of people don’t have enough merchandise or 
they import it from China and just slap their own tag on it. Or if they want to do 
food, or even alcohol. And that’s just not something we accommodate in our 
program. From there we ask them to submit a one-page proposal with pictures, 
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and then that staff group weeds through and selects which of the applicants we’re 
going to be working with. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
Another key to selecting for success, Frisch says, is working with groups rather 

than individuals. Part of the reason the pilot year was successful was that they were 

working with a collective of 10 or so fashion designers that was already organized as a 

non-profit, with its own sales and marketing teams (Ibid, 2017). Despite the time 

constraints that year, the collective was “able to pull together a shop concept almost 

immediately” (Ibid, 2017). With this experience in mind, Frisch and Jacobs continue to 

prioritize group applicants.  

The people we approve most quickly are the groups. A group of artists or 
designers that are working together, or even a duo, nut if they have pre-existing 
relationships with other people then they can have more merchandise in that store. 
That’s really what does best. (Ibid, 2017) 

 

SETUP AND LAUNCH 

Once selected, the pop-up operators sign short-term leases with the landlord, 

spanning an eight-week period from early November through the end of December 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). The operators are required to pay 

utility expenses, to have liability insurance, and to pay one dollar for rent. The leases 

include a 30-day “kick-out clause” to ensure the property owner that he or she can 

terminate the pop-up for a permanent tenant, as long as the pop-up operator is given 30 

days to vacate (Ibid, 2017). Only once in PDX Pop-Up Shops’ history has a landlord 

pulled out. It was the day before the lease started, but Frisch and Jacobs had a back-up 

space ready, so the tenant was able to transition seamlessly (Ibid, 2017).  
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In a presentation at the Annual Oregon P3 Retail Program, Frisch underscored the 

importance of ongoing management, especially in the weeks leading up to the pop-up, 

saying, “Cori and I were in these shops every day. We really took an active role in 

ensuring the success of these entrepreneurs” (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Speaking at Annual 

Oregon P3 Retail Program, February 2.). Pop-up operator R. Rolfe of Boys Fort 

remembers things a bit differently, saying that Frisch and Jacobs were not such active 

managers, and that that may not necessarily have been a bad thing.  

They said in the presentation that they were hands-on through the whole thing. 
But they found us. They said yes. They showed us the space, and then they 
showed up on opening day. And that was it. And I don’t know if it was a 
compliment to us because they believed we knew what we were doing. Because 
we didn’t. We didn’t know what the fuck we were doing. They were so generous 
that way. (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.) 
 

Unlike in Pittsburgh, where a great deal of the organizers’ and operators’ time and energy 

went into bringing the space up to code, the properties in Portland had fewer regulatory 

hurdles to overcome. While some of the spaces may have been raw or dusty or 

uninsulated, they were much more workable (Ibid, 2017). This allowed the pop-up 

operators to dedicate more of their time to creating an alluring retail experience.  

 
RECEPTION 

As indicated by the program’s longevity, PDX Pop-Up Shops has been very well 

received. Year after year, the shops have consistently impressed the people of Portland, 

making them want more (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). When 

asked why they keep the program operating even though retail vacancy and the dearth of 
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local retailers downtown are no longer problems, Frisch cites the program’s importance, 

as a tradition, to Portlanders.  

We have so much backing from the community. That one year we took off [when] 
we couldn’t find a space, we got requests from the press and from customers, like, 
‘Where are the shops?’ This is our annual tradition. We want to come down. So 
there’s emotional connection and we don’t want to disappoint them. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
The one piece of negative feedback Frisch and Jacobs received after the pilot year 

came from some of the established downtown retailers like Nordstrom, who felt slighted 

that PBA and Clean & Safe were promoting new local businesses, and not these major 

retailers that had been a fixture in downtown Portland for decades (Ibid, 2017). As Frisch 

explained,  

It’s really to drive interest and traffic. People are always going to come downtown 
for Nordstrom, but while you’re in Nordstrom, did you know about the cute little 
boutique that’s a block away? So maybe if we can get some more traffic and 
interest going, it will kind of float everyone’s boat higher. And we were very 
successful with that. (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Speaking at Annual Oregon P3 Retail 
Program, February 2.) 
 
Perhaps the best indication of the program’s success is the curiosity other 

municipalities have shown in it. Frisch and Jacobs willingly advise other municipalities 

that are considering implementing a similar program (including Pittsburgh), and have 

presented their story at conferences in the U.S. and Canada (Jacobs, Cori. 2017. Speaking 

at Annual Oregon P3 Retail Program, February 2.).  

 

PROGRAMMATIC CHANGES 

As noted above, Portland’s downtown retail landscape has changed dramatically 

since 2009, when the program was introduced as a means to activate blighted storefronts 
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and to inject some local shops into a retail core dominated by national brands. The 

downtown retail vacancy rate has since fallen to 6 percent, and 88 percent of the pop-up 

spaces have been leased out long-term (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 

31.).  

The program has also helped shift the perception of downtown Portland as a place 

where local retailers can’t thrive. Since the program began, over 100 local retailers have 

opened shop downtown (Ibid, 2017). Also, over this time, a number of other markets and 

pop-ups have opened throughout town. For instance, there is a night market just across 

the river from downtown that features 175 shops and restaurants (Portland Night Market, 

2017). And, not to be confused with PDX Pop-Up Shops, there is Pop-Up Shop PDX, a 

roving pop-up market that features dozens of local designers under one roof (Pop Up 

Shop PDX, 2017). As such, local makers and retailers now have several low-risk, low-

cost options for retail experimentation.  

There are two main reasons why Frisch and Jacobs keep going. The first, 

mentioned in the previous section, is the “emotional connection” that Portlanders have 

with the program (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). Locals like the 

idea that they can come downtown every year and find something totally unexpected that 

they had never seen before, and might never see again. Maintaining that emotional 

connection with the community is of great importance to Frisch and Jacobs (Ibid, 2017).  

The other reason Frisch cites is business development (Ibid, 2017). Even though 

there are now plenty of local retailers downtown and plenty of pop-up opportunities for 

aspiring retailers, the PDX Pop-Up Shops present an opportunity unlike any other. PDX 
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Pop-Up Shops puts retailers into the middle of a high foot traffic area, during the only 

time in the year when Portlanders come downtown to shop, and has built-in promotion 

that reaches thousands (Ibid, 2017). Comparing the PDX Pop-Up Shops to other less 

formal pop-up opportunities around town, Frisch said,  

We have more structure to ours. But yeah, if someone wants to hang out a shingle 
for their event for two days, they can do that. But they’re probably selling like 
$1,000, whereas they could probably sell 20, 30, or 40 in the whole seven-week 
period [through PDX Pop-Up Shops]. (Ibid, 2017) 

 
Despite the emotional connection and unrivaled local business development 

opportunity, Frisch and Jacobs are well aware that the low supply of viable vacant 

downtown storefronts could prevent them from continuing the program in the future. One 

option is to scale it back to doing just two pop-ups per year. Another option is try 

returning to Old Town/Chinatown, where the pace of development has grown and where 

foot traffic is increasing (Jacobs, Cori.  2017. Interview with author, January 31.). For 

Frisch, it comes down to the question of whether they can continue to deliver a high-

quality program. If they can continue to find viable spaces and good retailers, then the 

show will go on (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 What stands out most about PDX Pop-Up Shops is the program’s year-to-year 

consistency. The organizational structure, the operations, the number of pop-ups, and the 

types of retailers showcased have hardly changed from the first year to the most recent 

iteration. As Frisch said, locals have high expectations of the pop-ups year after year, and 



 34 

a point of pride for her and Jacobs is that they consistently exceed those expectations 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).  

Interestingly, some of the program’s biggest successes have come from when they 

have deviated from the script. The program’s most recent success story, Via Raiz, did not 

adhere to the “no imported goods” rule, and had great success (Bolanos, Jennifer. 2017. 

Interview with author, February 2.). Similarly, Boys Fort broke the “no repeat pop-ups” 

rule by returning for a successful second year that was crucial to their sustained success 

(Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.).  

 One rule that may be worth calling into question is their prioritization of “high-

end” retailers typically serving affluent customers, and whether this selection bias may 

have weeded out a few middlebrow shops that would have appealed more to the masses. 

It is interesting to consider whether a shop similar to Steel City in Pittsburgh, which 

serves a wide audience of Pittsburgh sports fans and appeals less to the candles and bath 

salts crowd, would have done well as part of PDX Pop-Up Shops.  
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

LONG-TERM IMPACT 

There is no simple way to gauge the success of Project Pop Up and PDX Pop-Up 

Shops. Both programs had multiple goals, and the organizers cited a wide array of 

evidence for their success, including vacant property turnover, level of local retail 

downtown, local entrepreneurship, and promotion of downtown to tourists and businesses 

(Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 31.).  

 

Vacant Property Turnover 

Perhaps the most obvious means of assessing each project’s impact is to look at 

whether the property owners were able to lease out their storefronts after the pop-up 

period. In other words, did the façade improvements and marketing opportunity make it 

worthwhile for the property owners to donate their space? It seems so. The table below 

(compiled using documents provided by the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership and the 

Portland Business Alliance) illustrates that all but three of the 26 properties used for pop-

us in both Pittsburgh and Portland were either renovated or leased long-term. Out of the 

21 spaces the PDX Pop-Up shops has occupied since 2009, all except two—the sites for 

their group stores in 2015 and 2016—have since been leased out to a long-term tenant. In 

Pittsburgh, only one property—a city-owned lot—remains vacant today, and there are 

plans in the works for it to be renovated (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Email to author, March 28.). 
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 If the property owners went in with the expectation that they would find a long-

term lessee in their pop-up, they might have been disappointed. Only one pop-up, 

Awesome Books (now Amazing Books, under new ownership) in Pittsburgh, still 

remains in the location where it first popped up (two of the shops that signed long-term 

leases have since left) (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.). However, 

if the goal was to showcase the potential of a given vacant storefront, then both pop-up 

programs were successful in the eyes of the property owner.  

Once again, it is difficult to tease of the effect of the pop-up program on vacant 

property turnover from the larger economic forces affecting downtown real estate. But 

judging from the significant aesthetic improvements from the pop-ups, it is safe to say 

that the pop-ups likely helped nudge the properties back into long-term occupancy. The 

two tables below summarize the outcomes for the properties featured in each pop-up 

program. 
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Table 2: Property outcomes for Project Pop Up (Pittsburgh) 
Year Address Pop-up operator Property outcome 

11-12 
539 Liberty 
Ave. 

Dream Cream Ice 
Cream Pop-up signed long-term lease 

11-12 208 6th St. Boutique 208 Pop-up signed long-term lease 

11-12 
929 Liberty 
Ave. Awesome Books Pop-up signed long-term lease 

11-12 210 6th St.  
Fraley's Robot 
Repairs 

Space became part of neighboring restaurant 
expansion 

11-12 131 7th St. Miniature Curiosa Building was sold and is now a restaurant 

11-12 131 7th St. 
Symbiotic 
Collusion See above 

11-12 
Penn Ave 
and 10th St. The Steel Curtain Leased to new tenant one year after pop-up 

11-12 

Third Ave. 
parking 
garage Bikepark Bicycle parking lot still in use 

11-12 
Wood St. 
and 4th Community Building renovated after pop-up 

11-12 
420 Wood 
St. Main Feature Building renovated after pop-up 

11-12 
604 Liberty 
Ave.  

Summer Sky 
Eternal Vacant 
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Table 3: Property outcomes for PDX Pop-Up Shops (Portland) 
Year Address Pop-up operator Property outcome 

09 
401 SW 
Morrison St. Flurry Leased in 2010 to Sephora and Starbucks 

09 
719 SW 
Morrison St. Workroom 719 Leased in 2010 to Art of Shaving 

09 
625 SW 4th 
Ave. Egg Press Leased in 2011 to Joe's Burgers 

09 
902 SW 
Morrison St. By Oregon 

Used for 2010 and 2012 pop-ups, then leased 
by Boys Fort in 2013 

10 
750 SW 
Yamhill St. Flurry Leased in 2014 to Umpqua Bank and Pieology 

10 
802 SW 10th 
Ave. 

Crafty 
Wonderland Leased to Case Study Coffee in 2012 

10 
723 SW 
Salmon St. 

Cloth/Gold 
Factory Leased to Picnic House in 2012 

10 
902 SW 
Morrison St. 

Portland Design 
Collective See above 

10 
940 SW 
Morrison St. 

Downtown 
Artistry Leased to Portland Swimwear in 2012 

11 
600 SW 10th 
Ave.  Boys Fort Leased to Target in 2012 

11 
600 SW 10th 
Ave., #101 

Portland Saturday 
Market Leased to Target in 2012 

11 
318 SW 
Taylor St. Trillium Artisans Leased to Artistic Portland in 2015 

11 
940 SW 
Morrison St. 

Downtown 
Artistry See above 

12 
535 SW 6th 
Ave. Emit Leased to Rocket Fizz in 2013 

12 
902 SW 
Morrison St. Wolfs Apothecary See above 

12 
902 SW 
Morrison St. Enchanted Alpaca See above 

12 
614 SW 11th 
Ave.  Boys Fort Leased to Jackknife in 2013 

14 
11 NW 5th 
Ave.  

PDX Pop-Up 
Group Store Leased as office in 2015 

15 
438 NW 
Broadway 

PDX Pop-Up 
Group Store Vacant 

15 
341 NW 5th 
Ave. Omiyage Leased as office in 2016 

16 
606 SW 
9thAve. 

PDX Pop-Up 
Group Store Vacant 
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Level of Local Retail Downtown 

Another metric with which to judge the programs’ long-term impact is the change 

in the concentration of local retailers downtown. For both programs, a stated goal was to 

change the perception of downtown as a place where locally owned businesses thrive. 

Just as much as they wanted to help incubate locally owned shops, both programs’ 

organizers also wanted to prove that small, locally-owned retail is viable downtown 

(Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 31.).  

On this metric, downtown Portland seems to have had more success than 

Pittsburgh since the pop-up program launched. In both cases, the pop-up programs to 

have opened a line of communication between the downtown partnership and prospective 

local retailers, which has given these retailers the foot in the door or the confidence boost 

they needed to get going (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.; Frisch, 

Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).  

The following quote from Lisa Frisch from PDX Pop-Up Shops helps illustrate 

how the pop-up program has changed the way local retailers see downtown: 

We would talk to [local retailers], and they weren’t interested in downtown. They 
thought it was too expensive, they didn’t think their customer was down there. So 
part of the pop up shop program was to actually prove them wrong. To say, ‘No, 
people want locals downtown, they will do well, your customer is here.’ And that 
helped turn the tide, and we’ve now got over 100 local retailers over the past 
seven years. (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.) 
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Many of those 100 retailers may have opened up downtown for a number of 

reasons having nothing to do with the pop-up program, but at least some can be directly 

attributed to PDX Pop-Up Shops. As Frisch said,  

Through the years we had other local entrepreneurs asking us about the popup at 
first, but we were able to show them leasing opportunities and they went directly 
to a store. So the Joinery, Moonwinkle, North of West. These are all really great 
well-known businesses in downtown Portland that came to us because of the 
program, and just instantly became a 10. (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Speaking at Annual 
Oregon P3 Retail Program, February 2.) 
 

 

Local Entrepreneurship 

Of the 24 pop-up retailers featured in both Project Pop Up: Downtown and PDX 

Pop-Up Shops, four are still open (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 

26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).. However, organizers from 

both programs stressed that the impact on local entrepreneurship extends beyond the still-

open retailers. PDX Pop-Up Shops, with its requirement that retailers carry primarily 

locally-made crafts, provided exposure and sales opportunities for Portland’s many artists 

and craftspeople. Both Boys Fort and Crafty Wonderland in Portland featured over 30 

local artisans as pop-ups and both shops did over $100,000 in sales (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 31.). Even if these two retailers did not end up signing 

long-term leases (which they did), the economic impact of two successful pop-ups on the 

local artisans that supply products is substantial.  
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Another anecdote that illustrates how a pop-up can be successful without signing 

a long-term lease is that of Folk, a furniture maker. As Jacobs discussed, PDX Pop-Up 

Shops helped launch Folk’s brand and helped them figure out the right business model.  

So they just started off their business a week before [PDX Pop-Up Shops]. They 
built wood furniture. They went through it and said, you know what, I love the 
idea of retail, but this is my business. I know my business model works. They 
used that as a launching pad to get their name out, but decided they didn’t want to 
open on their own. They wanted to do more wholesale, and now they’re actually 
are tied into Rejuvenation (a furniture company with stores across the country that 
manufactures in Portland). (Jacobs, Cori. 2017. Speaking at Annual Oregon P3 
Retail Program, February 2.) 
 

The nascent Folk furniture envisioned itself as a retailer, not a wholesaler. Had they 

committed to a long-term lease, they would have been tied to running a store for at lease 

another 10 months after they realized retail was not for them. Instead of learning from the 

pop-up and quickly pivoting to wholesale, a long-term retail lease could have drained the 

company’s finances and sucked the fun out of making furniture, potentially thwarting 

their long-term success.  

 Yet another example from Portland that illustrates the ways PDX Pop-Up Shops 

has indirectly supported local entrepreneurs comes from Boys Fort’s recent maneuvers. 

Instead of dedicating an unused section of their spacious downtown store to clearance 

items, Rolfe and France decided they “should pay back” and lease out part of their space 

for two in-store pop-up shops (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). These 

experiments have been quite successful. In one case, an established but “stagnating” 

retailer from outside of downtown called Frock decided to test the waters with downtown 

retail. The experiment proved successful, and they are now making plans to open their 
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own store downtown (Ibid, 2017). The newest pop-up within Boys Fort is Adelina Books, 

a small bookstore that also publishes and promotes one local book every year. Rolfe and 

France found that their books complemented Boy Fort so well that they decided to give 

them a large chunk of street front window space. The third pop-up they hosted decided 

retail was not for her, and promptly moved with her husband to Mexico (Ibid, 2017). 

In Pittsburgh, the example of Toby Fraley of Fraley’s Robot Repairs goes to show 

that a pop-up program can support local entrepreneurs of all sorts, not just retailers. 

Fraley, who had done some public art locally before the pop-up program, has since been 

honored by the Americans for the Arts for his work, and has travelled across the country 

working on various installations (Walls, 2016). As Bethany Tucke told me, “Tobey, I 

think, is an incredible success story as to how an artist in a popup program can generate 

momentum and credibility and further their career through being in a pop-up program” 

(Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.).  

 

Marketing Downtown 

In addition to the impact both programs had on local entrepreneurs and property 

owners, organizers believed that the both programs helped shift how locals, tourists, and 

business travelers perceived downtown. A number of articles in Pittsburgh and Portland’s 

local newspapers described each city’s pop-up program as playing an important role each 

city’s downtown resurgence (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.;   

Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).  
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While downtown Pittsburgh is booming with new office and residential 

developments as well as a thriving dining and cultural arts scene, downtown Pittsburgh is 

still not a thriving retail destination. As former mayor Tom Murphy recently put it, “I 

don’t have a sense that there is a retail strategy for Downtown other than to watch it 

slowly disappear” (Belko, 2016). Some other interviewees for this report agreed. Brandon 

Grbach, co-founder of Steel City, said,  

There’s so many people that come into town for that weekend when there’s a 
home game, but there’s nowhere to shop because everything closes at six. So we 
have world-class restaurants down here, we have Broadway plays, so if you’re 
coming in for dinner or a show, so at like 5 o’clock you’re going to dinner and 
your table isn’t ready for an hour, you can’t do anything. You just roam the dark 
streets of Pittsburgh… The problem with Pittsburgh is that Pittsburgh is not 
conducive to retail. I think anybody would really tell you that. (Grbach, Brandon. 
2017. Interview with author, January 27) 

 
In that sense, Project Pop Up: Downtown does not seem to have a significant impact on 

how Pittsburghers perceive their downtown retail options.  

However, as Brian Kurtz of PDP said, Project Pop Up may have played a role in 

the city’s culinary resurgence (Pittsburgh was named Top Food City of 2015 by Zagat) 

(Wilson, 2016). Not long after Project Pop Up, a restaurant operator took over two 

former pop-up spaces and another space adjacent to one of the pop-ups. Kurtz said,  

I don’t know if it’s causation or what but the growth in the restaurant industry 
downtown happened such in line with the pop up concept—a little bit before and 
a little bit after—that I think that there is some sort of correlation between the 
success of this program and what has become of our restaurant industry. The city 
still highlights it, the URA still highlights it and the real estate community still 
highlights it as a benefit to downtown and its really helped to turn the direction 
we were going in. (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.) 
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As the booming restaurant scene continues to draw locals and tourists downtown, and as 

more high-density residential developments are built in Pittsburgh’s downtown, it will be 

interesting to see if the city can build the critical mass needed to support downtown retail.  

 
In Portland, PDX Pop-Up Shops helped Travel Portland craft their message to 

tourists and conventiongoers that downtown was a place where they could experience the 

“authentic” Portland. As Frisch said,  

They’re a member-based organization, and they’re trying to attract tourists and 
conventiongoers by promoting the members that are paying them to do so. But the 
members that are paying them aren’t the cool, hip, Portlandia-type businesses 
that people want to see. So they were able to shift their focus to presenting a more 
authentic Portland. At the same time that we’re promoting these pop up shops. So 
the two kind of coalesced. (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.) 
 

 For the tourists and conventiongoers to whom Travel Portland was marketing, “the 

memorable experience is in those little shops that you can’t get anywhere else” (Ibid, 

2017). PDX Pop-Up Shops helped convey the message that this memorable and 

authentically Portland experience was right downtown.  

 

SHIFTING MISSIONS 

The key variable for both case studies was the change in downtown vacancy rates. 

As noted earlier, not long after both programs started, the stock of viable vacant 

downtown storefronts quickly dwindled in both Pittsburgh and Portland (Brown, Morton. 

2017. Interview with author, January 27.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 31.). Seeing as both programs were conceived as a solution to downtown blight, 

it is interesting to see how each program’s mission and operations changed. As vacant 
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properties became scarcer, PDX Pop-Up Shops and Project Pop Up shifted their mission 

toward showcasing local entrepreneurs downtown. Instead of operating multiple pop-ups 

in multiple storefronts, both programs shifted their operations toward the market 

typology, with multiple vendors sharing a larger space (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.).  

Both Brian Kurtz from PDP and Lisa Frisch from PBA believe that their 

programs’ chief role is to provide local makers and entrepreneurs with the opportunity to 

be showcased downtown. Frisch has found that showcasing local businesses downtown 

gives them a sense of confidence. Asked what she saw as the value of PDX Pop-Up 

Shops in the wake of Portland’s downtown resurgence, Frisch said: 

We really do see it as business development. We have several businesses that we talked 
to, and the first time we did it they were dazzled by the idea, but they were afraid. We 
don’t think we have what it takes to open a store. We don’t want to fail. We don’t know 
what we’re doing. And I think part of what we did was to demystify the retail experience 
to them. They have the skillset. They have the right product. They have the passion. 
(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.) 
 
Kurtz conceives of the downtown night markets in a similar way: 

It’s definitely giving them a boost by being downtown. I think everyone has had 
really successful sales. But it’s also giving them a feel for what it’s like to be 
located downtown and hopefully they see how great things are going in a night 
market and they begin to wonder what it would be like to have a brick and mortar.  
 
Perfect example is Steel City. They’ve been in night markets of ours for, I’d say 
three, three and a half years, and every time we’re asking hey, hey, when are you 
interested in opening up a store down here. And so they evolved from night 
markets to a pop-up store to signing a full time lease. So they’re the example of 
what we want to showcase. (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 
26.) 
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Hawking your wares downtown can be a great opportunity for budding 

entrepreneurs to take advantage of high foot traffic and a high concentration of 

expendable dollars. However, it can also be a daunting task. Frisch and Kurtz’s 

comments suggest that they see themselves as facilitators and confidence-boosters. By 

making the downtown retail experience a little less daunting, both programs are able to 

help give entrepreneurs the boost they need to succeed long-term. 

 

LOW-RISK ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

Despite the mythology around entrepreneurs as bold risk-takers, surprisingly, 

many successful entrepreneurs are actually good risk mitigators. They prefer baby steps 

to leaps of faith (Grant, 2016). One study showed that entrepreneurs that kept their day 

jobs were 33 percent less likely to fail than those who quit their day jobs. Another study 

showed that, given the choice to start a business with either a (a) $5 million profit and 20 

percent success rate, (b) $2 million profit and 50 percent success rate, and (c) a $1.25 

million profit and 80 percent success rate, successful entrepreneurs are more likely to 

choose C, the least risky option, compared to the average person (Xu and Ruef, 2004).  

In that sense, the opportunity to pop up downtown is an option C for retail 

entrepreneurs. Amidst a broad economic recovery, it is a “disastrous” time for retailers 

big and small (Thompson, 2017). This is due largely to the growth of online shopping, 

shifting preferences, and an oversupply of retail space (Thompson, 2017). With high 

rents and start-up costs, opening a brick and mortar store requires a great leap of faith. 

While pop-ups also require a great deal of planning and some capital investment, the 
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start-up costs in terms of time and money is far less. The profit potential from opening a 

brick and mortar is higher than a temporary pop-up, but risk of failure and the size of the 

risk is much greater for brick and mortar with a long-term lease.  

Each of the participating entrepreneurs I spoke with in Pittsburgh and Portland 

saw the pop-up model as a valuable low-risk opportunity.  

For R. Rolfe of Boy Fort in Portland, the initial risk assessment was fairly simple. 

He and Jake France had a fledgling interior design business that “hadn’t had any nibbles 

for a really long time,” when his partner, a member of the Downtown Retail Council, 

suggested that he try out a pop-up (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). 

Rolfe takes it from here: 

And I looked at him and said, ‘why the fuck would you want to be a pop up shop? 
What, pop up interior design?’  
 
He said, ‘no, no, no. Come up with a store.’ And I looked at him and I said, 
‘That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.’  
 
And then a couple of days later Jake and I were talking and we were like, ‘Well, it 
might be interesting.’ If nothing else we’d get a lot of exposure and we’d be seen 
by a lot of people, and that would help our interior design business. Because we 
knew even if it was a dismal failure, we knew it would look good. That’s our only 
talent… 
 
 So we weren’t putting out anything of ourselves except our time and our efforts 
and, well, we were desperately broke. But it was just so appealing that the fear 
was minimized by what they were offering us. (Ibid, 2017) 
 

For Rolfe and France, the worst-case scenario was that they would get some 

exposure for their struggling interior design firm. Being “desperately broke,” they had 

little to risk financially (Ibid, 2017). All of Boys Fort’s products were under consignment 
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and most materials used to build out the space were donated. As true risk mitigators, both 

Rolfe and France maintained full-time jobs outside of their design practice as they were 

running the pop-up (Ibid, 2017).  

Brandon and Carly Grbach, co-owners of Steel City in Pittsburgh, took a similar 

risk-mitigating approach. When the couple founded their clothing brand, they took very 

small steps towards becoming a full-fledged brick and mortar (Grbach, Brandon. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 27). They operated a stall at the nomadic I Made It 

Market, as well as the first Project Pop Up: Night Market. Carly continued working full-

time in finance as Brandon took care of their newborn daughter and developed the Steel 

City brand from home. Early on, Brian Kurtz approached them about doing a pop-up 

storefront, but the Grbaches were hesitant, as they preferred the lean “one-and-done” 

model that the markets offered them (Ibid, 2017).  

Only when they were confident that they had the loyal brand following and 

projected sales needed to sustain a long-term brick and mortar did they take Kurtz up on 

his offer to do a one-month pop-up downtown (Ibid, 2017). PDP connected the Grbaches 

with a property owner that had just hosted a two-week pop-up on a prime street corner 

downtown and contributed $500 toward a one-month lease. After a successful December, 

they decided to sign a long-term lease and move their fulfillment operations to the back 

of the store (Ibid, 2017).  

Grbach believes Steel City’s sustained success would not have been possible 

without the markets, which allowed him and his wife, both of whom had no retail 

experience, to make dumb mistakes without risking their livelihoods (Ibid, 2017).  
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So what those markets did, it was just a great way to cut our teeth with customers 
on customer service, on inventory, what they liked about our stuff, what they 
didn’t like about our stuff…  
 
Those markets really helped beat off those rough edges I had of bad personality, 
bad attitude toward customers, and I started going what customers wanted. So I 
would not be here without those little markets, for sure. It’s a huge learning 
process. (Ibid, 2017) 

 

Further, he believes that the narrative of entrepreneurs risking it all at once to 

make their dream a reality is misleading.  

With movies and podcasts, you hear these stories like, “oh I risked it all, I put 
$5000 on Uber and now look at me, I’m a billionaire. I slept on my friends couch 
so I could save all this money.” That’s cool, but people have real lives. So when 
you have a wife and kids and you have rent and a car payment, you can’t risk that 
stuff because you’re not going to be the ones footing the bill. If you’re a single 
dude, cool man. You can just go back and live at your moms, it’s no big deal. But 
for people that have a lot to lose, you have to be smart. The story sounds sexier 
when you’re like, oh, I bet it all and it turned out big, but I know a lot of guys that 
did that and you don’t hear about them, because they lost it all in the first three 
months. So you’ve gotta be smart with [risk] calculation. (Ibid, 2017) 
 

Yet another example of a pop-up operator taking small, calculated risks is 

Jennifer Bolanos of Via Raiz. Unlike the Grbaches, she did not need the pop-up to learn 

the tricks of the retail trade, with her extensive background in retail operations, 

merchandising, and sales (Bolanos, Jennifer. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). 

Nor did she really need to develop her concept through the pop-up. Commenting on 

Frisch and Jacobs’ practice of denying pop-up applicants that already had fully developed 

concepts, Rolfe marveled at Bolanos’ retail readiness: 

I think the fact that [Frisch and Jacobs] actually placed some people so that they 
didn’t have to be a pop-up, was so brilliant. Because there are people who are so 
far along in the game. Why would they do that if they know that that’s what 
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they’re going to be doing? Like Jennifer, her store was just—oh… my… god. I 
wonder why she did it. I wonder what they didn’t see that they thought she needed 
that. (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.) 
 
Despite her retail background and strong concept for her store, which flips the 

narrative on the Made in Mexico stigma by importing high-quality, hand-crafted goods 

from Mexican artisans, Bolanos was still not sure that her store would be profitable 

(Bolanos, Jennifer. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). It was an unproven concept 

in Portland and she didn’t know if there was a sufficient customer base: 

I just wanted to be very very cautious and safe and test out the idea before 
deciding to even pursue the idea of doing a brick and mortar… 
It definitely starts out of some kind of passion, but you also need to see it from a 
profit and business perspective. And really really be able to figure out your 
finances and figure out if it’s something that’s even viable. That’s why doing a 
popup can definitely be a good way to test that. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
As indicated by Rolfe’s impression of Via Raiz, her store at the 2016 PDX Pop 

Up Shops group store was a great success, giving her the confidence to pursue a long-

term brick and mortar (Ibid, 2017). Despite her successful proof of concept and strong 

sales, she continues to take small, risk-minimizing steps. Her next move is into a 

temporary showroom, where she will continue operating the store as she builds inventory 

and seeks out a long-term storefront (Ibid, 2017).  

 

BENEFITS AND LIMITATIONS TO PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP MODEL 

Another reason why Project Pop Up and PDX Pop-Up Shops were selected for 

this report is that both are run by similarly organized public-private partnerships (PPPs) 

between a downtown business improvement district, a regional chamber of commerce, 
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and the mayor’s office, among others. Each of these stakeholders obviously has different, 

sometimes conflicting, sets of interests. At the same time, by pooling their networks and 

resources together, these partnerships are able to accomplish more than a lone private or 

public actor. What follows is a brief assessment of the benefits and limitations of using 

the PPP model to run a pop-up program.  

 

Benefits 

Public glory, private dollars  

Both Pittsburgh and Portland’s pop-up programs started off with each city’s 

mayor looking for a cheap solution to improve downtown storefronts (Brown, Morton. 

2017. Interview with author, January 27.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 31.). However, as Morton Brown, Pittsburgh’s former public arts manager, 

pointed out, the public does not like when taxpayer money is used to benefit private 

property owners and entrepreneurs (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 

27.). Both programs used the public-private partnership to avoid using taxpayer dollars 

and the heightened scrutiny that comes with it. These partnerships were mutually 

beneficial: the public (the mayor’s office) gained political capital by appearing to be pro-

business and boots-on-the-ground, while the private partners benefited from the mayor’s 

cachet.  

In Pittsburgh, Brown was able to help make Ravenstahl’s vision a reality without 

using controversial public dollars (Ibid, 2017). The result was a tangible change to the 

downtown streetscape and a good photo op, both of which earned Mayor Ravenstahl 
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some much-needed good will from the voters. And while Mayor Samuel Adams of 

Portland, only months into his first term, did not have a public image problem, his 

presence at the PDX Pop-Up Shops ribbon cutting ceremony helped solidify his image as 

supportive of small, local businesses.  

 

Connections with downtown property owners  

In the literature about pop-up retail, convincing property owners to get on board is 

seen to be one of the biggest challenges (Forsyth and Allan, 2014) . However, as both 

cases in this report illustrate, convincing property owners is less of an impediment when 

they’re on your board. This was the case for both the PDP and Clean & Safe, the two 

BIDs that oversaw property owner recruitment (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with 

author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). The pre-

existing trust between the BIDs and their property owner constituents made it easy to 

convince them to donate property to the cause. In the case of Pittsburgh, the program may 

not have launched without the generosity of a property owner that donated multiple 

properties, as Bethany Tucke discussed (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, 

February 3.).  

 

Network effect 

The third significant advantage to using a PPP model is that the program benefits 

from the extensive network that each public and private partner brings to the table. Just as 

both downtown BIDs benefitted from pre-existing relationships with downtown property 
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owners, the relationships that each partner brought to the table helped make these 

programs successful.  

In both cities, the strength of the public and private partners’ social and 

professional networks helped attract a large number of quality applicants. While both 

programs issued formal requests for proposals, the interpersonal connections from each 

organization played a bigger role in recruiting entrepreneurs and artists (Kurtz, Brian. 

2017. Interview with author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 31.). In Pittsburgh, the 90-plus applications PDP received can largely be 

attributed to partnership with the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, which encouraged the 

many local artists in its network to apply (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 27.). In Portland, both of the pop-up operators interviewed were encouraged to 

apply by friends from either the Portland Development Commission or the Downtown 

Retail Council (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.; Bolanos, Jennifer. 

2017. Interview with author, February 2.).  

Also, both PDP and PBA claimed to have over 200,000 followers across their 

various social media platforms and newsletters (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with 

author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). This was 

essential in attracting the critical mass of customers needed to support the pop-ups. While 

the real number of people that each program reached through its platforms is probably 

much less than 200,000, this sizeable following ensured that the shops had plenty of 

visitors. If the pop-up program had been established using a different model, it likely 



 54 

would have been much harder to reach a critical mass of property owners, pop-up 

operators, and customers. 

 

Limitations 

Politics can get messy 

While having the mayor on-board did not seem to affect PDX Pop-Up Shops’ 

long-term success, the same cannot be said of Pittsburgh’s Project Pop Up. In Pittsburgh, 

as in Portland, the pop-up program began as a solution to the mayor’s quest to revitalize 

downtown (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). Though 

Pittsburgh’s Mayor Ravenstahl brought some institutional legitimacy to the PPP, he also 

brought some personal baggage. In his three years as mayor before Project Pop Up began, 

Mayor Ravenstahl came under criticism for awarding no-bid contracts, using state grant 

money on trash receptacles bearing his name, and for using a Homeland Security vehicle 

to attend a Toby Keith concert (Balinget, 2014; Bauder, 2014). And when Urban 

Redevelopment Authority Executive Director Pat Ford resigned in 2008, he accused 

Mayor Ravenstahl’s “failed administration” of encouraging “a culture of deception and 

corruption” (Lord, 2014).   

When, in the midst of a federal investigation, Mayor Ravenstahl decided not to 

run for re-election, the pop-up program was put on hold (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. 

Interview with author, February 3.). When current mayor Bill Deputo took over, he made 

no effort to maintain the mayor’s office’s involvement. When asked why Project Pop Up 

did not continue in it’s original form, Tucke said: 
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It was the mayor’s program. The mayor was investigated by the grand jury. And 
part of the outcome of that was the police chief went to jail and the mayor did not 
run in the upcoming election… I think, with a new mayor coming in, taking on an 
old mayor’s program, no matter how successful, had a bit of rust on it. (Ibid, 
2017) 

Compared to PDX Pop-Up Shops, Project Pop Up was perceived as more of a “pet 

project” for Mayor Ravenstahl, and that seems to have hindered its sustainability. 

 

Death by committee 

Another issue with the PPP model is that, at times, having an array of 

stakeholders at the table can work against the program organizers’ best interest. Program 

organizers from both projects expressed some frustration with needing to accommodate 

multiple stakeholders (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.; Frisch, 

Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). Asked what she would have changed 

about Project Pop Up, Bethany Tucke said she could have avoided a few headaches if 

there were fewer stakeholders involved: 

Corporate world isn’t much better, but this program was the first time the mayor’s 
office, the downtown partnership, and the redevelopment authority had worked 
together. So the amount of stakeholders. Then you add in the property owners. 
Then you add in the artists.  
 
Somebody once said to me, a committee is how things die. And so like the 
number of different committees that were on this project, though all serving some 
purpose, became a daily exercise in ‘I want to hit my head off the wall.’ But 
nobody was mean. Nobody was bad. Nobody was wrong. It was just a lot of 
people to take into account when you have this huge stakeholder group. (Tucke, 
Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.) 
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Even though no one stakeholder was “mean,” “bad,” or “wrong,” the sheer number of 

stakeholders made it difficult to for Tucke make quick decisions and move the project 

along.  

Lisa Frisch and Cori Jacobs also expressed some frustration with needing to 

accommodate multiple stakeholders. Specifically, PDC, Portland’s urban renewal and 

economic development agency, had caused some difficulty (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 31.). For as long as PDX Pop-Up Shops has been running, Frisch 

and Jacobs have maintained control over retailer selection. However, in the most recent 

year, PDC asked them to incorporate some “micro-businesses” that they were advising 

(Ibid, 2017). Despite Frisch and Jacobs’ premonition that these micro-businesses were 

not a good fit for downtown, they gave them a spot anyway. The result was a sub-par 

pop-up, Frisch says.  

They did ok. They didn’t go great. And it’s hard to go back and say, we told you 
so. That’s not the situation we wanted to be in. It’s a real narrow focus on what 
sells downtown. The customer is a little bit more sophisticated… People like a 
higher quality type of merchandise. So that gets kind of in a difficult situation, 
whereas in previous years we selected who we were working with. And this year, 
we didn’t have that control. (Ibid, 2017) 
 
Frisch and Jacobs also tried to help support PDC this year by giving extra 

consideration to businesses within the activewear cluster (Ibid, 2017). The Portland 

region is home to Nike, Adidas, and Columbia, and other major activewear companies. 

PDC’s staff, in an effort to inject some smaller firms into the regional cluster, was hoping 

to feature an activewear business in PDX Pop Up Shops. However, there were no strong 

applicants from the industry, and thus none were admitted (Ibid, 2017).  
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With PDC getting more involved without much success, it will be interesting to 

see how their role in the pop-up program changes in future years.  

 

OPPORTUNITIES BEYOND DOWNTOWN 

A subject that warrants further inquiry is whether a pop-up retail program like the 

two studied in this report can succeed in areas beyond downtown. Pittsburgh and 

Portland’s downtowns, like many across the nation, experienced a real estate boom not 

long after the pop-up programs started (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 27.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). As noted above, this 

made the organizers shift their operations and missions in different ways. However, as 

downtown real estate continues to boom, other commercial corridors in Pittsburgh, 

Portland, and across the country are still struggling (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 27.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). It is thus 

worth considering whether the pop-up models used in downtown Pittsburgh and Portland 

can be implemented in areas beyond downtown.  

In 2014, Frisch and Jacobs tried to host PDX Pop-Up Shops in Old 

Town/Chinatown, a less dense district that was also less of a retail destination, and had 

“some success,” according to Frisch (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 

31.). “It doesn’t translate 100 percent, but we had some success in Old Town. But again, 

when you’re filling space near Nordstrom, that’s easier to do than filling a space that 

might have a homeless shelter next door to it, which is one of the challenges we had in 

Old Town/Chinatown” (Ibid, 2017).   
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A key element of success for both projects was locating near more established 

retailers and tapping into the abundant foot traffic from downtown events like gallery 

crawls and sports games. While Old Town/Chinatown has popular tourist destinations 

like the Portland Saturday Market and Voodoo Doughnuts, Frisch and Jacobs felt that the 

lower level of foot traffic in that area hindered their success, resulting in lower sales 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). Another limitation was that 

Frisch and Jacobs did not have as strong relationships with property owners in Old Town. 

Without an established level of trust and buy-in, it was harder for landlords to see the 

upside in donating their space (Ibid, 2017).  

When a pop-up retail program moves beyond a booming downtown, there is an 

inherent trade-off. In less-trafficked commercial corridors with higher vacancy rates, 

there is more of a need to activate the streetscape, which was the original goal for both 

programs. The opportunity activate distressed corridors is at odds with the emergent goal 

of supporting local retailers and makers. The best possible location for the pop-ups 

themselves is where the most foot traffic is: downtown. When considering whether to 

operate a pop-up program downtown, organizers must grapple with the program’s 

sometimes-conflicting goals. Locating pop-ups outside of downtown would likely require 

greater promotion and marketing efforts on behalf of the organizers to counteract the 

lower levels of foot traffic. 

While Project Pop Up: Downtown in Pittsburgh was intended to have future 

iterations in other commercial corridors, the program continued to be operated by PDP, 

which has kept programming within the downtown core (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview 
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with author, January 26.). And while they never followed through on their initial goal to 

activate vacant storefronts throughout the city (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with 

author, January 27.), they did help sow the seeds for another type of pop-up. As Brian 

Kurtz discussed, the success of Project Pop-Up: Night Market inspired a group in 

Pittsburgh’s Garfield neighborhood, whom Kurtz advised early on (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 26.). The Garfield Night Market is now in its fifth year of 

operation with five monthly night markets planned for Pittsburgh’s warmer months. The 

night market is one of several successful experiments the Garfield neighborhood has 

undertaken to attract creative workers to live in their neighborhood (Jones, 2013).  

Kurtz believes that the night market model is a good way for neighborhoods 

outside of downtown to experiment with pop-ups, with little up-front expense, as “a proof 

of concept that some form of retail incubation can work” (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview 

with author, January 26.). He added,  

It doesn’t need to be a huge multiple hundred thousand dollar project in order to 
be successful… We had the ability to pull funding resources to make this a pretty 
substantial program that had good branding with it, had good local recognition, 
but I don’t think that it’s necessary for every project that’s out there. (Ibid, 2017) 
 

 
Applicability in “new” traditional neighborhood developments 

 
Another opportunity for pop-up retail beyond downtown is in New Urbanist or 

traditional neighborhood developments (TNDs). TNDs are new developments  

characterized by mixed rather than separated land uses, by ‘pedestrian-friendly’ or 
‘walkable’ scale, by grid patterns of small blocks and narrow streets, and by high-
density ‘transit orient’ construction. Decrying excess ‘dependence’ on the 
automobile, the New Urbanist neighborhood tries to ensure that residents will 
have walking access to essential shopping. (Bartlett, 2013) 
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A classic test for a successful TND is the “popsicle test.” According to the 

Congress for New Urbanism, “An eight-year-old in the neighborhood should be able to 

walk to a store to buy a popsicle, without having to deal with fast-moving cars” 

(Congress for New Urbanism, 2002). However, as Bartlett points out, proponents of TND 

too often fail to consider whether the popsicle purveyor is financially viable based on 

“local walk-to purchases” (LWPs). In other words, are the residents of the development 

able to support the shop, or does the shop’s success depend on residents from elsewhere 

driving, walking, or taking transit to the TND? Bartlett found that with very few 

exceptions, TND retail needs ample “in-shopping” from other neighborhoods in order to 

be profitable. He warns that TND planners that fail to attract in-shoppers with convenient 

on-site parking will struggle to fill their retail spaces (Bartlett, 2003).  

There are a few other factors limiting retail success in TNDs. Too often, the retail 

goes in before the housing is leased or sold so that it serves as an amenity to future 

residents. Failing to allow for lag in retail demand can put an otherwise viable retail 

establishment out of business (Bartlett, 2003). Along with shifting consumer preferences 

toward online and chain convenience stores, failure to right-size the retail space, and 

general oversupply of retail (Grant and Perrot, 2011), it makes sense that TND retail 

often sits vacant before being converted into more residential units (Hirt, 2007).  

With that in mind, the pop-up model could be successfully employed in this new 

frontier in retail vacancy. The forefather of New Urbanism himself, Andres Duany, 

successfully experimented with the pop-up model in the form of incubator retail. Before 
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filling permanent commercial spaces in the Seaside, FL development, Duany gave 

prospective businesses temporary shacks where overhead costs were kept to a minimum 

(American Makeover, 2013). As the community grew, some incubated businesses moved 

into the permanent shops. Duany observed that this path is consistent with the historical 

trend for retail in new communities, “It’s the way to start things. If you look at the early 

photographs of any place, from New York to Berkeley, this is how the merchants began. 

Very simple, temporary buildings that later on became Nordstrom and Macy’s and the 

big merchants” (American Makeover, 2013).  

While Duany’s Seaside provided separate structures for temporary retail, it also 

would likely have worked with pop-ups in built-out retail spaces. Pop-up shops could 

benefit the developer activating the streetscape and giving a preview for prospective 

residents of the sort of local amenities they can expect. Further, it can provide small 

businesses with the chance to prove their concept without sinking too much time and 

capital into it.  
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Chapter 5: Lessons for Practitioners 

LIGHTER, QUICKER, CHEAPER 

Some of the best advice for those looking to improve urban spaces comes from 

the Project for Public Spaces, which exhorts urban placemakers to take a “Lighter, 

Quicker, Cheaper” (LQC) approach.  

Many great plans get bogged down because they are too big, too expensive, and 
simply take too long to happen. Meanwhile the high cost of missed opportunities 
for economic development—and public life—continue to add up. LQC is an 
alternative approach based on taking incremental steps, using low-cost 
experiments, and tapping into local talents. (Project for Public Spaces) 
 
Between the two case studies in this report, one was much lighter, quicker, and 

cheaper than the other. With 11 art and retail pop-ups on six to 12-month leases and 

hundreds of thousands of dollars in funding (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 26.), Pittsburgh’s Project Pop Up had a much grander scope than PDX Pop-Up 

Shops, which began with four pop-ups on two-month leases and little funding (Frisch, 

Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). 

Whereas Project Pop Up only operated their pop-up retail program for one year 

before experimenting with other temporary activations, PDX Pop-Up Shops continued 

operating with the same lean framework since 2009 (Ibid, 2017). The one year Frisch and 

Jacobs were “super ambitious” took on five pop-ups, they found that they were spread 

too thin. “Four really is our sweet spot,” Frisch said (Ibid, 2017). 

Project Pop Up suffered from its perhaps overly ambitious program. When asked 

what she would have done differently had she managed Project Pop Up for another year, 

Bethany Tucke said she would have reduced the number of stakeholders and committees, 
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which would have allowed for more on-the-fly decision making (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. 

Interview with author, February 3.). Also, by activating 11 spaces, the program 

organizers had to spend much more time searching for viable properties, bringing them 

up to code, and finding suitable pop-up operators. And while the grant money helped 

improve streetscapes and promote the program, it also could have threatened the 

sustainability of the program. If the donors decided to pull out after the first year, it 

would have been hard to hire a year-round manager and promote the program (Brown, 

Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.). Lastly, while Tucke and Brown did 

everything in their power to get the 11 pop-ups up and running, they likely would have 

had more time to tend to smaller details had there been fewer pop-ups and committees.  

By keeping it light, quick, and cheap, Frisch and Jacobs avoided some of the 

struggles the Pittsburgh organizers faced, and seem to have had greater long-term impact 

as a result. Frisch takes pride in how quickly she and Jacobs were able to adapt. “That’s 

the beauty of our program. We’re going to fly by the seat of pants. We’re going to tell 

everyone that from the beginning,” she said (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 31.).  

While PDX Pop-Up Shops has a similar group of stakeholders and a similar 

committee to report back to, the organizational model is leaner than that of Project Pop 

Up: Downtown. Frisch and Jacobs are effectively co-managers, and they hold all of the 

power when it comes to choosing properties and pop-ups. The one time they allowed the 

Portland Development Commission to select a participant, the pop-up “didn’t go great” 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). As retail experts, Frisch and 
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Jacobs know what will and will not succeed (Ibid, 2017). Allowing PDC to make that 

decision for them was not ideal. 

Keeping it lean benefitted the program by allowing Frisch and Jacobs to be more 

selective, thereby ensuring high-quality spaces and retailers. With only four spaces to fill 

and dozens of worthy applicants to fill them, Frisch and Jacobs selected only those that 

they knew would succeed. And while finding quality spaces has been a struggle in recent 

years, the limited number of properties involved allowed them to select those most 

conducive to pop-up retail (Ibid, 2017).  

PDX Pop-Up Shops also benefitted from being “quicker” than Project Pop Up. 

The short lease length enabled property owners and pop-ups to get the most bang for their 

buck while minimizing the commitment required for landlords and operators. For 

property owners, there was little opportunity cost to showcasing their space through the 

pop-up program. November and December coincide with the construction moratorium, so 

even if the landlord turned over their property to a new lessor, they would not be able to 

build it out until the following January (Ibid, 2017). The short timeframe also reduced 

opportunity cost for the pop-up operators. If other more lucrative opportunities arose, or 

if, for whatever reason, the pop-up was a complete failure, then they could cut their losses 

quickly and move on. 

The fact that PDX Pop-Up Shops had little funding compared to Project Pop Up 

speaks to the benefits of a “cheaper” approach. Instead of giving each operator $10,000 

(in a matching grant) to build out their space, as Project Pop Up did, PDX Pop-Up Shops 

effectively left the operators on their own financially. This forced them to be resourceful, 
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and to rely on donated time and materials (Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, 

February 2.). With that said, the Pittsburgh organizers’ decision to take a less cheap 

approach may be a reflection of the difference between the two cities’ market conditions. 

Pittsburgh seemingly had weaker demand for downtown retail as well as less viable 

vacant storefronts. Thus the five-figure incentive may have been necessary to get would-

be pop-up operators on board.  

The more recent efforts by the Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership to carry on the 

Project Pop Up legacy with night markets and ad-hoc holiday pop-ups illustrates how 

they too have take since taken a lighter, quicker, cheaper approach. Unlike the long leases 

of Project Pop Up: Downtown, the night markets last only one night and the ad-hoc 

holiday pop-ups last only a month or so (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 26.). The organizational model is much lighter, too. In effect, Brian Kurtz is now 

a team of one, with authority to develop the program as he sees fit (Ibid, 2017). It is also 

much cheaper model. Instead of a $10,000 matching grant, $500 was all Steel City got 

when they popped up this December (Grbach, Brandon. 2017. Interview with author, 

January 27). And while PDP had previously spent money on renting out tents and tables 

for the night market, they now leave that up to their vendors (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 26.).   

 

SEIZE FOOT TRAFFIC 

Another key to success for both programs was their ability to take advantage of 

other downtown happenings. Both programs required that their operators stay open 
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almost every day, but the organizers were keen to recognize that by tying the pop-ups 

into special downtown events, they could help give them the foot traffic they needed to 

succeed (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with author, February 3.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 31.). In Pittsburgh, this meant launching the pop-ups on 

Light Up Night, the popular ceremonial beginning to the holiday season downtown. It 

also meant launching their night market to coincide with the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust’s 

summer gallery crawl (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.). In 

Portland, this meant timing the program to coincide with the free downtown parking 

program and the construction moratorium, both of which serve as an invitation for locals 

to spend time downtown (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). In both 

cases, identifying the times with peak foot traffic and diverting that foot traffic to the 

pop-ups with simple maps helped give the operators the early momentum they needed.  

 

PLAN AHEAD 

The LQC model implies that pop-up organizers should spend less time planning 

and more time doing. However, there is something to be said for establishing a broad 

plan for downtown revitalization, and then using the pop-up program to help meet the 

plan’s goals. The two programs were similar in that they evolved from the mayor’s vision 

to revitalize downtown retail. The difference was that Mayor Samuel Adams of Portland 

formed a committee to assess the situation and draw up a plan with specific action items 

(Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.), while Mayor Luke Ravenstahl of 

Pittsburgh did no such thing (Brown, Morton. 2017. Interview with author, January 27.).  
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By having a broader downtown retail plan to refer to, Frisch and Jacobs were able 

to measure the program’s progress against the goals they laid out before it began (Jacobs, 

Cori.  2017. Interview with author, January 31.). This helped them shift their mission 

once viable vacant properties became more sparse, allowing them to refocus on providing 

opportunity for entrepreneurs and a point of pride for the Portland community (both of 

which were action items on the downtown action plan). Pittsburgh, on the other hand, had 

no such yardstick to measure their progress and no set of goals to help them adjust their 

operation in the face of a changing downtown real estate landscape.  

Further, forming a revitalization plan may have helped de-politicize the pop-up 

program as well as Portland’s general revitalization efforts. Mayor Adams of Portland 

was well liked, but his revitalization efforts may have been seen as politically 

opportunistic if they were not incorporated into an apolitical action plan. Had Mayor 

Ravenstahl of Pittsburgh taken the time to create a downtown revitalization committee 

and strategy document, the program would have been more likely to outlast his time in 

office.  

 

WORK WITH GROUPS 

In Lisa Frisch’s experience, pop-up shops are far more likely to be successful if 

operated by a group (Frisch, Lisa. 2017. Interview with author, January 31.). Groups are 

ideal for a number of reasons. They can help make the workload more manageable. They 

can help boost creativity by sounding out ideas and collaboratively tweaking them. And 
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most importantly, from a retail perspective, more operators mean more products and 

greater variety (Ibid, 2017). Frisch says they tell prospective retailers that  

you can’t be your own designer just in the space. It’s really great if you have 
breadth of merchandise, and you should work with a couple of people and you 
should have art on the wall that’s for sale and maybe have jewelry, and maybe 
have clothing….  
 
So the people we approve most quickly are the groups. A group of artists or 
designers that are working together, or even a duo, but if they have pre-existing 
relationships with other people then they can have more merchandise in that store. 
That’s really what does best, and again, retail rule: the merchandise you have the 
more opportunity you have to sell. So our two big success stories, Boys Fort and 
Crafty Wonderland, they each sold about $100,000 worth of merchandise over the 
7 weeks. They each had 30-40 designers that they carried so they each had 
constant flow of merchandise. We had two, two out of the four we had last year 
were great, but they were limited on what they sold because they just didn’t have 
lots of merchandise. So if they had double, triple the amount of merchandise, they 
would have done double, triple the sales. (Ibid, 2017) 
 

 

INCUBATE ENTREPRENEURS 

Although both Project Pop Up and PDX Pop-Up shops sought to incubate local 

entrepreneurs by giving them a rent-free downtown storefront, surprisingly, neither 

program incorporated business development coaching into its operation. For Bethany 

Tucke, this was a missed opportunity: 

I would highly encourage, if I was ever going to do a program again, or if you or 
somebody else was going to do a program again, that [small business advising] 
becomes part of the timeline. That once the people are chosen, if it’s someone 
that’s going into retail, you’re going to do a three-week course. It’s provided to 
you as part of your inclusion in the program, and you have to show up or you’re 
not going to get a key to the location. And you’re not going to get this 
opportunity. I just think that it would make it more successful. (Tucke, Bethany. 
2017. Interview with author, February 3.) 
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As noted earlier, a major benefit of the public-private partnership model is the 

strength of each stakeholder’s connections with the business community. This would 

have made it easy to provide some sort of support to the pop-up operators, some of whom 

had little knowledge of how to plan and run a business (Ziller, Bob. 2017. Interview with 

author, January 26.; Rolfe, R. 2017. Interview with author, February 2.). Whether in the 

form of workshops, classes, or one-on-one mentoring, both pop-up programs seem to 

have missed an opportunity to ensure success for their participants.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Ultimately, this report is about the value of taking small risks. Pittsburgh and 

Portland’s BIDs, and their public and private partners, took small risks by piloting pop-up 

retail programs. Downtown property owners took a small risk by donating their spaces to 

artists and retailers they did not know. The pop-up operators took the risk of opening 

stores, but without the bigger risk of taking on debt or quitting their day jobs.  

These small risks seem to have paid off given the modest goals of these 

initiatives. Almost all of the properties were leased or renovated within a year of the 

program (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.; Frisch, Lisa. 2017. 

Interview with author, January 31.). Several operators ended up expanding into brick and 

mortar shops. Hundreds of local artisans got to showcase their products to a wider 

audience (Ibid, 2017). Both BIDs were able to drum up positive local press about 

downtown, while driving foot traffic to downtown businesses new and old. In the 

process, they were able to promote a more authentic downtown experience for visitors. 

Unsurprisingly, both BIDs have been recognized by their peers for their success (Ibid, 

2017).  

If there is a critique against either program, it is that PDP took too big of a risk at 

the outset. There were too many spaces, too long leases, too much funding, too much 

political capital, and too many managing partners. This hampered their ability to make 

expedient decisions, as Bethany Tucke indicated (Tucke, Bethany. 2017. Interview with 

author, February 3.). Their shift to a leaner model with night markets and ad hoc pop-up 

retailers has helped mitigate risk and reduce inefficiency for all involved. 
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Having shaped PDP’s evolving pop-up program over the years, Brian Kurtz’s 

advice to other BIDs is to “start small” with something like a night market and see how it 

grows from there (Kurtz, Brian. 2017. Interview with author, January 26.).  

 Today it might be hard to replicate what Pittsburgh and Portland’s BIDs started 

on the heels of the Great Recession. However, there are plenty of other applications of 

the pop-up concept for small business development. One could look to do storefront pop-

ups in areas with higher retail vacancy, such as in New Urbanist developments and 

neighborhood commercial corridors. Or, as Kurtz mentioned, one could organize a small 

night market and see what happens (Ibid, 2017).  

In any form, pop-up retail is a small risk worth taking.  
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