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Introduction

Key Findings
Assets identify the strengths in the downtown. These are impressive characteristics that exist in

New Hampshire First Impressions is an assessment program conducted through UNH
Cooperative Extension to assess the existing assets and opportunities for improvement in a
community’s downtown. The program utilizes the ArcGIS Collector application allowing
participants to make comments about aspects of the downtown while plotting these points on a
map. A pilot program was conducted in the summer of 2016 in the communities of Rochester
and Littleton. As New Hampshire’s population is aging, many communities are interested in
learning how to better recruit and retain young people to live and work. In order to meet the
needs of NH communities, UNH Extension decided to partner with the UNH Planning Student
Organization to have students conduct the assessment.

Somersworth’s downtown.
• Diversity of Businesses. The First Impressions Team continually commented on the mix of eclectic
businesses in Somersworth. Funky cafés, restaurants, and quirky boutiques create a very diverse
downtown.
• Seating. One of the most praised categories during the Somersworth assessment was seating.
Visitors found an abundance of well-maintained and inviting benches throughout the study area.
• Historic Character. Somersworth has done a nice job preserving beautiful historic buildings on
Market Street and adjacent neighborhood streets. The colorful New England style houses make for
a welcoming entrance to the town and the classic brick buildings tie together wonderfully along
Market and High Street.

College students provide a unique view into how younger generations perceive downtown
communities. The students completed a pre-visit survey, site visit, and post-visit survey. Existing
assets and needs of Somersworth’s downtown were identified, helping to focus planning efforts
on the primary needs of the community.

• Signage. The First Impressions Team made numerous observations about the consistency and
readability of signs throughout Somersworth with respect to safety, business, and wayfinding.

Opportunities identify areas of high potential for improvement.
• Public Art. The First Impressions Team noticed a huge potential for community art. The mural on
Constitutional Way was a popular example of how the town could decorate empty buildings and
retaining walls.

Methods
Assessment Visit. Six members from the University of New Hampshire Planning Student
Organization collected data in Somersworth on Saturday, November 5th for about 3 hours using
Collector for ArcGIS.
Assets and opportunities for improvement were identified among 13 different characteristics:
Business Community Art Displays & Signage Downtown Entrance Landscaping
Lighting Parks Point of Interest Public Facilities Seating Sidewalks, Crosswalks & Trails
Streets & Transportation Waste & Recycling

Study Area

Asset: Seating
Opportunities: Public Art, Park/Community Gathering Space

• Vacant Spaces. Apart from Market Street, emptiness was prevalent in the study area. Vacant
buildings and wide-open parking lots absorbed any energy or vibrancy. All of this space could be
used for new businesses, parks, and/or a community gathering space.
• Traffic. The day of the visit was filled with the continuous buzz of cars along Market and High
Street. This flow seemed fast and dangerous at times with a lot of confusion as to why the cars
were not stopping in Somersworth. The city could benefit from capturing this traffic.
• Park/Community Gathering Space. The First Impressions Team identified parks and a community
common as some of the biggest absences in Somersworth. At the debrief, the Team emphasized
the need for an outdoor place for people to join together and enjoy.

The Team used the mobile application called Collector for ArcGIS while exploring the study area:
Step 1: Select desired characteristic (i.e. Seating).
Step 2: Fill out brief description (i.e. “Bench on Market Street next to City Hall”).
Step 3: Write descriptive observation (i.e. “Nicely painted and well maintained bench”).
Step 4: Choose “Asset”, “Asset/Opportunity”, or “Opportunity.”
Step 5: Take and upload a photo.

• Excessive Parking. There was an abundance of parking spaces in the study area. This emptiness had
a negative impact on the First Impressions Team. It appeared to be space that could be used for
something else.

Pre-Visit Survey. Each member completed a Pre-Visit Survey online several days before the visit.
Questions addressed the online information available for the town and any personal perceptions
of Somersworth.
Post-Visit Survey. Six members from the First Impressions Team completed an online survey
within a few days of returning from the visit. The survey prompted members to reflect on the
visit, give an overall rating to the downtown, and to indicate their willingness to live, visit, or
open a business in the community.

Conclusion
Asset: Diversity of Businesses

Analysis
Data Analysis and Report. Four members of the First Impressions Team analyzed the qualitative
data:
• Observations and photos were grouped into “assets” or “opportunities” for each
characteristic.
• Common themes described the findings for each characteristic.
• Observations were edited and listed underneath each characteristic in the report.
• Matching photos that best described the identified themes were chosen to accompany the
observations in the report.
• The most consistent observations were highlighted as key findings. Key assets marked the
most impressive characteristics that exist and key opportunities identified areas with the
highest potential for improvement.

Assets: Signage, Historic Character, Seating
Opportunity: Public Art

The First Impressions Team has lasting impressions about Somersworth’s downtown. The study area
included an eclectic downtown with well preserved historic character, good seating, effective signage,
and an interesting mix of businesses. The corridor of High and Market Streets carried a vibrant and
positive atmosphere that faded as you left that area. However vacant and rundown these peripheral
areas seem, the First Impressions Team envisions significant potential for improvement.
On April 4, 2017, Shanna Saunders, Director of Planning and Community Development, received the
First Impressions report and oral presentation. The First Impressions Team discussed the findings and
talked about ways to proceed. Shanna invited the Team to present to the Somersworth City Council in
early May. The First Impressions Team is eager to see the City of Somersworth take steps forward after
considering the First Impressions report.

Asset: Signage
Opportunity: Excessive Parking

Potential outcomes include repurposing vacant buildings for new businesses and housing,
incorporating public art and community gathering spaces, emphasizing the views and recreation of the
Salmon Falls River, and finding a way to capture the large amounts of traffic passing through the
downtown each day.

Asset: Diversity of Businesses

Asset: Historic Character
Opportunities: Vacant Spaces, Park/Community Gathering Space

Asset: Historic Character

