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Simple Ideas Make for a Better Community Image 

 

  The First Impressions Program through K-State Research and Extension has been very popular 

over the past couple of years. Communities continue to use the program for a low-cost, critical 

look at ways to make their home town a destination and a better place to live and work. 

  The program is simple.  The first step is a grass-roots group identifies First Impressions as a 

project they would like to apply for.  The city council must approve and sign-off on the 

application.  The local group will then identify 6 to 8 volunteers to serve as the first impressions 

team.  Working with the local agent, the application is sent to K-State Research and Extension 

Specialists Nadine Sigle in the Hansen Foundation area of NC and NW Kansas or Nancy 

Daniels for the remainder of the state. The Extension team works to partner the community with 

another community of similar size and within reasonable travel distance.  The teams from each 

community are then trained to be “secret shoppers” so-to-speak, visiting each other’s 

communities and completing a detailed worksheet.  From these worksheets, a report is 

completed and presented back to the community in a public meeting.  The community then 

decides how they move forward with the results. All this is done at no cost to the communities. 

  From participating in many First Impressions I have learned there are a few key items that we 

can always do to make our communities a better place to live and work. I have put together a 

short list of ideas that can help to create a better community image. 

  On-line Image – In this day and age everyone does on-line searches for everything. It is more 

important than ever that businesses have a web page or are utilizing social media. These must be 

kept up-to-date while in business and taken down when out of business. Some means of 

marketing through technology will be increasingly important for small-town businesses to 

survive.  It is important to cooperate and make sure we link to each other in the community so 

that one search results in multiple things to do in the community. High speed internet access is 

important to everyone these days and so we must continue to demand this service! 

  Signage – Is the number one item that emerges in all First Impressions work.  That starts miles 

from town, making sure signs are in good repair, current, and readable. Is your community 

marked on a major highway? It should be easy to identify the name of the town when 

approaching with signs well maintained and lighted at night. Wayfinder signs are vital to help 

visitors find businesses and services in town. Finally, do businesses have attractive, current and 

readable signage on the store-front. Can a visitor tell the business is open from the street? 

  Customer Service – In real estate the mantra is location, location, location!  In business, our 

mantra is often forgotten but should be Customer Service, Customer Service, Customer Service.  

Customers should be greeted immediately upon entering the store.  (Did you know this is the 

number one deterant to shop lifting?) Help customers find what they need without being 

overbearing. Cross-sell where possible within your store or recommend other stores in town, 

especially when customers are from out of town.  When dealing on-line, prompt response to 

purchase orders, quick shipping, and follow-up are all vital to repeat customers. It is vital that we 

train all of our employees to talk positively about the business where they work, the other 

businesses in town, and the community as a whole.  We are often our own worst enemy in this 

regard! 

  Public Spaces – Parks that are well maintained, have equipment that is attractive to young 

families, provide recreation for all ages such as disc-golf, and picnic spaces always catch the 

attention of visitors.  Clean streets, good curbs and sidewalks, adequate marked parking, and 

wiresless hotspots are all items that we see repeatedly on the reports. 

  Housing & Daycare – If we ever hope to attract people to our communities then there must be 



adequate and quality housing available across the entire spectrum of prices. Anyone researching 

our community should be able to readily ascertain the amount and quality of daycare available.  

Quality daycare is an absolute must for retaining home-grown young people as well.  Finally, 

we, as homeowners, have a responsibility to our community to keep our properties clean and 

well maintained. 

  If each person, business, and organization in the community will do their part to make these 

simple steps happen then the community as a whole can focus on the bigger picture of reversing 

the depopulation of our rural communities. 
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