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F E AT U R E

An Introduction to Design Guidelines
by Ilene Watson

WHAT ARE DESIGN
GUIDELINES?

A growing number of commu-
nities are using design guidelines
as a basis for decisions related to 
urban design. Some of the types of design
guidelines you might encounter range
from landscaping and buffering; to the
design of commercial, industrial, or mul-
tiple family buildings; to ideas for a
town’s public roads and sidewalks. A
community may have several different
design guideline documents, differentiat-
ed by neighborhood boundaries or by the
type of development.

This article is the first in a two-part
series on design guidelines. It deals with
the questions: 
• What are design guidelines for? 
• How do they fit into a community’s
“planning toolbox”? 

• What are some characteristics of design
guidelines? and 

• How can guidelines be written to
increase the chances of success in
implementation? 

In the next issue of the Planning Com-
missioners Journal, I’ll take a closer look
at questions related to urban design, and
to the importance of building communi-
ty understanding and support of design
principles.
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The same building before and after renovations based on design guidelines. Note the focus on the street corner; architectural detailing; entries; increased win-
dow area on the ground floor; lighting; and, awnings over doorways.

OUR FIRST
INTRODUCTION TO GOOD

DESIGN AND ITS
IMPORTANCE IS OFTEN
WHEN WE NOTICE IT’S

MISSING. 

WHY BOTHER?

Driving down the road a planning
commissioner suddenly catches sight of
“that place.” She stares at a long flat wall
with a few windows, a small door, and no
landscaping in sight. Cringing slightly
she thinks, “That is not what we thought
would be there when the town rezoned
the property.”

A developer stands forlornly on the
steps of City Hall. He has just picked up
a copy of the town’s design requirements
that he must incorporate into his plans
for an apartment development. In his
hands are a few sheets of paper vaguely
referring to “maintaining community
character” and “being visually appeal-
ing.” He says, “But what does that
mean?” 

A business person looks past the
carefully arranged shelves, through the
artful window display, and out the continued on page 2

inviting entrance of his store. Next door
at a construction site a square building of
bare concrete brick is taking its mono-
lithic shape. He thinks, “Why do I try to
make my place appealing? No one else
seems to care.”

People may not recognize or be able
to define “design” as an issue at first. Our
first introduction to good design and its
importance is often when we notice it’s
missing. It may start with a sense that the
area where we live or work just doesn’t
feel, function, or look right. While there
are inviting places that we like, there are
also places we pass by and wrinkle our
noses at. When we take the time to con-
sider our reactions, we begin to realize
that good design often makes the differ-
ence in how we respond.

WHAT CAN DESIGN GUIDELINES DO
FOR A COMMUNITY?

The idea of having design guidelines
gained popularity in the 1970’s and
1980’s as a result of communities want-
ing greater control over the appearance
and fit of new development. Design
guidelines are one way of achieving this.
They can serve to:
• assure the community that good design

features and visual quality will be
required whenever new development is
proposed;



How Goals,
Objectives 
& Guidelines

Relate to Each Other
Goals and objectives provide context

and clarity for the actual design guide-
lines. Usually goals are more conceptual
and broad in nature. Objectives break
down each goal into something detailed
enough to use as a basis for distinct
design ideas. Design guidelines are usual-
ly the least conceptual, most pragmatic
part.

The ways of actually writing goals,
objectives, and design guidelines are vir-
tually unlimited. The following is one
example which could be in a design
guideline document for commercial
buildings in a traditional downtown: 

Goal – Provide for a pleasant pedestri-
an experience.

From this might come the objective –
Ensure buildings have complexity at
street level, at a human scale, which can
be enjoyed at a pedestrian pace.

From that objective might come
guidelines (only summarized here) sup-
porting:

• architectural expression (defined as a
distinct change in the building form) at
street level, especially around entrances,
windows, where the building meets the
sidewalk, and between the first story
and those above;

• enhanced trim and architectural detail
at street level using changes in color
and/or material;

• signs and awnings (of certain materials,
colors, and/or size) to hang from the
building above the sidewalk;

• detailed building surface texture and
surface patterns at street level. 

Obviously this is not an exhaustive
list of the objectives and guidelines such
an important goal might generate. It does,
however, show how understanding the
goals and objectives can help to clarify
the intent of the guidelines.

addressing design issues than is typically
found in a zoning bylaw.

It is critical that any design guide-
lines be clear enough to be understood
by the public – not just by professional
architects or planners. This means they
should avoid jargon whenever possible,
clearly explain any technical terms, and
avoid vague language such as calling for
a building to “be consistent” with those
around it. Creating clear and under-
standable guidelines is also important
for ensuring that they are legally defen-
sible.

WHAT ARE SOME KEY FEATURES
OF DESIGN GUIDELINES?

There are certain things that all
design guidelines should contain, at
least to some degree.

1. A community vision (design goals)

Design guidelines should reflect
what each community sees as most
important to its identity. They should be
an expression of the community. One
common method is to establish a com-
munity vision, and then break that
down to a series of design goals from
which the guidelines will evolve. 

This process serves the dual purpose
of not only establishing some direction
for the design guidelines, but also build-
ing awareness and understanding of the
concepts of design in the community. 

2. Clear and
understandable
design goals,
objectives, and
policies

How many
times have you read
a document where
it was unclear what
a particular policy
was intended to
a c h i e v e ? H o w
often have you seen
a worthy goal 
written down, but
searched in vain 
for the policies that
would make it 
happen?

• establish principles for appearance in
portions of a city or town;

• establish design principles for the
interaction between uses (for example,
between private and public spaces
such as a storefront and a pedestrian
sidewalk);

• help re-establish or create better
design where the community has
identified a need for improvement;
and

• provide the foundation and support
for making design decisions.

HOW DO DESIGN GUIDELINES
FIT INTO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT

FRAMEWORK?

Most towns have a comprehensive
plan that indicates the broad vision of
the community, potential land use loca-
tions, and some criteria for development
decisions. In addition to the comprehen-
sive plan there is the zoning bylaw (or
code). The zoning bylaw sets out strict
regulations that properties must meet
such as density, use, and setbacks. The
comprehensive plan is usually broad in
nature. The zoning bylaw is much more
specific.

Design guidelines provide a more
detailed image than the broad goals of
the comprehensive plan, yet they allow
greater flexibility and creativity in
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A town can create design guidelines for infrastructure, such as sidewalk
details, lighting, and street furniture. Note the simple renovation on the
building includes roof detailing and a building projection over the sidewalk.

Design Guidelines
continued from page 1



Goals and objectives are stated for
the sake of providing context and clarity.
Design guidelines, by their very nature,
often require understanding the related
design objectives and goals in order to
interpret them well. How Goals, Objec-

tives & Guidelines Relate to Each Other.

3. Illustrations

“A picture is worth a thousand
words.” Pictures increase our under-
standing of what a guideline is intended
to do.

Illustrations can include pho-
tographs, simple line drawings showing
applied design guidelines, and before
and after examples. The key is that a
design guideline document should be
loaded with clear visual representations
of what a community wants to see hap-
pen and how the design guidelines look
when applied.

4. Definition of design terms

If the design guidelines use terms
that might not be readily understood,
those terms should be defined. What
does an objective of maintaining the
“rhythm” of buildings and entrances
along a street mean? The definition can
use words or drawings but often a com-
bination of the two creates the best
understanding. The design guideline
document needs to create a common
perception of some basic design words
and ideas.

Style versus
Character
It’s important to understand

the difference between a certain “style” 
of buildings versus the “character” that
comes from the design of the buildings.
Some areas that have restricted them-
selves to a particular style such as “Old
West” or “Bavarian” have succeeded.
Many have not, since adopting a certain
style with its comprehensive restrictions
of site layout, materials, architecture,
color, and so on, can be quite rigid.

Another way to approach the idea is
to identify the essential design elements
that create character and assure those ele-
ments are reflected in new buildings. For
those particular elements there may be
rigid guidelines, while more freedom is
permitted in other parts of the design.

An example of a character-related
design guideline might involve an older
town which is plainly identified by, and
admired for, the distinctive steep roof
lines of its buildings. Design guidelines
might therefore require steep pitched
roofs including a stated minimum (and
perhaps maximum) roof pitch. Other
aspects of building form might have
guidelines that are more flexible.

THE GREAT DILEMMA!

There is one question continually
faced by those involved in writing
design guidelines: Where is that fine line
between guidelines being so exact they
are rigid and stifling, and guidelines
being so subjective they become hard to
interpret and enforce?

This is the dilemma between pre-
scriptive guidelines which are regulatory
and rigid, and descriptive guidelines
which are focused on providing input
into the design process and flexibility

Descriptive guidelines allow more
creativity and are adaptable to the condi-
tions of the site, but can be so open to
interpretation that it can be difficult to
refuse a development that shows only a
minimal response to design issues. This
type of guideline often indicates that a
certain response to a design issue is only
“encouraged” or “discouraged.”

Prescriptive guidelines are less open
to interpretation, but can inhibit explor-
ing various design options – and some-
times may even prohibit a good, creative
design solution. This type of guideline
usually has a requirement that must be
incorporated into a project’s plans.

There is no magic answer to the
dilemma of prescriptive versus descrip-
tive design guidelines. Each town will
reach its own conclusions about what
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Design guidelines can require landscaping and indicate how it is to be used. Here landscaping softens
and humanizes the harsh expanse of a mall parking lot and separates the major traffic collector lanes
from parking areas and minor lanes.

continued on page 4



the appropriate mix should be.
The following are some factors
to consider:

1. Are there a few key design-
oriented issues the community
places a high priority on?

There may be a few high pri-
ority design characteristics
which your community finds
important. Clear, predetermined
design criteria that are more pre-
scriptive in nature can be used to
absolutely ensure that a design
meets a specified standard.

Perhaps there is a walkway
beside a river weaving through
town that the community wishes

to see enhanced as a focal point. As a
result there may be some prescriptive
design guidelines requiring adjacent
buildings to relate well to this feature.
An example might be requiring at least
one public door in each commercial unit
to be oriented toward that waterway
space – or calling for a certain amount of
window to wall ratio on the ground
floor facing the river walkway.

2. Does the area have a design history,
that is to say, key historical or architectur-
al strengths, to preserve?

Certain places have a history that is
evident in the buildings or in the layout
of the town. Often residents feel a keen
need to preserve their past and maintain
that character in new construction. 
Having some prescriptive design guide-
lines can help maintain the essential
character of a particular area. Style 

versus Character, p. 17

3. What degree of subjectivity and
interpretation are the users of the design
guidelines comfortable with?

It makes no sense to write design
guidelines that people cannot use. The
process for the development of design
guidelines should include a strong edu-
cational component about urban design.
That part of the process will help clarify
the balance that the people using the
document are comfortable with. 

Design guidelines may need to be
more fixed or regulatory in nature if

(and interpretation) of some of the design-
related standards contained in the City’s
zoning code. To help deal with this prob-
lem, planning and zoning department staff
have prepared several single sheet hand-
outs on a variety of design-related ques-
tions, including sign regulation, parking
layout, outdoor lighting, utilities, and
landscaping.

Of particular note, these handouts
contain numerous photographs and draw-
ings to illustrate the intent of design stan-
dards. For more information, contact
Glynis Jordan of the Burlington Planning
Department at: 802-865-7188.

EDITOR’S NOTE:

Words 
& Pictures

As Ilene Watson
points out, too often
planners forget the
power illustrations
can have to explain
words. Images can
be especially useful
in helping to clarify
architectural or
design concepts and
guidelines. The inset
to the right is from
Preserving Communi-
ty Character in Hun-
terdon County: A
Community Design Handbook, prepared by
the Hunterdon County, New Jersey, Plan-
ning Board in December 1999. Our thanks
to Principal Planner Linda Weber for pro-
viding us with a copy of this excellent
handbook. For more information, you can
contact Weber at: 908-788-1490.

My own hometown of Burlington, 
Vermont, has also recognized the difficulty
permit applicants – especially those who
do not regularly submit development pro-
posals – have in understanding the 
meaning 
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major users don’t have the confidence or
commitment to interpret design oriented
statements. It is important to remember
that a move to avoid some of the subjec-
tive nature of design guidelines may only
appear to make things easier. Unfortu-
nately, the trade-off is less ability to look
at options and be creative, yet remain
within the guidelines.

4. What is the staff ’s capability and
expertise?

The staff ’s capability to use design
guidelines is important to successful
implementation. Staff plays a crucial role
in the interpretation of the design guide-
lines. It is important that staff work very
closely with developers even before the
application is made. If staff has no back-

ground in design guidelines they should
be required to improve their knowledge
– or it may be necessary to hire someone
with appropriate expertise. Another
option is to retain outside expertise to
provide advice when there are questions
of interpretation.

SUMMING UP:

It isn’t necessary for a community to
feel helpless or hopeless when faced with
poor design decisions. Design can be a
difficult topic to understand, but there
are methods and processes that can help
demystify urban design issues. Well writ-
ten design guidelines can provide a com-
munity with a design concept for their
town along with an understandable

framework for making decisions. I hope
that this article contributes to making
your guidelines useable and successful. �

Ilene Watson has been
employed with the Central
Okanagan Regional Dis-
trict Planning Department
in Kelowna, British
Columbia, for twelve
years. She is currently
working on special projects
including guidelines, a
town centre strategic plan, large neighborhood
master planning projects, and a new zoning bylaw.
Ilene is a registered professional landscape archi-
tect in Canada (CSLA) and is registered to practice
planning in both Canada and the United States
(MCIP, AICP). 

On-Line 
Comments
“I think its important to be

clear on the relationship between the com-
prehensive plan, zoning, and design guide-
lines. Design guidelines result from the
directives of the comprehensive plan and its
vision for the future. They are at the micro
scale, more specific than zoning and often
apply to a small area, street corridor, neigh-
borhood, or particular project. Design guide-
lines often take the shape of a overlay zone
within a plan (Main Street projects are a good
example where design guidelines are used) …
and establish specific criteria that new devel-
opment and/or redevelopment needs to meet
in order to preserve and maintain a desired
community form and character.”

– Silvia Gagnon, AICP/MCIP, planning consul-
tant, Victoria, British Columbia

“Ms. Watson’s article hits the nail on the
head when suggesting that communities have
a clear picture of how design guidelines are to
be used, as well as where they are best suited.
I have found design guidelines to be a ‘hard
sell’ in the communities I have worked. They
typically work best in specific areas or dis-
tricts, or in communities that have the sense
of place or identity that Ms. Watson alludes
to. I think that is vital in creating the political
will for accepting and adopting design guide-
lines. Getting them adopted at a county level
is often an extremely difficult process due to
the larger area and the diversity between
areas within it. 

… I also strongly agree with Ms. Watson’s

notion of incorporating flexibility into the
design guidelines so that the more problemat-
ic situations can still be dealt with in a cre-
ative and innovative manner, rather than
through strict compliance. It is easier to bring
the developer on board when there are viable
options and alternatives available that still
meet the intent of the design guidelines. Of
course, a primary goal of creating design
guidelines should always include strategies
on how to bring various stakeholders on
board, and to agree on the positives such as
the potential to enhance property values, or
preservation of heritage or cultural aspects.”

– Larry P. Frey, AICP, Community Development
Manager, Citrus County, Florida

“As much as local officials dislike the sta-
tus quo of development, they are reluctant to
be creative in planning and design. Some
communities are too busy with development
applications. Others simple do not have the
money for new plans and consultants and
their staff planners do not have a sufficient
background in design (this is a real problem).
Also, many local officials equate design with
aesthetics and subjectivity. They feel that
design standards complicate the planning
process and are either illegal or place an
unfair burden on property owners and devel-
opers. We need to dispel these myths and
promote design as a win-win approach to
land use planning.”

– Linda B. Weber, AICP/PP, Principal Planner,
Hunterdon County, New Jersey

“As we struggled to ‘define’ a series of
guidelines for a new office complex, we 

realized that the developer made constant 
reference to another project, indicating that
the proposal for our community would be ‘as
good as, or better than’ the existing complex.
Since both staff and commissioners agreed
that the aesthetics and character were what
we wanted as well, the design guidelines
incorporated in the zoning change were ‘The
exterior architectural style of the office build-
ings shall be similar in quality to the ______
Center.’ Simplistic maybe, but understand-
able and acceptable to all parties.”

– J. Wayne Oldroyd, AICP, Director, 
Community Development, City of Maryland
Heights, Missouri

“Design Guidelines can be an effective
tool when properly administered. Our Town-
ship has several distinct nooks of urban
development, each with its own ‘feel’ and
‘character.’ … From a landscape-level com-
prehensive planning standpoint, design
guidelines can help to mold urbanization
towards the goals of the master plan. If your
Planning Commission is interested in build-
ing ‘neighborhoods,’ design guidelines are
essential. However, design guidelines should
also follow the general impulse of the free
market, or they may be resisted strenuously
by the development community. In other
words, do your economic development and
demographic analysis homework BEFORE
delving into design guidelines.”

– Frank Wash, Alpine Township Planning
Director, and City of Coopersville, Michigan,
Planning Commissioner




