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Principles and 
Components

Form-Based Codes 101



Why would a City Use a Form-Based Code?







The Limits of Aesthetic Regulations





What the community said it 
wanted



Well-intentioned policy statement: Infill and 
develop in existing urbanized areas. Build 
affordable multi-family housing near 
transportation corridors.
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Why are Cities Using Form-Based Codes?



Yesterday’s problems



Yesterday’s tools:
• Separation of  Uses (e.g. C-

1; RR; RM…
• Density/FAR 

(micro-management)



Yesterday’s tools: great at preventing

Not clear about what it intends to make!

Levittown NY



Yesterday’s tools: Separation of Uses



Anywhere USA

This is “red” on the zoning map.



My Town USA

This is “red” on the map too.



FAR 1.0 FAR 1.0

Yesterday’s tools:
Floor Area Ratio (FAR)



FAR is best as a measuring tool; 
not for driving design or decision-making

Salt Lake City 2014 Conventional Zoning vs Form-Based Zoning © 2014 Opticos Design, Inc.  |

Would you describe other things this way?

34

max .75 inches tall

oops!



Removing Obstacles for Urbanism (Illogical Zoning)

Hurdles to Reuse Space for Pastry Shop:
Zone R7-Allows 75’ tall residential, but not commercial 
• Two-part special use permit ($560)

• City Planning Board (meets once a month)- will likely deny application
• Planning Board of Appeals-meets once a month  ($1,000)

• Nine space parking lot required for occupancy permit (det. by #__ of tables)   
Cost=$20,000 (must cutdown tree)

• Lost rent: $2,000-$4,000 min.



“Using Conventional ‘Use-Based’ 
Zoning for ‘walkable urbanism’ and 
areas of transformation is like 
playing the piano with your palms 
instead of your fingers.”

(or like walking on your hands instead 
of  your feet.)



From Euclid to Kafka



Development Regulation 
Today:

Out of  Balance



Use/DensityForm Management

Regulating Mechanism: 
Balance -- Form-Based Codes



Form

Use/Density

Management

Regulating Mechanism: 
Balance -- Form-Based Codes



Form

Management
Use

Peter Katz

Regulating Mechanism: 
Balance -- Form-Based Codes



Form vs. Use



Form vs. Use



Form vs. Use



Mixed-Use
‘Medium’ Density 
Transportation Corridor



Mixed-Use
‘Medium’ Density 
Transportation Corridor



Regulating Mechanism: 
Balance -- Form-Based Codes

Form

Management
Use

Peter Katz



Community 

Health



Look familiar?



In the news…



Wasteful Consumption of Land, Time, and Energy

Thirteen trips a day



Report from Environmental Building News: For an office building built to 
modern energy codes (ASHRAE 90.1-2004), more than twice as much 
energy is used by commuters than by the building.

What about residential?

True Sustainability



Recognizing Changes in the Way People Live

• Majority of Americans want something other 
than a detached single family home on a 
large lot -- research by Chris Nelson

• Only 70% of 18-25 year-olds have driver’s 
license (and average VMT for all Americans 
has continued to decrease)

• Creative Class – opting for location to live 
over job selection

• General desire for walkable, mixed-use 
places



Oakland, CA

Designers Are Not Used to Designing Buildings 
Fronting a Street
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Why basic regulation is important



Diverse Applications
1. Downtown Master Plans
2. Corridor Revitalization Plans
3. Neighborhood Revitalization Plans
4. Specific Plan Development Standards
5. New Walkable Neighborhoods
6. Historic Resource Preservation Planning
7. Transit Village Implementation
8. Greyfield Redevelopment
9. University/Community Interface Plans
10. Subdivision Ordinances
11. General Plan Implementation
12. Complete Development Code Updates
13. Model Codes
14. Regional Plan Implementation



What is a Form-Based Code?

The Definition



What is a Form-Based Code?

The Definition
A form-based code is a land development regulation that 
fosters predictable built results and a high-quality public 
realm by using physical form (rather than separation of 
uses) as the organizing principle for the code. A form-based 
code is a regulation, not a mere guideline, adopted into city, 
town, or county law. A form-based code offers a powerful 
alternative to conventional zoning regulation.

Form-Based Code Institute



Common Misconceptions

Doesn’t address Use

All about graphics (insert pretty pictures into zoning)

A one-size-fits-all template that makes you fit your town to it

Only for greenfield development

Isn’t zoning 

Dictates the architecture, squashes creativity

Must be applied Citywide

Requires high density 

Makes everything ‘by right’ 

Improves your golf score and makes you jump higher



What is a Form-Based Code?

The primary goal is to shape the Public Realm 
or Street-Space.  



Dover, Kohl & Partners 2011

Public Realm /  Street-Space



Public Realm /  Street-Space

The “public” space in-between the facades
Dover, Kohl & Partners 2011



Dover, Kohl & Partners 2011

Public Realm /  Street-Space

Transition dimension (thinner = more urban)
Transition space (semi-public/semi-private…)



What is a Form-Based Code?

The primary goal is to shape the Public Realm 
or Street-Space.  

The means are:

1. Building Form (and function) regulation
2. Street-Space Design



What does it take to 

make a great place?
(Street-Space first)



Building Form: Height 
How much is too little, how much is too much?



Building Form: Height 



Building Form: Height 



Building Form: Siting 

Build-To Line:



Building Form: Siting 

Setback



Building Form: Siting 
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Building Form: Siting 



Building Form: Siting 



Building Form: Siting 



Building Form: Siting 



Building Form: Frontage Elements 



Elements (Windows, Balconies, etc.)

Building Form: Frontage Elements 



Building Form: Frontage Elements 







Some things are more important 
than others.  

And for many things it is important 
to allow variety

Match the level of control to the 
level of need.

Building Form: Uses 



Some things are more important 
than others.  

And for many things it is important 
to allow variety

Match the level of control to the 
level of need.

(Don�t sweat the small stuff)

Building Form: Uses 



Building Form: Uses 

Form Based Codes

Broad Categories 

versus 20th Century ZO

Hyper-Control 



Building Form: Block Interior 
The buildings have to follow s few rules in order to 
get the synergy/advantages of  a Block



Building Form: Block Interior 











Form-Based Coding Approaches 

There are many different approaches:
1. Building Types
2. Street Types 
3. Street Frontages
4. Smart Code and Transects

• Frontage Types
• Building Types 

But don’t be distracted or confused by the 
differences – they all are aiming for fundamentally 
the same place, limited by the same “police 
powers” & Constitution. 





• building materials
• windows & doors
• roofs
• walls & fences
• signs
• lighting and mechanical

Architectural Standards:
The ‘dress code’



Redevelopment Site

















What is the most 
fundamental aspect 

in a Form-Based 
Code?

(Street-Space first)



Conventional
Land-Use & Density-Based Coding

land use and density are highly regulated 



Form-Based Coding (Urban Form through 
Public Policy) 

The Building FACADE is regulated to form the Street-Space



Form-Based Coding (Urban Form through 
Public Policy)

The Building FACE is regulated to form the Street-Space



Urban Form without Architecture

the private buildings form the public space



Urban Form without Architecture

the public sector sets the rules



Urban Form with Architecture

the private sector builds
Steve Price

FormBasedCodes.org


