




TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE TOOLS | SB 2 PLANNING GRANTS PROGRAM

3Approaches and Considerations for Objective Design Standards

HOW DO YOU MEASURE DESIGN OBJECTIVELY?
Developing objective design standards for sites and 
buildings is challenging. On the one hand, standards 
should provide a predictable outcome for a wide variety 
of contexts and scenarios; on the other hand, standards 
must avoid being restrictive and producing monotonous 
or undesirable development. Furthermore, design may be 
considered subjective, and preferences can vary among 
community groups, places, and time periods, so today’s 
standards will need to adapt to changes in preference, 
evolutions in technology, and changing design solutions.

Objective design standards must 
be measurable and verifiable.

Objectivity requires that a standard can be measured 
and be verifiable (i.e., no “gray area” for interpretation). 
Objective design standards should have a predicable 
input: knowing what the requirements are and how they 
are measured. Objective standards should also result in a 
predicable output: a determination of consistency that can 
be validated. The result should be the same consistency 
determination no matter who is reviewing the project, and 
there should be no dispute between applicants and staff 
as to whether a project is consistent.

Building Section

Plan View

Example graphics illustrating setbacks and allowable 
encroachments.



TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE TOOLS | SB 2 PLANNING GRANTS PROGRAM

4Approaches and Considerations for Objective Design Standards

HOW IS A DESIGN GUIDELINE  
DIFFERENT FROM A DESIGN STANDARD?
Many jurisdictions use design guidelines as a tool to shape the design of sites and buildings. Design guidelines provide 
direction to applicants and staff when reviewing projects but are often vague and open to interpretation, which adds 
uncertainty to the development process. Guidelines and standards are distinguished by their level of enforceability. 
In general, objective standards are requirements (e.g., “shall” or “must”), and guidelines are recommendations (e.g., 
“should” or “may”).

Typical Characteristics of Guidelines Versus Standards

Design Guidelines Design Standards

Subjective Objective 

Recommendations, which may not be enforceable or have 
the “teeth” of regulations

Requirements, which are enforceable as regulations

Open to interpretation, difficult to measure or verify Measurable and verifiable

Use words such as “should” or “may” Use language such as “shall,” “must,” or “is required to”

Adopted by resolution Adopted by ordinance

Examples of Guidelines and Standards

Design Guidelines Design Standards

Provide articulation to reduce the apparent mass and scale 
of the building and to be sensitive to the neighborhood.

At intervals of at least 100 feet of building length, there 
shall be a plane break along the facade composed of an 
offset of at least 5 feet in depth by 25 feet in length. The 
offset shall extend from grade to the highest story.

Rooftop mechanical equipment should be screened from 
public view by a parapet wall, decorative equipment screen, 
or other architectural treatment.

Rooftop mechanical equipment shall be screened from 
public view by a parapet wall, decorative equipment screen, 
or other architectural treatment.

Provide ample width and design for universal access along 
pathways and walks.

The paved section of sidewalks shall be at least 8 feet in 
width.
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A VARIETY OF APPROACHES
The use of objective design standards does not require 
that everything be quantifiable and presented with a 
numeric value. The following differing approaches can be 
used to craft objective design standards:

 ► True/False
 ► Counts and Measurements
 ► Ratios and Calculations
 ► Lists 
 ► Scorecards
 ► Benchmarks and Performance Measures

These and other approaches can be used to create 
effective objective standards that are measurable and 
verifiable. Descriptions of these basic approaches are 
presented below, along with examples of objective design 
standards that demonstrate use of each approach. Of 
course, it is possible, if not required, to mix and match 
approaches to develop solutions that achieve a balance 
between predictability and flexibility. 

True/False
A true/false standard can be used to evaluate whether 
a proposed development has satisfied a criterion that is 
specified in an objective standard. A true/false standard 
can be useful for criteria that cannot be measured or 
counted.

Example of Objective Design Standards

Street-facing building facades shall include building 
entrances that front the street.

Automobile and pedestrian access points shall not be 
gated or otherwise closed off to the public.

Counts and Measurements
Numeric values, including counts and measurements, 
are a clear and direct way to structure objective design 
standards, especially when a standard is based on a 
minimum value, a maximum value, or an acceptable 
range of values. Counts represent a number of specified 
elements, and measurements represent the size of design 
features. Many zoning and subdivision standards that are 
fundamental to land use and development regulation, 
such as those related to lot size, height, setbacks, and 
stepbacks, may already be built around measurements.

Example of Objective Design Standards

Any development that includes 10 or more units shall 
provide a minimum of 10% of the total number of units as 
three-bedroom dwelling units.

Walls adjacent to streets shall not run in a continuous 
plane for more than 48 feet without incorporating at least 
two of the following design features:

1. A minimum 2-foot change in plane for at least 10 
feet;

2. A minimum 18-inch raised planter for at least 10 feet;
3. A minimum 18-inch change in height for at least 10 

feet;
4. Use of pilasters at 48-foot intervals and at changes in 

wall planes and height; or 
5. A section of open grillwork a minimum 4 feet in 

height for at least 10 feet.
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Ratios and Calculations
Ratios and calculations can be used to create standards 
that are linked to the scale of a project. Many common 
planning tools, including density, floor area ratio, parking, 
private and common open space, and landscaping 
requirements, rely on ratios and calculations. Ratios 
and calculations are also well suited for objective 
design standards because they can be used to address 
design features that are directly related to the scale of 
a development. Ratios and calculations often require 
additional standards to clarify how to satisfy the 
requirement of the ratio. For example, if a minimum area 
of 300 square feet of common open space is required 
per unit, a designer may try to make that space 3 feet 
wide and 100 feet long in the setback in front of the 
parking stalls. This technically meets the standard but 
would appear to fall short of the intent of the common 
open space. A design standard that refers not only to 300 
square feet of open space per unit but to a minimum of a 
10-foot width is more likely to result in a usable lawn than 
in perimeter landscaping.

Example of Objective Design Standards

The common open space area shall be at least 300 
square feet or 25 square feet per dwelling unit, whichever 
is greater. Common open space must have a minimum 
width of 10 feet on any side.

For ground-floor commercial uses in mixed-use buildings, 
exterior walls facing a street shall include windows, doors, 
or other openings for at least 75 percent of the building 
wall area.

Lists
Where flexibility is desired, consider including a list of 
options. Lists can be structured by specifying a range 
of acceptable options (“Any of the following…”) or by 
requiring compliance with a minimum (“At least one of 
the following…”) or a maximum (“No more than three of 
the following…”) number of elements. Lists work well with 
design elements like color where a palette of choices may 
be acceptable, including main color, trim, and accent. 
They also work well for variations of a typical architectural 
element.

Example of Objective Design Standards

1. All primary entryways shall incorporate at least four 
of the following elements:
a. The entryway shall be recessed at least 2 feet from 

the building facade to create a porch or landing 
area. 

b. The doorway shall be recessed at least 3 inches 
from the building facade. 

c. The entryway shall be designed with an overhead 
projection of at least 6 inches, such as an awning 
or other architectural design features, so as to 
distinguish the front door from the rest of the 
building facade. 

d. The entryway shall be clearly marked with a side 
light window panel, adjacent window, or a door 
with a window. 

e. The entryway shall be raised or sunken at least 
one stair step from the pedestrian pathway. 

f. The landing area shall be enhanced with a unique 
paving material, texture, pattern, or color that is 
differentiated. 
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Scorecards
Scorecards require applicants to select from a menu of 
options. Each option is assigned a point value, and the 
combined point total of the options selected by the 
applicant must meet or exceed a specified target. Each 
requirement must be an objective standard in and of 
itself, and similar types of requirements are often grouped 
together. Scorecards expand on the list approach but 
differ in their ability to provide more specificity and control 
over a larger range of possible options. A scorecard 
can also be used to incentivize development projects to 
provide exceptional design and include features beyond 
the bare minimum, in exchange for additional “bonuses” 
as part of the entitlement.

Example of Objective Design Standards

The required landscape area must provide the type of 
plants necessary to achieve a total of at least 35 points 
per square foot of landscape area according to the table 
shown below.

Plant Type Plant Container Size Points

Shrub
1-gallon container 1.0
5-gallon container 2.0
15-gallon container or larger 10.0

Tree

5-gallon container 5.0
15-gallon container 10.0
24-inch box 20.0
36-inch box 50.0
48-inch box or larger 100.0

Benchmarks and Performance Measures
External benchmarks can provide a strong foundation 
for creating objective design standards because they are 
accepted performance measures and are verifiable and 
well documented. In particular, many transportation-
related development regulations are well suited as a 
foundation for objective design standards. Trip generation, 
vehicle miles traveled calculations, parking ratios, and 
minimum design standards for roads and parking are 
often already quantifiable. Similarly, landscape standards 
can be tied to external benchmarks for native species or 
water use.

Example of Objective Design Standards

Development must meet the California Green Building 
Standards Code (CALGreen) by achieving CALGreen Tier 
I or II as adopted by the State of California; Tier II is a 
higher level of performance than Tier I.

The landscaped area of single-family residential, 
multifamily residential, mixed-use, and institutional type 
projects shall be designed with no more than 20% of 
the landscaped area planted in turf or plants that are 
not water-wise plants. Water-wise plants are defined 
as plants that are evaluated as needing “low” (10–30% 
reference evapotranspiration [ETo]) or “very low”(<10% 
ETo) amounts of irrigation water as defined and listed by 
Water Use Classifications of Landscape Species (WUCOLS) 
at http://ucanr.edu/sites/WUCOLS or other sources of 
water-wise plant water use classifications as verified by a 
licensed landscape architect.
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BEST PRACTICES
The following best practices demonstrate ways to make objective design standards more effective.

Use Simple, Clear Language
Avoid using “terms of art” and technical terms that are not universally understood. When such terms are used, explain 
how the standard can be measured or verified.

Examples of “Terms of Art” to Avoid

• Respond to adjacent residential uses with a sensitive transition in scale and massing.

• Design buildings to fit with the context of their surroundings.

• Use street trees to delineate a public street.

Group Similar Topics Together
Group similar topics together to highlight that multiple objective design standards are related. Limit each standard to 
one topic or idea to distinguish individual criteria and simplify verification during approval or implementation.

Examples of Standards Grouped under Topical Headers

Residential Frontages
1. Multifamily building frontages shall include a terrace or porch.
2. Terraces or porches shall measure at least 6 feet in depth and 8 feet in width.
3. Terraces or porches shall be raised up 2–3 feet from the adjacent grade.
4. Fences or walls defining and/or retaining the front yard shall not exceed 3 feet in height from the adjacent sidewalk.

Parking
1. Parking lots shall include shade elements, such as trees, vine-covered trellises, and overhead solar panels.

a. Parking lots shall be located at the rear or interior of the block and shall not be located between the sidewalk and 
the building frontage fronting the street.

b. Access to parking lots or structures shall be located along side streets or alleys.
2. Parking lots shall include shade elements, such as trees, vine-covered trellises, and overhead solar panels.
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Use Tables or Lists
Use tables or lists with subbullets to organize more complex standards into individual components that can be 
interpreted and verified as unique standards.

Example of Complex Standards Organized as a Table

The required landscape area must provide the type of plants necessary to achieve a total of at least 35 points per square 
foot of landscape area according to the table shown below.

Setback from the Right-of-Way

Minimum Maximum
0 feet (build-to-line) 5 feet, for up to 40% of the building frontage
6 feet 10 feet, for up to 40% of the building frontage
10 feet 15 feet, for up to 40% of the building frontage

Notes:
1. Arcades and colonnades may be used to satisfy the zero-foot build-to-line requirement.
2. Building entrances shall open to a public right-of-way or public courtyard.

Example of Complex Standards Organized as a List

Left: Illustrative diagram illustrating the requirements for porches and terraces. 
Center & Right: Photo examples illustrate porches/terraces that meet the standards.

Standards for Porches and Terraces
The main frontage of a multifamily residential building shall have an elevated porch or terrace. This frontage type 
creates a neighborhood character and street-facing orientation while providing a buffer from the sidewalk and space for 
landscaping. The depth of the porch or terrace will allow for a usable outdoor open space large enough to accommodate 
seating for at least two people. 

Requirements:

A. Depth: 6-foot minimum
B. Area of Porch or Terrace: 48-square-foot minimum
C. Finished Level above Sidewalk: 3 foot maximum
D. Garden Wall Setback from Right-of-Way: 5-foot minimum
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Use Graphics to Illustrate Standards
Graphics, photos, axonometric drawings, sections, maps, and concept plan diagrams may be used to illustrate 
application of the standards. Use of annotations and callouts should be used to further clarify the relationship between 
the standards and the graphics.

Varied roof line

Variation in building
massing and form

Ground floor facade
articulated with a 
regular rhythm of 
windows, doors, and 
changes in plane

Front yard landscaping
provides a transition
from private units to
the public street

Shade trees provided
along the street

Upper story stepped
back and articulated
with windows and
shade canopies

Common outdoor spaces 
and private balconies with 
views to the street

Main building entry is
diffentiated and visible
from the street

Example of annotated photograph.

Example graphic illustrating acceptable forms of single-family cluster 
development.

Example graphic illustrating front yard setback and building 
articulation standards.

SECTION 4  DESIGN STANDARDS + GUIDELINES
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overall sTandards     

10-foot setback
10-foot setbacks are identified for areas at the western part of the 
Downtown, as described in Section 3.

1. In locations where 10-foot setbacks are required, 
neighborhood retail and other active uses are 
encouraged at the ground-floor street frontage. 

2. A 2-foot planting buffer should be provided between 
the sidewalk and the low garden wall separating private 
residential space. 

3. The elevation of the setback zone should be no more 
than 36 inches above sidewalk elevation.

4. The setback zone should be landscaped and may 
include walkways, steps, patios, solid walls up to 3 feet 
above sidewalk elevation, and transparent fences (such 
as wrought iron, glass, etc.) up to a height of 5 feet 
above sidewalk elevation (or 42 inches above finished 
elevation of setback). 

5. A physical connection should be provided between the 
residential unit and the sidewalk.

rO
W Additional stepbacks 

from ROW may 
be appropriate for 
streetwalls  
in some locations

Floor 3

Façade
articulation 
behind 

Projecting 
or  recessed 
balconies

awning or 
canopy at 
entries 

Opportunity 
for green roof 
or roof terrace 
at stepback

Below grade parking
or parking podium

Floor 2

Floor 1
residential, 
or Live-work

Low or 
transparent 
garden wall or 
fence

Landscape
Zone

10-foot setback


