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Practice Gentle Density
By Jackie Berg, aicp, and John Houseal, faicp

Cities, towns, and counties across the 
country are facing a housing availability 
and affordability crisis. To address the 
issue, many are developing plans and 
policies that promote housing stock 
diversification in both new and infill devel-
opment scenarios (Figure 1). However, 
when such development proposals are 
presented for review and approval, neigh-
bors often fiercely oppose them, citing 
concern over a perceived change in the 
character of their neighborhoods and loss 
in property value and quality of life. 

This issue of Zoning Practice explores 
zoning strategies that balance the con-
cerns of residents and the demands of  
the housing market by accommodating 
gentle density increases in a context- 
sensitive manner. From historic downtown 
neighborhoods to modern residential 

subdivisions, the tools presented can 
be used by planners throughout the  
country to implement housing  
policy through regulation.

The Legacy of Single- 
Family-Only Zoning
Beginning in the early 20th century, zoning 
was introduced in American cities as a 
means to control booming development. 
Beyond land-use control, however, zoning 
was also motivated by special interests 
concerned with maintaining existing 
community character in the face of both 
cultural and physical change, especially 
changes in cultural and ethnic makeup 
resulting from immigration. As written by 
M. Nolan Gray in Arbitrary Lines, “[Zon-
ing’s] defining contribution was to enshrine 

Figure 1. A range 
of medium-density 

housing types 
(Credit: Sightline 
Institute, Flickr)

https://www.flickr.com/people/sightline_middle_housing/
https://www.flickr.com/people/sightline_middle_housing/
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the single-family house as the urban ideal, 
while casting apartments as mere ‘par-
asites’ and corner grocers as threats to 
public welfare.” 

After the Supreme Court ruled in favor 
of the constitutionality of zoning in the 
1926 Euclid v Amber case, the federal 
government incentivized municipalities 
across the country to adopt zoning reg-
ulations—often by tying the availability of 
federal funding for transportation infra-
structure, housing subsidies, and disaster 
recovery to zoning implementation. The 
spread of zoning, especially single-fami-
ly-only zoning, throughout the country is 
intimately linked to the rapid suburbaniza-
tion experienced after World War II. The 
rise of the suburbs and the segregated, 
low-density land uses that define them, 
worsened issues of economic seg-
mentation and related racial and ethnic 
segregation stemming from the high cost 
of car and home ownership required for 
suburban life. This transition left many 

inner-city neighborhoods in a state of 
disinvestment, further cementing the sen-
timent that high-density housing leads to 
crime, property devaluation, and quali-
ty-of-life decline. It also exacerbated the 
acute housing availability and affordability 
crisis since the Great Recession by limiting 
the amount and types of housing that can 
be built. 

State and Local Responses
The legacy of single-family-only zoning and 
a severe housing affordability crisis have 
motivated several distinct types of state 
and local zoning-reform efforts. Some 
states and local jurisdictions have explored 
eliminating single-family-only zoning. Many 
others have taken less-drastic measures 
to reform regulations related to housing 
development in an effort to accommodate 
additional and affordable housing in sin-
gle-family districts. 

Jurisdiction Action
California Eliminated single-family-only zoning in cities and urbanized unincorporated areas 

by authorizing property owners to build two dwelling units on any single-family-
zoned lot and to subdivide any single-family-zoned lot large enough to split into 
two lots of at least 1,200 square feet (Senate Bill 9, 2021)

Charlotte, NC Rezoned all previously single-family-only districts as Neighborhood 1 Zoning 
Districts, which permit duplexes and triplexes in addition to single-family homes 
(Unified Development Ordinance, 2022)

Gainesville, FL Rezoned all previously single-family-only districts as Neighborhood Residential 
districts, which permit up to four dwelling units per lot (Ordinance No. 211358, 
2022)

Maine Eliminated single-family-only zoning by authorizing between two and four 
dwelling units on any lot in a zoning district that permits housing, depending on 
whether the lot is located in a designated growth area or has an existing dwelling 
unit (LD 2003, 2022)

Minneapolis, MN Eliminated single-family-only zoning by authorizing up to three dwelling units on 
any lot in the lowest-intensity residential district (Table 546-1)

Oregon Eliminated single-family-only zoning for many cities by requiring all cities with 
populations of at least 1,000 in metropolitan service areas and all other cities 
with populations of at least 10,000 to permit at least two units on each lot in 
areas zoned for residential use (HB 2001, 2019)

Walla Walla, WA Rezoned all previously single-family-only zones as Neighborhood Residential 
zones, which permit duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, and cottage homes in 
addition to single-family homes (Ordinance 2018-53, 2018)

Table 1. Select State and City Actions to Eliminate Single-Family-Only Zoning

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB9
https://charlotteudo.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CLT-UDO-Adopted-08_22_22.pdf
https://library.municode.com/fl/gainesville/ordinances/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=1179374
https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280082953
https://library.municode.com/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH546REDI_ARTIGEPR_546.30PRUSREDI
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2019R1/Measures/Overview/HB2001
https://records.ci.walla-walla.wa.us:9443/agenda_publish.cfm?id=&mt=ALL&get_month=12&get_year=2018&dsp=agm&seq=3223&rev=0&ag=1373&ln=19348&nseq=3233&nrev=0&pseq=3279&prev=0#ReturnTo19348
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Efforts to Eliminate  
Single-Family-Only Zoning 
To combat the issues of housing avail-
ability and affordability being faced by 
communities across the nation, several 
states and local governments have taken 
dramatic steps toward eliminating sin-
gle-family-only zoning (Table 1). Many 
other communities, like Seattle, have 
considered eliminating single-family-only 
zoning but have not been successful due 
to backlash from residents. Commonly 
cited concerns related to eliminating sin-
gle-family-only zoning include a desire to 
preserve existing community character in 
order to protect property values, combat 
crime, maintain traffic conditions, not over 
burden schools, conserve open space, 
and more. 

Although these concerns are under-
standable at an emotional level, they often 
do not hold water in practice. For example, 
according to a study by Daniel Kuhlmann 
published in the Journal of the American 
Planning Association in 2021, home val-
ues in Minneapolis increased three to five 
percent in comparison to similar homes 
outside of the city after local officials 
adopted a new comprehensive plan pro-
posing the elimination of single-family-only 
zoning. The study further suggests that 
the increase in property value is seen most 
significantly in relatively inexpensive neigh-
borhoods of Minneapolis, helping to lessen 
the gap between property values and to 
build equity for lower income homeowners. 

Other Efforts to Zone for 
Housing Affordability
In addition to largely eliminating sin-
gle-family-only zoning, California, 

considered by many as a leader in hous-
ing reform, has recently passed a slew of 
other laws to mitigate the state’s housing 
shortage. For example, Senate Bill 6 
(2019) allows for by-right multifamily hous-
ing development in all commercial and 
office districts; Assembly Bill 2097 (2022) 
eliminates all parking requirements for 
housing within a half-mile of public transit; 
and Senate Bill 478 (2021) requires that 
floor-area-ratio restrictions on multifamily 
housing be a minimum of 1.0 for develop-
ments with three to seven units and 1.25 
for developments with eight to 10 units. 
This last bill also prohibits a local jurisdic-
tion from denying a housing development 
proposal on the basis that the lot does not 
meet minimum size requirements. 

Some states, such as North Carolina 
(§160D-702(b)) and Oklahoma (SB 1713, 
2020) have passed legislation that pro-
hibits local governments from enacting 
design standards for one- and two-family 
housing (as defined by the building code), 
which includes single-family detached, 
duplex, and townhome development. 
The goal of the legislation is to reduce the 
costs associated with design standards, 
such as required building materials, roof 
form, façade articulation or type, glazing, 
and more. 

A larger number of municipalities and 
counties are adopting incremental zon-
ing reforms, such as allowing accessory 
dwelling units (ADUs) in single-family zon-
ing districts (Table 2). Known by many 
names, including granny flats, in-law units, 
backyard cottages, secondary units, car-
riage houses, and more, an accessory 
dwelling unit is a smaller, independent 
dwelling unit that may be detached, 

Figure 2. Examples of accessory dwelling unit types (Prepared by Houseal Lavigne)

https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2020.1852101
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB6
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB2097
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB478
https://www.ncleg.gov/EnactedLegislation/Statutes/PDF/BySection/Chapter_160D/GS_160D-702.pdf
http://www.oklegislature.gov/BillInfo.aspx?Bill=sb1713&Session=2000
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Jurisdiction Use Pearmissions
Amherst, MA Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 

detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in most 
residential districts (§5.011)

Apple Valley, MN Permits one internal or attached ADU per single-family detached dwelling 
with a discretionary use permit, subject to use-specific standards, in its 
lowest-intensity residential district (§155.382)

Bloomington, IN Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
or duplex dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in all 
residential districts (§20.03.030(g)(5))

Boise, ID Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in most 
residential districts (§11-06-03.1.A)

Chatham County, NC Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right in all residential districts (§10.13)

Columbia, MO Permits up to two internal, attached, or detached ADUs per lot with a 
discretionary use permit, subject to use-specific standards, in its lowest-
intensity residential district (§29-3.3(gg))

Decatur, GA Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in all 
residential districts (§6.8.3.A)

Fayetteville, AR Permits one internal or attached and one detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in most 
residential districts (§164.19)

Hudson, OH Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards (§1206.03(a))

Jenks, OK Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in multiple 
residential districts (§16-5-12(B))

Madison, WI Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per lot, subject to use-
specific standards, in all districts (§28.151)

Murray, UT Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in all 
residential districts (§17.78)

Nashville, TN Permits one internal or attached ADU per single-family detached dwelling 
by right and one detached ADU per single-family dwelling by right, subject 
to use-specific standards, in multiple residential districts (§17.16.030.G)

Olympia, WA Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in all 
residential districts (§18.04.060.A)

Oxford, MS Permits one internal, attached, or detached ADU per single-family 
detached dwelling by right, subject to use-specific standards, in all 
residential districts (§3.5.6)

Table 2. Select Jurisdictions That Permit ADUs

https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/62518/Entire-Zoning-Bylaw---June-27-2022#page=67
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/applevalley/latest/applevalley_mn/0-0-0-32405
https://library.municode.com/in/bloomington/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT20UNDEOR_CH20.03USRE_20.03.030UECST
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/boiseid/latest/boise_id/0-0-0-32206
https://www.chathamcountync.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/60309/637878641569930000#page=55
https://library.municode.com/mo/columbia/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=COORCOMI_CH29UNDECO_ART3PEUS_S29-3.3UECST
https://library.municode.com/ga/decatur/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIVUNDEORDEGE_ART6USPR_S6.8ACUS_6.8.3STSPACUS
https://library.municode.com/ar/fayetteville/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CD_ORD_TITXVUNDECO_CH164SUZORESPDERE_164.19ACDWUNAD
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/hudsonoh/latest/hudson_oh/0-0-0-69412
https://www.jenks.com/DocumentCenter/View/1324/Adopted-UDO-202204#page=65
https://library.municode.com/wi/madison/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=COORMAWIVOIICH20--31_CH28ZOCOOR_SUBCHAPTER_28JSURE_28.151AP
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/murrayut/latest/murray_ut/0-0-0-11526
https://library.municode.com/tn/metro_government_of_nashville_and_davidson_county/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CD_TIT17ZO_CH17.16LAUSDEST_ARTIIUSPECOPC_17.16.030REUS
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Olympia/?Olympia18/Olympia1804.html#18.04.060
https://library.municode.com/ms/oxford/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=COOR_APXALADECO_ART3.0USUSCO_S3.5REUSTY
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attached, or internal to the primary dwell-
ing on a parcel (Figure 2). Accessory 
dwelling units have several benefits, 
including affordability; providing a source 
of additional income for homeowners, 
making homeownership more realistic 
for moderate income households; and 
accommodating multigenerational living 
and supportive housing. 

Other states and local governments 
are reversing bans or limitations on 
manufactured housing, an affordable 
alternative to traditional single-family 
detached homes. For example, Cali-
fornia (Government Code §65852.3), 
Idaho (§67-6509A), Kansas (§12-763), 
Nevada (§278.02095), Ohio (§519.212), 
and Washington (§35.21.684) require 
local jurisdictions to allow manufactured 
homes in areas zoned for single-family 
residences; Huntsville, Texas, overturned 
a ban on the placement of manufactured 
housing throughout the community; and 
London, Kentucky, reversed a regulation 
that required manufactured housing to be 
located in manufactured home communi-
ties (parks) only. 

Shortcomings of These Efforts 
Like all legislation and regulatory reforms, 
the approaches discussed in the previ-
ous sections have their shortcomings. 
For example, much of the legislation 
recently passed in California introduces 
blanket requirements across all commu-
nities, regardless of their characteristics. 
However, in a state as large as California, 
characteristics such as slope, wildfire haz-
ard, and flood risk can significantly impact 
how new housing formats and additional 
housing units overall are best regulated in 
a community. 

The North Carolina and Oklahoma 
prohibitions on design standards for 
one- and two-family housing have made it 

difficult for some communities to introduce 
missing-middle housing as an allowed 
infill housing type in established neigh-
borhoods. Infill missing-middle housing in 
existing single-family only neighborhoods 
is an effective approach to accommo-
dating affordable housing throughout a 
community and leveraging existing infra-
structure to serve a greater number of 
people. Design standards that control the 
appearance of infill missing-middle hous-
ing are often an important tool to provide 
fair certainty to residents. Knowing that the 
character of their neighborhoods will not 
be fundamentally altered, residents tend 
to not protest the allowance of diversified 
housing, streamlining initial regulation 
adoption and later development approval. 

Just as design standards can make 
infill missing-middle housing more 
palatable for residents, design and 
use standards can make ADUs more 
acceptable as well. The vast majority of 
the communities that allow ADUs today 
have some design and use standards. 
The primary topics regulated are unit type 
(i.e., detached, attached, or internal); bulk 
and mass; location on a lot; location of 
unit entry; parking and access; design in 
relation to primary and adjacent dwellings; 
and requirements for the owner of the 
property to use either the principal or 
accessory dwelling as their primary 
residence. Although these standards can 
be helpful in ensuring that ADUs blend 
into the character of neighborhoods, 
maintaining the appearance of a single-
family detached neighborhood at the 
right-of-way, they can also severely 
limit the number of ADUs that can be 
built. The most limiting regulations are 
often lot coverage restrictions and 
parking requirements. 

Another significant barrier to the devel-
opment of missing-middle housing in both 
infill and new development scenarios is the 
discretionary review process. Requiring 
special or conditional use approval, condi-
tional district rezoning, architectural review 
commission approval, or the wide variety 
of other discretionary review procedures 
employed by municipalities and counties 
can add to the time and, therefore, the 
cost of development. Discretionary review 
requirements also run the risk of denying 
approval to development proposals that 

Design standards that control the 
appearance of infill missing-middle 
housing are often an important tool 
to provide fair certainty to 
residents.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=65852.3.
https://legislature.idaho.gov/statutesrules/idstat/Title67/T67CH65/SECT67-6509A/
http://www.kslegislature.org/li/b2021_22/statute/012_000_0000_chapter/012_007_0000_article/012_007_0063_section/012_007_0063_k/
https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-revised-code/section-519.212
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=35.21.684
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otherwise meet the requirements of reg-
ulations, including design standards and 
other measures put in place to provide fair 
certainty to neighbors and applicants. 

Gentle Density 
Zoning Standards 
Learning from and building off of the 
successes and setbacks highlighted pre-
viously, the following section focuses on 
how local jurisdictions can accommodate 
and encourage the development of miss-
ing-middle housing in new development 
and infill development scenarios. 

Bulk and Dimensional Standards 
Bulk and dimensional standards, includ-
ing lot area and width standards, setback 
requirements, and height and coverage 
restrictions, can play a significant role in 
blending missing-middle housing types 
into new and existing neighborhoods. 

For new neighborhoods, municipalities 
and counties should consider controlling 
density through minimum lot area and 
minimum lot area per dwelling unit stan-
dards. As always, the minimum lot area 
requirement will establish the base lot 
size for the district. The minimum lot area 
per dwelling unit standard, however, will 
ensure that missing-middle housing types 
like triplexes and quadplexes have a pro-
portional amount of open space to their 

single-family detached and duplex neigh-
bors. The minimum lot area per dwelling 
unit could be set at half of the minimum 
lot area requirement to accommodate 
duplexes in the same manner as sin-
gle-family detached dwellings. 

Additionally, municipalities and 
counties should consider establishing a 
“build-to zone” that applies to all housing 
types in the same manner (Figure 3). This 
will ensure that the rhythm of develop-
ment from the right-of-way is consistent, 
making the blend of housing types look 
more seamless. 

If eliminating lot area and width 
requirements is not realistic, municipal-
ities can work to promote reinvestment 
in existing housing, especially naturally 
occurring affordable housing, by minimiz-
ing nonconformities. To accomplish this, 
communities can conduct a nonconfor-
mities analysis that compares the existing 
minimum lot area and width requirements 
established for a zoning district with exist-
ing development within that district. Using 
tools such as ArcGIS, the analysis should 
first determine the number of parcels in 
each district that do not conform with the 
existing lot area and width requirements 
(Figure 4). Then the analysis should 
determine the number of parcels in each 
district that would remain nonconforming if 
the lot area and width requirements were 
reduced (Figure 5). 

Figure 3. Build-to 
zone (Prepared 
by Houseal 
Lavigne)
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Figure 4. Nonconformities under existing lot area requirements (Prepared by Houseal Lavigne using ArcGIS Software)

Figure 5. Nonconformities with reduced lot area requirements (Prepared by Houseal Lavigne using ArcGIS Software)
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To ensure that reducing the lot area 
and width minimums would not alter the 
character of established neighborhoods 
(a common argument against this type 
of zoning reform), alternative minimums 
can be tested to see if they would create 
new opportunities for existing lots to be 
subdivided. New opportunities for sub-
division include lots that are at least two 
times greater in area and twice the width 
of the alternative lot area and width min-
imums being considered. Again, using a 
tool such as ArcGIS, new opportunities 
for subdivision can be examined to deter-
mine whether they could lead to a change 
in neighborhood character. For example, 
if there is a concentration of parcels in a 
neighborhood that could be subdivided 
due to the proposed standards changing, 
would such an amendment result in a 
shift in neighborhood character. In some 
instances, it may be most appropriate for 
these parcels to be rezoned to another 
zoning classification that requires larger 
lots, thus preventing the creation of sev-
eral new lots in an established area. In 
other circumstances, the alternative min-
imums should be increased district wide 
to prevent opportunities for subdivision. 
However, if the parcels that represent new 
subdivision opportunities are scattered 
throughout neighborhoods, rather than 
clustered together, and surrounded by 
parcels that are more consistent with the 
alternative minimums, the new subdivision 
opportunities would not result in a shift in 
neighborhood character.

Infill development is most common 
in older neighborhoods where it is eco-
nomically viable to tear down aging 
structures and build new ones. These 

types of neighborhoods were often 
developed organically over time, in some 
cases before zoning regulations were 
put in place, and do not have consistent 
bulk and dimensional standards from 
one property to another. In these circum-
stances, municipalities should consider 
eliminating or amending minimum lot area 
and width requirements to encourage and 
accommodate reinvestment. Additionally, 
municipalities should consider adopting 
an averaging or variable approach to yard 
setbacks. For example, in Bloomington, 
Illinois’ Downtown Residence District, the 
required front yard setback is the average 
of the front yard setbacks along the same 
side of the street and on the same block 
(§44-403.B(2)). 

Use Standards 
Use standards are supplementary require-
ments for uses regardless of whether they 
are allowed by-right or by discretionary 
approval. The use standards highlighted 
below are equally appropriate in both new 
and infill development. 

Both new and existing neighborhoods 
can benefit from standards for high-
er-density missing-middle housing types 
that regulate the allowed location of the 
housing type on a block and its related 
siting. For example, Bentonville, Arkansas’ 
Downtown Neighborhood (DN) districts 
distinguish between block-end and mid-
block locations and allows higher densities 
at the former more liberally than the latter 
(§401.07-B). The DN districts also require 
that all residential buildings be oriented 
toward a public street and that all parking 
garages, lots, or spaces be located in the 
rear or interior side yard, rather than in the 
front yard (Figure 6). 

Municipalities and counties should 
also consider allowing single-family homes 
to be converted to multifamily buildings. 
Converting homes, especially historic 
properties, can help to extend the eco-
nomic life of existing structures, beneficial 
in both maintaining neighborhood charac-
ter and minimizing environmental impacts 
related to development. Use standards 
for single-family to multifamily conversions 
should require that the outward appear-
ance of the structure be maintained in 
substantially the same manner and that 
parking be accommodated on-site. 

If eliminating lot area and width 
requirements is not realistic, 
municipalities can work to pro-
mote reinvestment in existing 
housing, especially naturally 
occurring affordable housing, by 
minimizing nonconformities. 

https://ecode360.com/38092886
https://bentonville.municipalcodeonline.com/book?type=ordinances#name=Sec_401.07-B_Downtown_Neighborhood_(DN)_Districts_Regulations
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Design Standards 
Objective design standards can help to 
provide fair certainty as to the appearance 
and function of new and infill development 
for both current residents and develop-
ers. Objective design standards can also 
streamline development approval since 
they can be reviewed for compliance by 
municipal staff rather than subjectively 
debated at discretionary review hearings. 

For new neighborhoods, design 
standards do not need to reflect and be 
complementary with existing development. 
Therefore, a municipality should consider 
facilitating robust community outreach 
before standards are drafted to ensure 
they meet the preferences and expec-
tations of the community. Communities 

should consider focusing on three to 
five key design features that can provide 
streamlined, but not cookie-cutter devel-
opment. Key design features could include 
roof type, building material mix, and 
porches and other entry features.

Design standards for infill development 
should reflect and be complementary with 
existing neighborhood development. How-
ever, in many infill development scenarios, 
there is not a consistent architectural 
style utilized throughout a neighborhood 
or even on the same block. In these cir-
cumstances a combination of objective 
and subjective design standards may be 
needed. Objective design standards, like 
those discussed for new development 
above, should regulate key design features 

Figure 6. End of 
block versus mid-
block townhouse 
parking standards 
(Prepared by 
Houseal Lavigne)
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that are consistently seen throughout a 
neighborhood, such as dormers, wood 
siding, and front porches. Subjective 
design standards, such as requiring archi-
tectural features in keeping with existing 
neighborhood character, should allow for 
flexibility if the design of adjacent prop-
erties warrants such and should be an 
administrative approval.  

Transition Standards
Ensuring an adequate transition between 
lower-density and higher-density hous-
ing is often the most important planning 
consideration when contemplating how 
to accommodate diverse housing within 
communities and neighborhoods. 

When starting with a clean slate, 
mixed-density residential neighborhoods 
should integrate natural buffers, such as 
large stands of mature trees, creeks, and 
wetlands, into the site design to provide 
a visual and physical transition between 
higher- and lower-density uses as well as 
preserve valuable environmental features. 
To accomplish this, communities should 
consider adopting conservation design 

standards that allow flexibility in bulk and 
dimensional standards in exchange for 
environmental feature preservation. 

Transition standards for infill devel-
opment should consider the relationship 
of new residences to surrounding devel-
opment. For example, Morrisville, North 
Carolina, has transition standards that 
apply to buildings with a height that 
exceeds that of neighboring existing 
homes by one story or more (§5.9.6.C.3). 
Four transition techniques are estab-
lished, and three are required to be met 
(Figure 7). The techniques include step-
ping down the structure height and mass 
along the shared property line; increasing 
the side yard setback a minimum of 10 
feet beyond what is required; providing 
variations in side-building-wall and roof 
form; and utilizing dormers and sloping 
roofs to accommodate upper stories. 

Public Involvement 
Zoning ordinance reform to accommo-
date and encourage the development of 
missing-middle housing should include 

Figure 7. An 
example of 
infill transition 
standards (Credit: 
Town of Morrisville, 
North Carolina)

https://user-cjghrlw.cld.bz/Morrisville-Unified-Development-Ordinance-Aug-2022-V2/295/
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robust public involvement. Time spent at 
the beginning of the reform process to 
build community consensus often pays 
dividends in project adoption and imple-
mentation. Changes in zoning that could 
impact the character of people’s neighbor-
hoods can be scary, and without adequate 
understanding as to the reasoning behind 
the changes and their potential impacts, 
residents push back, and reform fails. 

Public involvement for zoning reform 
initiatives should focus on visualizing the 
potential impacts of proposed changes. 
Procedural modeling tools, such as Arc-
GIS CityEngine, can be used to test and 
compare building envelopes and built 
form for higher density infill housing in the 
context of existing single-family houses 
(Figure 8). This type of visualization can 
help residents understand that density 
can be on the inside of a building without 
showing evidence of such on the outside. 

By utilizing procedural modeling, live 
testing at community meetings can allow 
consensus to be reached more easily. 

Conclusion
To combat the housing availability and 
affordability crisis facing the nation, zon-
ing reform will need to be considered by 
states, counties, and municipalities. Not 
all of the strategies presented in this arti-
cle will be applicable in every community, 
as housing and development, resident 
sentiment, established neighborhood 
character, and so much more differ city to 
city. However, if the approach to zoning 
does not change, housing issues will likely 
not be addressed in a meaningful and 
impactful way. As a first step, jurisdictions 
should consider doing a chapter-by-chap-
ter assessment of their zoning and 
subdivision ordinances to identify barriers 

Figure 8. Procedurally modeled density calculator and dashboard (Prepared by Houseal Lavigne using ArcGIS Software)
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to housing development. Utilizing the 
results of the assessment, community 
conversations should then be conducted 
to gather feedback on the best ways to 
eliminate identified barriers and create 
new housing opportunities. Then, based 
on the feedback received, recommenda-
tions for ordinance amendments should 
be developed and presented to elected 
and appointed officials for consideration. 
Refined with elected and appointed offi-
cial feedback, recommendations should 
be converted to text amendments, sup-
ported with graphics and illustrations, 
and brought through the adoption pro-
cess. This process will help to ensure 
that amendments address the barriers to 
housing the community is facing and are 
vetted by residents and community leader-
ship – ideally making the adoption process 
go more smoothly and the resulting ordi-
nances more responsive to local needs. 

Cover credit: Photo by Dan Bertolet, 
Sightline Institute: Missing Middle 
Homes Photo Library, Flickr
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