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Overview
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PURPOSE: Flexible urban design guidelines 
for Chicago’s neighborhood commercial 
corridors 

AUDIENCE: Developers and designers 

APPLICATION: 
Guide for all development along 
neighborhood commercial 
corridors

Required evaluation criteria for 
projects requiring DPD’s design 
review (e.g., Planned Developments, 
Lakefront Protection projects, 
recipients of City assistance for 
development)



Design Excellence

How do we engender a culture that values design 
excellence in everyday life?

Design Excellence Thematic Principles:

1. Equity & Inclusion
Achieving fair treatment, targeted support, and prosperity for all residents

2. Innovation
Implementing creative approaches to design and problem solving

3. Sense of Place
Celebrating and strengthening the culture of our communities

4. Sustainability
Committing to environmental, cultural, and financial longevity

5. Communication
Fostering design appreciation and responding to community needs
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Neighborhood Design Guidelines Process
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A Living Document
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CPC to adopt a 

new version

Test applications, 

gather feedback, 

and refine

DPD will continue to solicit 
feedback and further refine 
the Neighborhood Design 
Guidelines to:

1. Ensure key urban design elements 
are appropriately covered and 
clearly explained

2. Allow enough flexibility for the 
diverse conditions along 
Chicago’s neighborhood 
commercial corridors

3. Make the document as user-
friendly as possible for the 
developers and designers using it

4. Continue to complement other 
relevant requirements, standards, 
and policies



Categories and Topics 

1. Sustainability

a. Site Selection

b. Adaptability

c. Design Expression

d. Sustainable Design

2. Program

a. Use Mix

b. Context

3. Site Design

a. Orientation and Access

b. Open Space

c. Parking and Service

4. Public Realm

a. Public Right-of-Way

b. Landscape

c. Accessibility and Safety

5. Massing

a. Height

b. Access to Light and Air

c. Street Wall

6. Façade 

a. Windows and Doors

b. Materials

c. Ground Floor

d. Signage and Security

3/14/2022



Category #1: Sustainability

Design that has positive long-term environmental, 
sociocultural, and human health impacts

Guideline Topics:

• Site Selection
Prioritizing opportunities for adaptive re-use and transit-
oriented infill 

• Adaptability
Designing for longevity and future adaptation

• Design Expression
Celebrating and educating about sustainable features and 
strategies

• Best Practices
Connecting the Neighborhood Design Guidelines with the 
Chicago Sustainable Development Policy
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Category #2: Program

Targeted uses that complement a development’s 
surrounding context

Guideline Topics:

• Use Mix
Composing complementary program types to support a 
vibrant neighborhood

• Context
Aligning program decisions with community desires and needs
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Category #3: Site Design

Building orientation, layout, open space, parking, 
and service

Guideline Topics:

• Orientation and Access
Planning a site to optimize accessibility, views, light, and 
circulation

• Open Space
Providing appropriate amounts and types of open space as a 
part of a development project

• Parking and Service
Designing functional parking and service areas while 
minimizing negative impacts
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Category #4: Public Realm

Improvements within and near the public right-of-
way adjacent to the development site

Guideline Topics:

• Public Right-of-Way
Interfacing with the public realm to enhance its functions and 
experience 

• Landscape
Designing integrated landscapes as critical elements of an 
overall development project

• Accessibility and Safety
Prioritizing welcoming, accessible, safe, and comfortable 
access for all ages, abilities, and identities
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Category #5: Massing

Bulk, height, and form of a development

Guideline Topics:

• Height
Contextualizing a proposed development by relating height 
and height variation to the surroundings

• Access to Light and Air
Promoting wellness, quality of life, dignity, and sustainability by 
considering shadows, natural light, air flow, and connections  
to the outdoors

• Street Wall
Designing to enhance the rhythm of building faces along an 
urban corridor and the experience of the public realm
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Category #6: Façade 

Architectural expression of a building’s exterior, 
including entrances and windows

Guideline Topics:

• Windows and Doors
Designing building openings to serve as the interface 
between indoors and outdoors as well as creating 
architectural rhythm and design expression

• Materials
Selecting high-quality and context-sensitive material palettes

• Ground Floor
Promoting active, interesting, and appropriately-scaled 
ground floors to support the public realm

• Signage and Security
Proactively integrating signage and security functions into the 
overall design to avoid unnecessary clutter and obstruction
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Plan for Implementation

1. Share guidelines as a resource for designers and developers 
working on Chicago’s neighborhood commercial corridors

2. Use guidelines to evaluate projects that meet the following criteria:

a. Trigger the design review process with the Department of Planning 
and Development (e.g., Planned Development, Lakefront Protection, 
and projects receiving City assistance for development)

b. Development proposal located along a neighborhood commercial 
corridor

3. Continue to gather feedback and refine document to improve 
efficacy and utility of guidelines

4. Return to Chicago Plan Commission to adopt new versions 
(substantial updates only)
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