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The Main Street Solution Center is a free access portal to resources for 
communities and organizations working to revitalize and strengthen 
their local economies. The Solution Center’s curated resources are 
designed to help guide and inspire local leaders and advocates as 
they navigate the complexities of downtown and neighborhood 
business district revitalization and economic growth.  

This Main Street Solution Center publication was underwritten by 
Michigan Main Street and Main Street Iowa. Their generous support 
demonstrates a shared vision and ongoing commitment to freely 
share knowledge, experience, tools, and best practices to fuel 
revitalization and economic growth in their own communities, and in 
locales spanning the nation.  

Leigh Young, AICP is Senior Main Street Specialist with Michigan 
Main Street and a driving force behind the creation of the Main Street 
Solution Center. Her deep passion for planning, placemaking, 
community engagement, and sustainable urban development is 
evident in her work to advance the cause for revitalization and 
economic development in downtown and neighborhood business 
districts across Michigan.  
 
Jay Schlinsog, CMSM is the owner of Downtown Professionals 
Network (DPN), a Franklin, TN-based firm specializing in innovative, 
market-driven downtown and business district revitalization and 
economic development solutions. He brings more than thirty years of 
experience gained while serving as chief executive with chamber and 
district management organizations, and through his work with 
communities and organizations across the United States. 
 
Ben Muldrow is a partner at Arnett Muldrow & Associates, a 
consultancy renowned for its creative approach to economic 
development, branding, and marketing strategies for small towns and 
cities across the nation. He brings an innovative mindset and a deep 
understanding of the unique dynamics of community branding to 
each engagement, blending traditional community values with 
modern marketing techniques to help communities and districts 
unlock their potential. 
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Main Street Solution Center (MSSC) library 
publications and resources are intended for free 
distribution. Please credit Main Street Solution 
Center and respective authors. 

Every effort is made to ensure that information 
contained in MSSC publications and resources is 
accurate and up to date at the time of publication. 
However, all information is provided on an “as is” 
basis, and no warranties about the accuracy or 
completeness of information is implied or provided. 
MSSC publications and resources may include links 
to external websites, publications, resources, and 
information. MSSC’s referencing or linking to a 
third-party website or resource should not be 
interpreted as an endorsement nor 
recommendation for the products or services 
offered by any third party, and MSSC and its 
owners, underwriters, contractors, and agents 
accept no liability in respect to third-party websites, 
products, and services. MSSC library contents and 
publications are not intended to offer, nor should 
they be relied upon for, legal, financial, accounting, 
or other organization- or project-specific advice. For 
expert assistance, contact a competent 
professional. MSSC and its owners, underwriters, 
contractors, and agents accept no liability for any 
inaccuracies or omissions. Any possible 
infringements or instances of incorrect or missing 
credits or attributions are unintentional and will be 
reviewed promptly upon request. 
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DESIGN GUIDELINES CONTENT
Creating a design guidelines document for a downtown or district is crucial to preserving its character while 
allowing for modern development. Here are key contents that should be included in such a document:

Introduction and Purpose: Explain the significance of the downtown or district, the need for guidelines, 
and the purpose of the document. Include the document’s scope and whom it applies to (e.g., property 
owners, developers, architects).

Historical Context: Provide an overview of the district’s history, including architectural styles, significant 
periods of development, and cultural significance. This context helps stakeholders understand the value of 
preservation efforts.

Design Principles: Outline the core principles that guide the preservation and development efforts. 
These principles should reflect a commitment to maintaining the area’s character, enhancing its historical 
integrity, and ensuring that new developments are compatible with the historic context.

Architectural Standards: Detail specific standards for architectural elements, including façades, 
roofing, materials, colors, signage, and lighting. These standards should ensure that renovations and new 
constructions respect the historic fabric and contribute positively to the area’s aesthetics.

Public Spaces and Streetscapes: Include guidelines for the design and maintenance of public spaces, 
sidewalks, street furniture, landscaping, and public art. The goal is to create cohesive and inviting public 
areas that reflect the area’s historic character.

Sustainability and Resilience: Address how sustainability and resilience to climate change can be 
integrated into preservation and development practices. This might include guidelines for energy efficiency, 
sustainable materials, and adaptation to environmental challenges.

Regulatory and Compliance Information: Provide information on relevant local, state, and federal 
regulations, including historic preservation laws and standards (such as the Secretary of the Interior 
Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties). Include any necessary processes for review and approval 
of proposed changes or developments.

Incentives and Resources: Outline available incentives for preservation and rehabilitation, such as 
tax credits, grants, or technical assistance programs. Also, include resources for property owners and 
developers, such as lists of local craftsmen skilled in historic preservation techniques.

Implementation and Enforcement: Describe the mechanisms for implementing and enforcing the 
guidelines, including the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders (e.g., historic preservation 
commission, city planning department).

Case Studies and Examples: Provide photos or illustrative examples of successfully completed projects 
that illustrate how the guidelines can be applied in practice. This can help stakeholders visualize potential 
outcomes and understand the guidelines’ flexibility.

Glossary and Appendices: Include a glossary of terms used in the document for clarity. Appendices might 
contain additional resources, contact information for relevant departments or organizations, and any 
supplementary materials that support the guidelines.

This document should be accessible and clearly written to ensure that all stakeholders can understand 
and follow the guidelines. Regular updates may be necessary to reflect changing circumstances, new 
technologies, or evolving community values.
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DESIGN GUIDELINES PROCESS
Creating design guidelines for a downtown area, especially one with historic 
significance, is a comprehensive process that involves research, community 
engagement, expert consultation, and careful planning. Here’s a step-by-step 
overview of how a community might go through this process:

1. Initiate the Project
Form a Steering Committee: Establish a committee that includes 
stakeholders such as city planners, local business owners, residents, historians, 
architects, and preservationists. This committee will oversee the guideline 
development process.

Define Objectives: Clearly outline what the guidelines aim to achieve, 
including preserving historical character, encouraging economic development, 
and improving the public realm.

2. Research and Assessment
Historical Research: Conduct thorough research to understand the area’s 
historical significance, architectural styles, and urban development patterns.

Current Conditions Assessment: Evaluate the current state of buildings, 
public spaces, infrastructure, and any existing regulations affecting the 
downtown area.

Best Practices Review: Look into design guidelines from other communities 
with similar characteristics to identify best practices and potential pitfalls.

3. Community Engagement
Public Workshops and Meetings: Organize sessions to gather input from 
the broader community on what they value about the district and want to 
preserve, and what improvements are desired. 

Surveys and Feedback Forms: Use surveys to reach a wider audience and 
collect quantitative and qualitative data on community preferences related to 
the design of buildings and public spaces..

Stakeholder Interviews: Conduct interviews with key stakeholders for in-
depth insights into specific issues or opportunities.

4. Drafting the Guidelines
Outline Key Themes: Based on research and community feedback, identify 
key themes or principles that will guide the design guidelines, such as 
preserving historic character, enhancing pedestrian experiences, or supporting 
sustainable development.

Develop Guidelines: Create detailed guidelines covering aspects such as 
architectural design, materials, signage, public spaces, landscaping, and 
sustainability. These should include both mandatory requirements and 
recommended practices.

Visuals and Examples: Include diagrams, photographs, and drawings to 
illustrate design principles and expected outcomes clearly.
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5. Review and Refinement 
Internal Review: Have the steering committee and experts 
review the draft guidelines for comprehensiveness, clarity, 
and feasibility.

Public Review: Share the draft guidelines with the 
community for feedback. This may involve public meetings, 
online forums, or targeted workshops with specific 
stakeholder groups.

Incorporate Feedback: Revise the guidelines based on 
feedback received to ensure they reflect community values 
and practical realities.

6. Adoption and Implementation 
Formal Adoption: Present the final guidelines to the local 
government or relevant authority for formal adoption. This 
may require presentations, public hearings, and approval 
from city council or planning commissions.

Implementation Tools: Develop tools and processes for 
implementing the guidelines, such as review procedures, 
application forms, and compliance checklists.

Education and Outreach: Organize workshops, seminars, 
and materials to educate property owners, developers, 
architects, and the public about the guidelines and how to 
apply them.

7. Monitoring and Revisions 
Monitor Outcomes: After implementation, regularly assess 
how well the guidelines are working. This can involve 
reviewing completed projects, gathering stakeholder 
feedback, and monitoring economic and social impacts.

Update as Necessary: Be prepared to revise and update 
the guidelines as needed to respond to new challenges, 
opportunities, or changes in community priorities.

Throughout this process, transparency, inclusivity, and 
adaptability are crucial to developing guidelines that are 
widely supported and effective in achieving their objectives.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Several cities and towns have developed comprehensive and effective downtown design guideline 
documents that serve as excellent examples for communities looking to preserve their historic downtown 
areas while accommodating modern development. Here are a few notable examples:

Charleston, South Carolina - Design Guidelines for Historic Districts: 
Charleston is renowned for its well-preserved historic districts. The city’s design guidelines focus on 
maintaining the architectural integrity of buildings, landscapes, and public spaces within its historic 
districts. These guidelines cover aspects such as appropriate materials, new construction, additions, 
signage, and landscaping, emphasizing compatibility with the historic character.

Savannah, Georgia - Historic District Design Guidelines: 
Savannah’s guidelines are tailored to protect and enhance its famous historic 
district, known for its unique urban plan and wealth of historic buildings. The 
document provides detailed guidance on restoration, new construction, and 
streetscapes, ensuring that changes contribute positively to the district’s 
historical and cultural significance.

Santa Fe, New Mexico - Historic Districts Design Guidelines: 
Reflecting its unique Pueblo-style architecture and rich cultural heritage, 
Santa Fe’s guidelines focus on preserving the distinctive architectural style 
and cultural landscapes of its historic districts. The guidelines address building 
materials, colors, forms, and the relationship between buildings and the 
landscape, promoting design that respects traditional practices and materials.

Alexandria, Virginia - Old Town Historic District Design Guidelines: 
These guidelines are designed to protect the character of Alexandria’s Old Town 
Historic District, emphasizing the importance of preserving historic materials, 
architectural features, and the overall streetscape. The document provides clear 
guidance on renovations, new construction, and the treatment of public spaces.

San Francisco, California - Historic Preservation Design Guidelines: 
San Francisco’s guidelines address a wide range of topics relevant to its diverse historic districts, including 
architectural styles, materials, windows, storefronts, and signage. The guidelines are intended to help 
property owners, designers, and developers navigate the process of making changes within historic districts 
in a way that respects the city’s architectural heritage.

Boston, Massachusetts - Back Bay Architectural District Guidelines: 
These guidelines focus on preserving the architectural and historical integrity of Boston’s Back Bay, an area 
known for its Victorian brownstones. The document provides detailed standards for façade treatments, 
roofing, windows, doors, and other architectural elements to ensure compatibility with the historic 
character of the district.

Boulder, Colorado - Downtown Urban Design Guidelines: 
Boulder’s guidelines emphasize the enhancement of its downtown area’s pedestrian experience, 
sustainability, and integration of modern design within a historic context. They cover building design, public 
spaces, landscaping, and environmental sustainability practices.

These documents serve as models for how to balance the preservation of historical and cultural values with 
the needs of contemporary urban development. They are publicly accessible and can often be found on the 
respective cities’ official websites or through a search for the city name followed by “historic district design 
guidelines.”

https://www.charleston-sc.gov/292/Preservation-Urban-Design
https://www.thempc.org/docs/lit/hist/designmanual.pdf
https://santafenm.gov/land-use/historic-preservation
https://www.alexandriava.gov/planning-and-zoning/design-guidelines-and-committees
https://sfplanning.org/historic-preservation-design-guidelines
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/Back%20Bay%20Guidelines%20for%20the%20Residential%20District_tcm3-13458.pdf
https://bouldercolorado.gov/sites/default/files/2021-01/q-downtownurbandesignguidelines.pdf



