
HOW does your community 
guide the design of 
commercial corridors?11
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Controlling Strip Development  
with Design Guidelines 
By Ross A. Moldoff, aicp

Design guidelines are a relatively new tool for controlling the appearance  

of development.

Many communities have regulations for the ar-

chitectural design of retail or big box buildings, 

along with requirements for landscaping, sig-

nage, lighting, and other similar topics. Design 

guidelines take these regulations a step further 

by focusing on illustrations and photographs 

to clarify what the desired type of develop-

ment looks like. Pictures eliminate much of the 

guesswork about what a regulation means. A 

visual depiction of a regulation is much easier 

for staff, planning board members, and appli-

cants to understand. The great benefit of de-

sign guidelines is to allow all parties involved 

in the preparation or review of a development 

proposal to see what is required or preferred 

with photographs and illustrations, thereby 

reducing wrong interpretations that can lead to 

costly delays in the approval process.
The following article is based on a 

presentation at the American Planning 
Association’s National Planning Conference 
in Boston in April 2011. It highlights the 
experiences of Salem, New Hampshire, and 
Cape Cod, Massachusetts, using design 
guidelines to control strip development.

Salem, New Hampshire’s Route 28 Strip
Salem, New Hampshire, is a bedroom 
community of 30,000 people located 32 
miles north of Boston. Salem is home to 
Rockingham Racetrack (horse racing), 
Canobie Lake Park (amusement park), 
and a six-mile-long commercial strip along 
NH Route 28 known as South and North 
Broadway. Strip development as used here 
is defined as a linear pattern of retail busi-
nesses and other uses along a road corridor 
characterized by one-story commercial 
buildings surrounded by parking lots, with a 

The purpose of Salem’s new design guidelines is to guide the appearance of new projects, 

to illustrate and expand current design regulations, and to help applicants understand 

what the town wants. The document includes chapters on site planning, architecture, 

landscaping, lighting, and signage.

Town of Salem, New Hampshire
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significant amount of pavement visible from 
the roadway, multiple driveway openings, 
large signs, and a dependency on automo-
biles for access and circulation. 

Salem’s Route 28 strip contains more 
than 300 retail businesses, including big 
box retailers, several large shopping cen-
ters, and dozens of smaller strip malls and 
individual stores. Just off the strip sits the 
1.1-million-square-foot Mall at Rockingham 
Park, the largest enclosed mall in New 
Hampshire. Since 1984 more than 3.6 mil-
lion square feet of retail space has been 
approved in Salem.

The strip in Salem was originally de-
veloped in the 1950s and 1960s with little 
regard for design. Retailers wanted to be in 
Salem because of its location and the lack 
of a sales tax in New Hampshire. The town 
wanted tax revenue to support the services 
needed for a growing residential popula-
tion. Property owners wanted to develop 
sites at the lowest possible cost. The domi-
nant development style along the strip was 
cement-block and sheet-metal buildings 
with flat roofs, massive parking lots, little if 
any landscaping, giant signs, and multiple 
curb cuts. 

Previous Attempts to Improve  
the Strip
Over the years we tried many different 
techniques to control strip development 
and improve the aesthetic character along 

Route 28, including rezoning commercial 
lots to noncommercial districts, limiting the 
size of retail stores, reducing the allowable 
size and height of signs, requiring more 
landscaping and buffers, imposing impact 
fees, and regulating traffic management 
and architectural design. Although all these 
regulations improved the quality of new 
development, many applicants and plan-
ning board members did not understand 
what the town actually wanted. The design 
regulations were simply words in a long 
document filled with many other require-
ments. Various people interpreted the text 
in different ways. It was not unusual to 
have applicants negotiate specific design 
features with the planning board at public 
meetings, which usually took lots of time 
and left both sides uncomfortable with the 
result. I began to realize that the text-based 
regulations were not good enough to deal 
with complex design issues. 

Good Examples of Design Guidelines
For many years, I felt design guidelines 
were the missing link in our quest to im-
prove the aesthetic character of Route 28. 
Guidelines use photographs and drawings 
to illustrate the desired form of develop-
ment. One of the early design guideline 
documents that influenced my thinking 
was Designing the Future to Honor the 
Past: Design Guidelines for Cape Cod, 
prepared by the Cape Cod Commission in 

1994. It uses photographs, drawings, and 
text to present detailed guidelines for open 
spaces, roadways, architecture, adaptive 
reuse, infill construction, landscaping, ac-
cessibility, parking, outdoor lighting, and 
signage. A unique feature of these guide-
lines is a model case study for commercial 
strip development with sequenced illustra-
tions of existing conditions and phased 
redevelopment. 

Another document I consulted was 
Design Guidelines for the Route One 
Corridor in Falmouth, Maine, produced  
by Terrence DeWan and Associates in 1997. 
This booklet is about 50 pages long and 
contains large (4-inch by 4.5-inch) photo-
graphs with brief explanations. Guidelines 
for architectural design and signage are 
presented as brief bullet-points. The  
format of the document and the simplic-
ity of the messages make it very easy to 
understand. 

Introducing Design Guidelines  
to Salem
In 2010 the Town of Salem received a grant 
from the New Hampshire Department of 
Transportation to prepare design guide-
lines as part of the Community Technical 
Assistance Program for the Interstate Route 
93 expansion project. 

We started this project with a meet-
ing to get input from the businesses and 
property owners who would be affected by 
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design guidelines, such as engineers and 
architects. We purposely held the meeting 
before putting any guidelines together. Our 
consultant made a general presentation 
with questions for the audience about de-
sign concepts that might be acceptable for 
Salem. We found that improving the charac-
ter of the Route 28 strip was a shared goal 
of most of the participants, but there were 
concerns about adding costs to comply with 
new design guidelines and overregulating 
signs in particular. 

Armed with feedback from this meet-
ing, our consultant prepared a document 
using many photographs of local sites and 

lines were adopted by the planning board 
in March 2011 as part of the town’s site plan 
review regulations. The guidelines apply to 
new development as well as expansions or 
redevelopment of existing buildings and 
sites. They are applied to each development 
that requires site plan approval from the 
planning board, but can be waived if the 
board finds they are not applicable due to 
project size.

One critical decision was to adopt the 
guidelines as voluntary recommendations, 
not mandatory regulations. The planning 
board felt that the level of detail in the guide-
lines would take some time for everyone to 

get used to, and they wanted to gauge the 
community’s experience with them for a few 
years before making them mandatory.

Lessons
Adopting design guidelines in a pro-develop-
ment community with an existing commercial 
corridor is no easy task. In Salem, it helped to 
invite the development community to partici-
pate in the process at an early stage, not just 
to comment on a finished document. Keeping 
the public informed by posting draft versions 
of the guidelines on the town website and 
televising all discussions on them created 
a climate of openness. We were fortunate 
to hire an experienced consultant who was 
able to smoothly deal with concerns after 
having done so many times before in other 
communities. We were able to overcome any 
remaining objections by adopting the guide-
lines as voluntary. I also prepared a checklist 
to summarize the 90-page document in just a 
few pages, which made it easier to convey to 
property owners.

Several new projects have been reviewed 
under the design guidelines so far, and the 
experience has been positive. The planning 
board requested architectural upgrades and 
increased size of plantings in accordance with 
the guidelines. I expect that, as they are used 
more often, both the development community 
and the planning board will find the photo-
graphs in the guidelines to be beneficial and 
easy to use. Ultimately, I have no doubt this 
tool will help us better control the appearance 
of new development in Salem.

buildings. We posted everything on the 
town website and, after several revisions 
and review by the planning board and my-
self, a final document was produced. 

This document, Design Guidelines for 
Salem, New Hampshire, includes chapters 
on site planning, architecture, landscap-
ing, lighting, and signage. It covers all new 
commercial (retail, office, and industrial) 
and multifamily residential development 
projects. Each chapter contains goals, 
objectives, and guidelines, which take the 
form of brief sentences with accompanying 
photographs. There are about 250 separate 
guidelines in 90 pages. The design guide-

These before-and-after photos demonstrate the power of aesthetic improvements  

to change a retail strip.

Ross M
oldoff

Newer projects demonstrate what 

the town was trying to accomplish 

with design guidelines, including 

more attractive buildings and 

improved signage and landscaping.
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As a regional planning and regulatory agency—
one of only two in Massachusetts—we identi-
fied the need for design guidelines both to 
direct development in the local communities 
and also to guide the design of projects under-
going review by our own agency. 

Designing the Future to Honor  
the Past
Designing the Future to Honor the Past: 
Design Guidelines for Cape Cod was our first 
effort. Because the Cape Cod Commission is 
a regional agency, we first developed design 
guidelines to apply to the region as a whole. 
That could be challenging given the variation 
in neighborhood character throughout the 
Cape’s 15 towns, so we focused on the dis-
tinctive, traditional characteristics that were 
most common across those communities—
the things that make the Cape unique and 
draw people there. Our initial publication 
included guidelines ranging from big-picture 
issues like site design down to more specific 
details like signage. We incorporated graph-
ics as much as possible to help interpret the 
guidelines for the reader. The underlying 
principle of the publication was always to 
guide development to be consistent with the 
Cape’s traditional character. 

We developed Designing the Future to 
Honor the Past with help of a consultant and 
with numerous public meetings and oppor-
tunities for comment. The design guidelines 

were adopted as a technical bulletin by the 
Cape Cod Commission and are used to il-
lustrate how to comply with minimum perfor-
mance standards in the commission’s review 
of large-scale developments. In addition, 
the guidelines are used informally by several 
town planning boards, town planners, and 
architectural review boards in their site plan 
review and other local development reviews. 

In one town, Yarmouth, the planning 
board formally adopted the design manual 
for guidance during project reviews in their 
commercial business district. 

The manual, which won an Outstanding 
Planning Award from the Massachusetts 
Chapter of APA in 1995, has two key sections 
that make it more likely to be implemented. 
The first is a section titled “Case Studies,” 
where we explored four typical development 
scenarios from the region: commercial strip 
redevelopment, compact residential develop-
ment, historic village centers, and large-scale 
commercial development. We then applied the 
guidelines to each development scenario and 
illustrated how they could affect design there. 

The strip redevelopment scenario was 
perhaps the most complicated, and it begins 
by acknowledging key problems with exist-
ing conditions: curb-cut conflicts, lack of 
consistent architecture, residential isolation, 
and visual clutter. The manual then attempts 
to address these issues in phases: first, lay-
ing the groundwork by creating a plan for the 

area and amending zoning, then focusing on 
“Green Intervention” by consolidating curb 
cuts, installing sidewalks and street trees, 
and providing open space. The third phase 
introduces housing to the area through 
back-lot development and makes connec-
tions to surrounding residential neighbor-
hoods. Finally, the fourth phase looks at 
infill construction along the street edge, as 
well as introducing public transportation 
and improving signage.

The second key section of the manual 
is titled “Making it Happen,” which helps 
facilitate the changes discussed in the 
case studies. It acknowledges that zoning 
changes are not always easy to accomplish 
but recognizes they are a critical piece in 
guiding commercial zones to follow a more 
traditional surrounding context. 

In strip commercial areas we have 
worked with towns individually and dis-
cussed those zoning changes that are 
needed to support the design guidelines—
things like adjusting building setbacks, 
requiring building transparency, adopting 
mixed use zoning, and amending parking lo-
cation requirements. But “Making it Happen” 
goes beyond zoning. It addresses the need to 
work with property owners to identify incen-
tives that will guide development to desired 
locations and in the desired forms. It covers 
options like streamlined review processes, 
transfer of development rights, and density 

Design Guidelines in  
Barnstable County, Massachusetts
By Sarah Korjeff

The Cape Cod Commission has used design guidelines since the early 1990s.

As shown in this sketch, lower roof heights on attached masses reduce the apparent scale of the building.

Cape Cod Commission
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bonuses. It also acknowledges the need for 
local investment in infrastructure improve-
ments, whether they are public transit, 
pedestrian and bicycle facilities, or design 
assistance for facade improvements.

Contextual Design on Cape Cod
After using Designing the Future to Honor the 
Past for 10 years, we found that historic dis-
tricts and village centers were often subject 
to design review or design standards, but 
outlying areas in the region were not. Larger 
commercial zones, mostly located outside 
village centers, were seeing development 
of chain stores and other large commercial 
buildings. Towns were requesting assistance 
in how to review these structures, and it 
became apparent that further guidance was 
needed in the design of large-scale buildings. 
That led to development of the commission’s 
second design manual, Contextual Design on 
Cape Cod: Design Guidelines for Large Scale 
Development, which won an Outstanding 
Planning Award from the Massachusetts 
Chapter of APA in 2009.

Contextual Design on Cape Cod focuses 
on large buildings, which the commission 
sees most in its development reviews and 
which arguably have the greatest visual im-
pact on region. As with the first design man-
ual, this was developed on a regional scale 
in an effort to provide a starting point for all 
towns and for the commission. Unlike the 
first manual, we developed it in-house with 
a group of architects that served as an advi-
sory panel. In usage, it is very similar to the 
first manual. The commission has adopted 
it as another technical bulletin that provides 
guidance in how to comply with our regula-

tions, and we are encouraging communi-
ties to adopt it too. The Yarmouth Planning 
Board has formally adopted a slightly modi-
fied version as a minimum requirement in 
certain commercial districts, but other towns 
are using it informally to guide their review.

The importance of contextual design—
guiding development to be consistent 
with the Cape’s traditional character—is 
explained in this manual. It focuses on two 
main concerns: ways to site large build-
ings and ways to break down large building 

masses into smaller elements that are more 
consistent with the region’s traditional 
scale. In looking at siting strategies, the 
guidelines address two different scenarios—
siting buildings in centers and siting build-
ings in outlying areas—acknowledging that 
different techniques are appropriate for 
each situation. 

In strip development areas, it is neces-
sary to determine whether an area should 
be treated as center or as an outlying area. 
If a strip area is adjacent to a village center 

This cross section shows existing development setbacks along Route 132 (above) and proposed changes 
following the design guidelines (below). In the future cross section, the taller building on the left remains 
where it is and parking is shielded by a 30-foot landscape buffer on the property. The shorter building on the 
right is moved closer to the street, and landscaping fills the front setback area.

This rendering of proposed development, looking north from the intersection of Route 28 and 

the Cape Cod Mall rear entrance, illustrates how the area could look with enhanced landscape 

buffers along Route 28 and a series of pedestrian-scale buildings fronting on a revised internal 

road/sidewalk network. The buildings are set close to the street and oriented to take advantage 

of visual access to the nearby ponds and green space.

Cape Cod Commission

Cape Cod Commission
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on Cape Cod, is built in the style of 

traditional New England town centers. 

It includes a mix of businesses and 

housing.  Paul Blackmore/Cape Cod 

Times; design concept by Lisa Barton.
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or established neighborhood, it may be 
best to follow the historic patterns. Defining 
the street edge is perhaps one of the most 
important strategies, illustrated by moving 
buildings closer to the street, using land-
scape features to continue the building line, 
and using street trees to further define the 
street edge. Relocating buildings or entire 
parking lots may not be possible, so the 
guidelines offer alternative means of meet-
ing the design goals through buffers and 
landscaping, always in an effort to maintain 
the traditional character of the region.

In the “Building Strategies” section, the 
manual explores various ways to break down 
large building masses, whether it is several 
smaller buildings grouped around a small 
courtyard or green or a series of smaller, at-
tached massings. Articulating buildings by 
incorporating changes in building setback, 
height, roofline, and facades is a key element 
of this section. It also discusses the concept 
of bringing down the building edges with 
smaller attached masses that are more pe-
destrian oriented and scaled. 

Both siting strategies and building 
strategies are illustrated with a combination 
of photographs and simple figures. Using 
graphics is critical to helping people under-
stand the intent of the guidelines, and also 
to making the document user friendly. 

Applying Design Guidelines Along 
Route 132
After producing the two regional design 
manuals, it has been a welcome challenge 
to apply these guidelines to specific areas in 
the region. The Route 132 commercial corridor 
in Hyannis, developed originally in the 1970s, 
is a good illustration of the challenges sur-
rounding a commercial strip. The town and 
property owners want to change the character 
of the corridor to make it safer for pedestrians 
and other users and also to make it more at-
tractive for businesses and their users. 

We began our work by looking at the 
length of the corridor; cataloging its users; 
and studying building footprints, develop-
ment patterns, and roadway characteristics. 
In doing that we were able to define discreet 
segments that could be recognized for their 
unique character. We defined the distinct 
areas on a map and created different goals 
and separate design guidelines for each area 
so the corridor would seem less like a long, 
consistent strip. Breaking it down into smaller 
parts also seemed to make unique develop-
ment patterns more visible and potential 
solutions more manageable to implement.

A main feature of the Route 132 report 
was establishing a scale of building at the 
street frontage—essentially changing the 
relationship between the building and the 
street—either by moving parking to the 
rear of buildings or by establishing a wide, 
landscaped buffer. We found that offering 
two possible solutions is a useful tool that 
recognizes that it’s not always possible to 
relocate a building in the short term. Those 
options—moving the building forward or 
improving landscaping—are then illustrated 
with simple graphics. 

Another main feature of the report was 
the focus on streetscape design. For each seg-
ment of the corridor we identified ways to de-
fine the road edge with consistent landscape 
treatments and pedestrian amenities, and 
presented them in illustrated design guide-
lines. Street trees and landscape buffers were 
proposed in some areas; consistent building 
setbacks in others. Hard-edge buffers such as 
fences or low walls were proposed in places 
where parking is visible or buildings are set too 
far back to create a sense of enclosure.

We also identified areas where devel-
opment could be added—either to provide 
a pedestrian focus that connects existing 
activity areas to residential areas, to act as 
a shield for large parking lots, or to draw 
attention to underappreciated resources. 
As one example, we suggested additional 
pedestrian-scale buildings at the main ac-
cess to one of the malls to provide linkage to 
a nearby residential neighborhood, to take 
advantage of hidden ponds, and to screen 
mall buildings and parking. We developed 
illustrations and graphics using SketchUp to 
help people understand how the area could 
look with these changes and to help sell the 
idea to various property owners and com-
munity officials. 

Final Thoughts
In developing guidelines for specific areas, 
it’s important to recognize the potential 
shrinking retail market and also competi-
tion from other areas of the community that 
are involved in revitalization efforts—village 
centers, main streets, etc. Guidelines should 
make an effort to differentiate these areas, 
both in design and in activities or uses, in 
an effort to help them all succeed. But per-
haps most important is to get guidelines out 
there. It is hard to influence change without 
them. To see the full design guidelines and 
reports discussed in this article, visit the 
Cape Cod Commission website at www.cape 
codcommission.org.
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