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Process Overview

Once the team has an understanding of the 
overall framework of the area based on the 
completion of the macro-scale documentation, 
it will visit the site to document the details of 
the place, the micro elements. It is not possi-
ble to document every existing micro element, 
so the team will first need to establish a process 
for sampling this information to determine typ-
ical conditions for each proposed transect level. 
This process is called a “synoptic survey.” Once 
it has been determined where to take the sam-
ples, the team will visit the site to study each 
sample area and document its micro elements 
by completing documentation matrices. Af-
ter the site visit(s), the team will then organize, 
analyze, and summarize the data to prepare for 
the visioning process and the initial stages of 
the coding. (See Figure 3.18.)

In a typical comprehensive plan or code up-
date, if documentation occurs at all, it includes 
only the macro elements discussed above. In 
creating an FBC to protect and enhance the 
unique character of a community, documenting 
the micro elements is critical. These micro-scale 
details are essential for a code to be successful 
in regulating development in character with a 
community. As mentioned earlier, the prima-
ry elements to document at this scale are thor-
oughfares, buildings (form, placement, front-
ages, types, and use), lots and blocks, and civic 
spaces (parks and plazas). Additional elements 
that the community is interested in regulating 
may also be documented, such as architectural 
styles or landscaping. These micro-scale details 
will directly inform and become the content 
for many of the regulations within the various 
components of the code, such as the Building 
Form Standards and Public Space Standards.

1.2 Micro Scale
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1.2 Micro Scale

tent size and shape. In environmental docu-
mentation, a quadrat is used. Typically, for ur-
ban analysis and sampling, a standard block 
works well. However, rather than selecting a 
block of buildings surrounded by streets, start 
with a block-long street and document half a 
block of buildings and lots on either side to en-
sure that the documentation is focused on the 
public space (the street) and how the building 
forms create that public space, rather than the 
other way around.

In addition, be sure to spread out the sampling 
areas among the various neighborhoods and 
over the full spectrum of historical periods. Use 
the Figure Ground Plan to help find instances 
of each pattern that need to be documented.

Finally, it is important to understand the gra-
dients that are happening within each zone, 
such as a transition of lot sizes; an increase 
or decrease in built-to locations, setbacks, or 
building heights; a transition of uses or build-
ing types; and the character and design of the 
thoroughfare and sidewalks. To help document 
the information about the transition between 
transect levels, try to select pairs of areas in 
abutting transect levels.

1.2.2 Prepare Site Visit Materials

Once the sampling blocks have been selected, 
the team needs to gather materials for the site 
visit. In addition, it is helpful to begin docu-
menting the blocks and lots from the informa-
tion on the base maps to help create a clearer 
understanding of historic development patterns 
that are unique to the community.

Process

Print out an Existing Conditions Base Map for 
each sampling block. For this part of the pro-
cess, the largest scale that will fit on letter or 
ledger size paper works best, as long as it is at 

This process is used to document all the mi-
cro elements that are important content for the 
FBC, such as thoroughfares, buildings, and civ-
ic spaces, and typically, documenting all these 
elements happens in tandem during the site vis-
it. However, since it would be too confusing to 
explain them all at once, the overall process is 
described below using buildings as the subject 
micro element. At the end, a brief description 
is provided for conducting the process for the 
other micro elements.

1.2.1 Select Sampling Areas

The details documented at the micro scale will 
become the base measurements, or the DNA for 
the Form-Based Code regulations; therefore, it 
is important for the documentation to be de-
tailed and thorough. Since it is often unrealistic 
to assume that every micro-scale condition can 
be documented, nor is it really necessary, the 
best approach is to sample typical conditions 
within a community. This approach, called the 
“synoptic survey,” is similar to the ecological 
sampling that is done along a transect to doc-
ument and analyze environmental conditions, 
but in this instance, it is being used to docu-
ment human habitat and the typical conditions 
of the built environment.4

Process

To select the sampling areas, start with the Ex-
isting Transect Diagram created at the end of 
the macro-scale documentation. Review the 
range of existing transect levels in the area 
along with the photographs and notes that the 
team took on its initial documentation visits. 
For each transect level (including each subset 
level if appropriate), select four or five areas that 
represent the desired typical conditions. These 
are the “sampling areas.”

In order for the data to be an accurate sampling, 
each of the sampling areas should be a consis-

1.2.1
Select Sampling Areas

1.2.2
Prepare Site Visit Materials

1.2.3
Visit the Site

1.2.4
Organize the Data

1.2.5
Analyze the Data

1.2.6
Repeat for Micro Elements

Fig. 3.18
1.2 Micro-Scale 
Documentation
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Process

2.	 What is the typical pattern of lot widths 
within a block?

3.	 If the shape of the block is irregular, what is 
causing it to be irregular?

Product List

•	 Existing Conditions Base Map for each sam-
pling block

•	 Block Documentation Matrix for each sam-
pling block

1.2.3 Visit the Site

The second site visit is to gather the detailed 
measurements that will become the base for the 
visioning work and the code. By knowing the 
existing measurements, the team can make in-
formed decisions about the measurements to 
include in the final code, deciding whether to 
keep them as is or modify them to change the 
desired outcome from the existing place. 

Process

Taking along the Existing Conditions Base Map 
and Block Documentation Matrix for each of 
the sampling blocks as well as a camera, visit 
each sampling block and fill in all the details for 
each building and lot on each Block Documen-
tation Matrix. Include sketched diagrams if they 
are helpful, and take a variety of photos to in-
clude in the matrix later. At the very least, pho-
tograph building elevations to demonstrate how 
the buildings relate to one another, views along 
the sidewalk to illustrate how the buildings en-
gage the public realm, views down the street that 
show how enclosed the street is by buildings and 
landscaping, views of the side-street conditions 
for corner lots, and views of how the alley is used 
and developed, if an alley exists. Also photo-
graph special conditions that will be important 
to code, such as driveway or entry widths, dis-
tances between entries, and how edges are de-
fined by walls, fences, buildings, or landscaping. 

least 1:100. Draw a boundary around each sam-
pling block, and then number the lots within 
the boundary sequentially. (See Figure 3.19.)

Next, prepare a Block Documentation Matrix for 
each sampling block. Title each matrix with the 
location of the sampling block and the transect 
level, and then label the column headers with 
the lot numbers from the Existing Conditions 
Base Map for that area. (See Figure 3.20.)

Finally, before going out to the site, review the 
Existing Conditions Base Maps for the sam-
pling blocks. Fill in the block perimeter, length, 
depth, and shape on the Block Documentation 
Matrix for each of the sampling blocks. Also 
consider the following questions:
1.	 How do the lot configurations typically work 

at the ends of the blocks (i.e., do buildings 
front the side street or does the end lot have 
a side elevation to the side street)?
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Fig. 3.19 (near right) 

Enlarged Existing 
Conditions Base Map 

for a sampling block
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1.2 Micro Scale

Page 1 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

<Location and Transect Level> Format 1 2 3 4 5 6

Instructions:
Left and right are when standing in the street facing the front of the building.

Fill in before site visit

City
Width of Largest Historic Building x’
Block
Perimeter Length x’
Length (Primary Street) x’
Depth (Secondary Street) x’
Shape Rectangle (R); 

Trapezoid (T); 
Other (fill in description)

On-street parking spaces within 1/4-mile radius x
Length of Building at Front BTL from Corner

Left End of Block x’
Right End of Block x’

Building Placement
Lot Size
Width x’
Depth x’
Square Footage x sf
Distance From ROW (R); 

Property Line (P); 
Sidewalk Edge (S); 
Curb (C) 

Location of lot Mid-block (M); 
Corner (C) 

If it is a corner lot, where does the building face? Primary Street (P); 
Secondary Street (S); 
Both (B)

Front (Main Body of Building) x’
Side Street (Main Body of Building) x’
Left Side, Main Building x’
Right Side, Main Building x’
Left Side, Ancillary Building x’
Right Side, Ancillary Building x’
Rear, Main Building x’

Adjacent Use/Transect Level (fill in Use or T-level)
Rear, Ancillary Building x’
Length of Building at Façade Line (BTL)

Front x% (est.)
Side Street, Main Building x% (est.)
Side Street, Ancillary Building x% (est.)

Width of Building/Lot Width (%)       
Front x% (est.)
Side Street x% (est.)

Fig. 3.20 Block Documentation Matrix template (3 pages), available for download at www.opticosdesign.com/fbcbook.html
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Process

Page 2 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

<Location and Transect Level> Format 1 2 3 4 5 6

Miscellaneous
Number of Buildings on Lot x

Number of Main Buildings x
Number of Ancillary Buildings x

Distance between Main and Ancillary Buildings x’
Sidewalk Edge Treatment where There Is Not a Building description
Treatment between Building and Sidewalk (if any) description
Building Form
Height To: Eave (E); 

Parapet Base (P). 
Note any height variations

Main Building (stories) x
To Eave or Parapet Base x’
To Ridge x’

Ancillary Building, Corner Lot (stories) x
To Eave or Parapet Base x’
To Ridge x’

Ground Floor Finish Level (From Sidewalk Level) x”
Ground Floor Ceiling x’
Upper Floor(s) Ceiling 2: x’; 3-5: x’
Footprint
Width x’
Depth x’
Depth, Ancillary Building x’
Footprint, Ancillary Building x’ by x’
Lot Coverage (All Buildings on Lot) x%
Depth, Ground-floor Commercial Space x’
Depth, Ground-floor Residential Space x’
Miscellaneous
Distance between Entries to Ground Floor x’
Distance between Entries to Upper Floors x’
Location of Entries to Upper Floors note on plan n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p
Parking
Number of spaces

Off-street (total) x
Off-street covered x
On-street along lot edges x

Number of Residential Units x
Number of Lodging Rooms x
Square Footage of Non-residential Uses

Ground Floor x sf
Upper Floor(s) x sf

Distance of Off-street Parking From: ROW (R); 
Property Line (P); 
Sidewalk Edge (S); 
Curb (C) 

Front x’
Side Street (if any) x’
Right Side (not street facing) x’
Left Side (not street facing) x’
Rear x’
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1.2 Micro Scale

Page 3 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

Miscellaneous
Parking Drive Width x’
Parking Drive Location note on plan n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p n.o.p
Shared Drive? Yes (Y); No (N)
Character of Drive desc.
Underground Parking? Yes (Y); No (N)
Underground Parking Height above Sidewalk and Treatment x’ and desc.
Number of Bicycle Parking Spaces x
Parking Area Treatment desc.
Use Type(s)
Ground Floor Residential (Res); 

Retail (Ret); 
Svcs: Bus/Fin/Pro (SB); 
Svcs: Other (SO); 
Rec/Educ/Assem. (E); 
Trans/Comm/Infr.(T)

Upper Floor(s) Residential (Res); 
Retail (Ret); 
Svcs: Bus/Fin/Pro (SB); 
Svcs: Other (SO); 
Rec/Educ/Assem. (E); 
Trans/Comm/Infr.(T)

Building Type
Building Type Courtyard Building (C); 

Townhouse (TH); 
Fourplex (4); 
Triplex (3); 
Duplex (2); 
Single Unit House (1)

Frontage Type
Frontage Type Gallery (G); 

Arcade (Arc); 
Shopfront (Sh); 
Awning (Awn); 
Stoop (St); 
Forecourt (F); 
Terrace or Light Court (T); 
Porch and Yard

Frontage Depth x’
Frontage Height x’
Frontage Width x’
Other Allowed Encroachments
Other Encroachment Types Balconies (BAL); 

Bay Windows (BW)
Typical Front Encroachment x’
Typical Side Street Encroachment x’
Typical Side Encroachment x’
Typical Rear Encroachment x’

<Location and Transect Level> Format 1 2 3 4 5 6
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Process

from the samples on the matrix. The final num-
bers should not be averages, but rather the most 
typical condition.

Once the matrices are complete, create a presen-
tation board for each sampling block. Include 
the Existing Conditions Base Map, the Block 
Documentation Matrix, and some of the photos 
taken during the site visit. (See Figure 3.21.)

Product List

•	 Presentation board for each sampling block

1.2.5 Analyze the Data

Before the data can be used for the visioning 
phase, it needs to be analyzed and summarized. 
This summary data will become the predraft of 
the content of the code regulations.

Process

Group all the Block Documentation Matri-
ces by transect level (or subset level). For each 
group (transect level), create a new matrix and 
copy both typical condition columns from each 
Block Documentation Matrix in the group to 
the new matrix, called an “Existing Transect 
Level Matrix.” (See Figure 3.22.)

Once all the Existing Transect Level Matrices 
are complete, repeat the process once more. Be-
gin by adding two columns to the far right of 
each Existing Transect Level Matrix, one titled 
“Typical Mid-block Condition” and one titled 
“Typical Corner Condition.” Analyze the sam-
ple data across all the transect level sampling 
areas, and fill in the two columns with the reg-
ulations best exemplifying the typical condi-
tions. (See Figure 3.23.) Complete these addi-
tional columns on each of the Existing Transect 
Level Matrices.

Finally, copy both typical conditions columns 
from each Existing Transect Level Matrix to a 

If there is time, also include a complete pan-
oramic view of the street elevation.

Product List

•	 Completed Block Documentation Matrix for 
each sampling block

1.2.4 Organize the Data

Once the data is collected, it needs to be orga-
nized to prepare for the visioning process.

Process

Begin by cleaning up the Block Documenta-
tion Matrices as necessary in order to make 
them readable and presentable. Next, add two 
columns to the far right of each matrix, one ti-
tled “Typical Mid-block” and one titled “Typ-
ical Corner.” Analyze the sample data for the 
block, and fill in the two columns with the val-
ues best exemplifying the typical conditions 

Fig. 3.21 Presentation 
board for a sampling 

block with typical 
condition columns 
added to the Block 

Documentation Matrix. 
Note that the boards 

should include the 
columns for all the lots 

on the block, as well 
as all the rows of the 

matrix, not just the 
subset shown here.
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Sample Block #1: Oak bet. Elm and Maple: T3 1 2 3 4 5 6
Typical

Mid-block
Typical
Corner

Building Placement
Lot Size
Width 50' 45' 45' 35' 45' 50' 45' 50'
Depth 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110'
Square Footage 5,500 4,950 4,950 3,850 4,950 5,500 4,950 5,500
Distance From P P P P P P P P
Location of lot C M M M M C M C
If it is a corner lot, where does the building face? P — — — — P — P
Front (Main Body of Building) 15' 15' 20' 15' 18' 15' 15'–20' 15'
Side Street (Main Body of Building) 15' — — — — 15' — 15'
Left Side, Main Building N/A 8' 8' 8' 8' 8' 8' 8'–10'
Right Side, Main Building 10' 12' 10' 6' 12' N/A
Left Side, Ancillary Building 0' 5' — 5' — — 5' 8'–25'
Right Side, Ancillary Building 25' 10' — 8' — —
Rear, Main Building (From ROW) 50' 45' 50' 50' 40' 50' 50' 50'

Adjacent Use/Transect Level T3 T3 T3 T3 T3 T3 T3 T3
Rear, Ancillary Building 8' 8' — 8' — — 8' 8'
Length of Building at Façade Line (BTL)

Front 80% 60% 60% 100% 60% 80% 60%–100% 80%
Side Street, Main Building 30% — — — — 30% — 30%
Side Street, Ancillary Building 100% — — — — 100% — 100%

Width of Building/Lot Width (%)       
Front 50% 55% 60% 60% 55% 55% 55% 50%
Side Street 55% N/A N/A N/A N/A 55% — 55%

Miscellaneous
Number of Buildings on Lot 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2

Number of Main Buildings 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Number of Ancillary Buildings 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 1

Distance between Main and Ancillary Buildings 27' 32' — 27' — — 30' 27'
Sidewalk Edge Treatment where There Is Not a Building 3' 

fence
3' 

fence
3' 

fence
3' 

fence
3' 

fence
3' 

fence
3' fence 3' fence

Treatment between Building and Sidewalk (if any) lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn
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1.2 Micro Scale

Fig. 3.23 Existing 
Transect Level Matrix 
for the T3 level with 
the typical conditions 
determined for the 
entire transect level

Fig. 3.22 Existing 
Transect Level 
Matrix for the T3 
level with the typical 
conditions from each 
of the documented 
blocks in T3

Page 1 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

T3 Block 1 Block 2 Block 3

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

City
Width of Largest Historic Building (Historic Hotel) 115' — —

Block
Perimeter Length 1530' 1530' 1280'
Length (Primary Street) 525' 525' 400'
Depth (Secondary Street) 240' 240' 240'
Shape R R R
On-street parking spaces within 1/4-mile radius 250 250 200
Length of Building at Front BTL from Corner

Left End of Block 150' 80' 0' corner chamfer
Right End of Block 80' 80' 80'

Building Placement
Lot Size
Width 45' 50' 50' 60' 45' 50'
Depth 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110'
Square Footage 4,950 5,500 5,500 6,600 4,950 5,500
Distance From P P P P P P
Location of lot M C M C M C
If it is a corner lot, where does the building face? — P — P — P
Front (Main Body of Building) 15'–20' 15' 20' 20' 15' – 20' 15'
Side Street (Main Body of Building) — 15' — 15' – 20' — 15'
Left Side, Main Building 8' 8'–10' 8' 8' – 10' 8' 8' – 10'
Right Side, Main Building
Left Side, Ancillary Building 5' 8'–25' 0' – 60' 0' 0' – 60' 0'
Right Side, Ancillary Building
Rear, Main Building 50' 50' 40' 40' 40' 40'

Adjacent Use/Transect Level T3 T3 T4 T4 T4 T4
Rear, Ancillary Building 8' 8' 8' 8' 6' 6'
Length of Building at Façade Line (BTL)

Front 60% – 
100%

80% 50% – 90% 45% – 85%
60% – 
100%

80%

Side Street, Main Building — 30% — 35% — 30%
Side Street, Ancillary Building — 100% — 100% — 100%

Width of Building/Lot Width (%)
Front 55% 50% 35% 35% 40% 40%
Side Street — 55% 55% 60% 60% 65%

Miscellaneous
Number of Buildings on Lot 2 2 2 2 2 2

Number of Main Buildings 1 1 1 1 1 1
Number of Ancillary Buildings 1 1 1 1 1 1

Distance between Main and Ancillary Buildings 30' 27' 25' – 30' 25' – 30' 27' – 32' 27'
Sidewalk Edge Treatment where There Is Not a Building 3' fence 3' fence 3' fence — 3' hedge —
Treatment between Building and Sidewalk (if any) lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn

Page 1 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

T3 Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Typical

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Mid-block Corner

City
Width of Largest Historic Building (Historic Hotel) 115' — — 115'

Block
Perimeter Length 1530' 1530' 1280' 1530'
Length (Primary Street) 525' 525' 400' 525'
Depth (Secondary Street) 240' 240' 240' 240'
Shape R R R R
On-street parking spaces within 1/4-mile radius 250 250 200 250
Length of Building at Front BTL from Corner

Left End of Block 150' 80' 0' corner chamfer
Right End of Block 80' 80' 80'

Building Placement
Lot Size
Width 45' 50' 50' 60' 45' 50' 45' – 50' 50' – 60'
Depth 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110' 110'
Square Footage 4,950 5,500 5,500 6,600 4,950 5,500 5,500 6,600
Distance From P P P P P P P P
Location of lot M C M C M C M C
If it is a corner lot, where does the building face? — P — P — P — P
Front (Main Body of Building) 15'–20' 15' 20' 20' 15' – 20' 15' 15' – 20' 15' – 20'
Side Street (Main Body of Building) — 15' — 15' – 20' — 15' — 15' – 20'
Left Side, Main Building 8' 8'–10' 8' 8' – 10' 8' 8' – 10' 8' 8' – 10'
Right Side, Main Building
Left Side, Ancillary Building 5' 8'–25' 0' – 60' 0' 0' – 60' 0' 0' – 60' 0'
Right Side, Ancillary Building
Rear, Main Building 50' 50' 40' 40' 40' 40' 40' 40'

Adjacent Use/Transect Level T3 T3 T4 T4 T4 T4 T4 T4
Rear, Ancillary Building 8' 8' 8' 8' 6' 6' 6' – 8' 6' – 8'
Length of Building at Façade Line (BTL)

Front 60% – 
100%

80% 50% – 90% 45% – 85%
60% – 
100%

80%
60% – 
100%

50% – 80%

Side Street, Main Building — 30% — 35% — 30% — 30% – 35%
Side Street, Ancillary Building — 100% — 100% — 100% — 100%

Width of Building/Lot Width (%)
Front 55% 50% 35% 35% 40% 40% 35% – 55% 35% – 50%
Side Street — 55% 55% 60% 60% 65% 60% 60%

Miscellaneous
Number of Buildings on Lot 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Number of Main Buildings 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Number of Ancillary Buildings 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Distance between Main and Ancillary Buildings 30' 27' 25' – 30' 25' – 30' 27' – 32' 27' 25' – 30' 25' – 30'
Sidewalk Edge Treatment where There Is Not a Building 3' fence 3' fence 3' fence — 3' hedge — 3' fence —
Treatment between Building and Sidewalk (if any) lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn lawn
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Page 1 of 3Block Documentation Matrix
© 2007 Opticos Design, Inc.

T3 T4 T5

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

Typical
Mid-block

Typical
Corner

City
Width of Largest Historic Building 120' Apartment Bldg

Block
Perimeter Length 1530' 1600' 1600'
Length (Primary Street) 525' 400' 400'
Depth (Secondary Street) 240' 400' 400'
Shape R R R
On-street parking spaces within 1/4-mile radius 250 200 200
Length of Building at Front BTL from Corner

Left End of Block 80' 100'
Right End of Block 100' 100'

Building Placement
Lot Size
Width 45' – 50' 50' – 60' 25' 30' 75' – 125' 75' – 125'
Depth

110' 110' 100' 100'
100' – 
150'

100' – 
150'

Square Footage 5,500 6,600 2,500 3,000 12,500 12,500 sf
Distance From P P P P P P
Location of lot M C M C M C
If it is a corner lot, where does the building face? — P — P — P
Front (Main Body of Building) 15' – 20' 15' – 20' 5' 5' 0' 0'
Side Street (Main Body of Building) — 15' – 20' — 5' — 0'
Left Side, Main Building 8' 8' – 10' 0' 0' 0' 0'
Right Side, Main Building
Left Side, Ancillary Building 0' – 60' 0' 0' 0' — —
Right Side, Ancillary Building
Rear, Main Building 40' 40' 40' 40' — —

Adjacent Use/Transect Level T4 T4 t4 & T5 T4 & T5 — —
Rear, Ancillary Building 6' – 8' 6' – 8' 6' 6' — —
Length of Building at Façade Line (BTL)

Front 60% – 
100%

50% – 80% 100% 100%
90% – 
100%

90% – 
100%

Side Street, Main Building
— 30% – 35% — 70% —

90% – 
100%

Side Street, Ancillary Building — 100% — 70% — —
Width of Building/Lot Width (%)

Front
35% – 55% 35% – 50% 100%

80% – 
100%

80% – 
100%

80% – 
100%

Side Street
60% 60% — 70% —

80% – 
100%

Fig. 3.24 Existing Transect Matrix
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1.2 Micro Scale

Product List

•	 Completed Micro-Element Documentation 
Sheets

•	 Presentation board for each micro-element 
sample

Thoroughfare Types

The vast majority of the micro-scale documen-
tation is to document precedents to use to ei-
ther preserve current places or replicate them 
elsewhere. However, documenting thorough-
fares is necessary for a couple of other reasons. 
Documenting historic thoroughfares can help 
stakeholders and decision makers recognize the 
feasibility of narrower thoroughfare designs, as 
well as provide base measurements for the code’s 
thoroughfare standards. Documenting selected 
hierarchical thoroughfares can help the team 
understand the existing thoroughfare hierarchy 
to better build upon it, connect into it, adjust 
it, or replicate it. Documenting dysfunctional 
thoroughfares provides the base measurement 

new matrix called the “Existing Transect Ma-
trix,” and add a good example photo of each 
transect level to the matrix. (See Figure 3.24.) 
This is now the base matrix to be used to inform 
the visioning process and ultimately to be used 
for the Form-Based Code regulations.

Product List

•	 Existing Transect Level Matrices
•	 Existing Transect Matrix

1.2.6 Repeat for Other Micro 
Elements

For each of the micro elements, repeat steps 
1.2.1 through 1.2.4. (Step 1.2.5 is necessary only 
for documenting the transect levels.) See the 
sidebar “Repeating Process for Building Types.” 
(See Figures 3.25 through 3.27 for documenta-
tion sheet templates for some of the most com-
mon micro elements.) Following are some ad-
ditional considerations and tips.

1.2.1	 Begin by reviewing the list of building types 

recorded during the macro-scale documenta-

tion as well as the standard list provided in 

Section 2: Building Type Standards. Select 

several samples for each building type to 

document, making sure to vary the selections 

across all transect levels, neighborhoods, and 

historic eras where possible. Note each se-

lected sample location on the Existing Condi-

tions Base Map and number the samples.

1.2.2	 Create a Building Type Documentation Sheet 

for each building type sample. Label each 

sheet with the building type and the sample 

number from the Existing Conditions Base 

Map. (See Figure 3.27.)

1.2.3	 Fill out each sheet during the site visit, creat-

ing a sketch of the building and taking a vari-

ety of photos.

Repeating 
Process for 
Building Types

	 Tip: For buildings that were originally con-

structed as a single-family house but were 

subsequently converted into multiple units, 

also document how they have been convert-

ed, what densities they achieve, and how 

they function within their neighborhood. 

These buildings can likely be the basis for the 

regulations for a mansion apartment type.

1.2.4	 Clean up the Building Type Documentation 

Sheets to make them presentable, and add a 

photo of the sample building to each sheet. 

Group the sheets by building type, and create 

a presentation board for each group.

Product List

•	Completed Building Type Documentation Sheets

•	Presentation boards for each micro element 

sample
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Fig. 3.25 Thoroughfare Documentation Sheet template

Opticos Design, Inc.

Location:
Thoroughfare Type:

Application

Movement Type Yield  |  Slow  | Free

Speed Limit  mph

Pedestrian Crossing Time  seconds

Transect Level

Overall Widths

Right-of-Way (ROW) Width (note on section) A

Curb Face to Curb Face Width (note on section) B

Lanes

Traffic Lanes Single  |  Yield C

Bicycle Lanes (note on section) D

Parking Lanes Parallel  | Diagonal

Reverse Diagonal

E

Medians (note on section) F

Edges

Curbs Square  | Rolled  | Swale

Planters Continuous Planter

Continuous Swale

Tree Well

G

Landscaping

Type

Spacing Type Evenly-spaced  | Clustered

Spacing  o.c. avg.

Walkways Sidewalk  |  Path H

Lighting I

Type

Spacing  o.c. avg.

Intersection

Curb Radius

Distance between Intersections

B

C D E F HG IHG I

A
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Opticos Design, Inc.

Location: #4: Oak St. bet. Elm and Maple
Thoroughfare Type: Street

Application

Movement Type Yield  |  Slow  | Free

Speed Limit 20  mph

Pedestrian Crossing Time 10.3 seconds

Transect Level T4

Overall Widths

Right-of-Way (ROW) Width (note on section) A

Curb Face to Curb Face Width (note on section) B

Lanes

Traffic Lanes Single  |  Yield C

Bicycle Lanes (note on section) D

Parking Lanes Parallel  | Diagonal

Reverse Diagonal

E

Medians (note on section) F

Edges

Curbs Square  | Rolled  | Swale

Planters Continuous Planter

Continuous Swale

Tree Well

G

Landscaping

Type Medium trees

Spacing Type Evenly-spaced  | Clustered

Spacing 40' o.c. avg.

Walkways Sidewalk  |  Path H

Lighting None I

Type —

Spacing — o.c. avg.

Intersection

Curb Radius 15'

Distance between Intersections 400'

5' sidewalk

45' 40'

5' planter 8' parking 10' travel 10' travel

36'

56'

8' parking 5' planter 5' sidewalk

B

C D E F HG IHG I

A

Template available for download at www.opticosdesign.com/fbcbook.html
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Fig. 3.26 Frontage Type Documentation Sheet template

Opticos Design, Inc.

Location:

Dimensions

Depth (note on section)

Height (note on section)

Width

Miscellaneous

Transect Level

Notes:

Frontage Type

Gallery

 If on a corner, does the gallery wrap the corner?

Arcade

 If on a corner, does the arcade wrap the corner?

Shopfront

 Glazing on primary street shopfront %

 Glazing on secondary street shopfront %

Awning

Stoop

Forecourt

Terrace

Light Court

Porch & Fence Attached Porch

Recessed Porch

Partially Recessed Porch

Side Porch

Wrapped Porch

Common Yard

Key

Property Line

Build-to Line (BTL)
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Template available for download at www.opticosdesign.com/fbcbook.html

Opticos Design, Inc.

Location: #2: 264 v St.

Dimensions

Depth (note on section)

Height (note on section)

Width 15'

Miscellaneous

Transect Level T3

Notes:

Frontage Type

Gallery

 If on a corner, does the gallery wrap the corner?

Arcade

 If on a corner, does the arcade wrap the corner?

Shopfront

 Glazing on primary street shopfront %

 Glazing on secondary street shopfront %

Awning

Stoop

Forecourt

Terrace

Light Court

Porch & Fence Attached Porch

Recessed Porch

Partially Recessed Porch

Side Porch

Wrapped Porch

Common Yard

�

8' 15'

10'

2'

1'

BTL

Key

Property Line

Build-to Line (BTL)
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Fig. 3.27 Building Type Documentation Sheet template

Opticos Design, Inc.

Location:
Building Type:

Vehicular Access and Parking

Type of Parking

Single-unit garage (detached)

Single-unit garage (tuck-under)

Off-street parking

On-street parking

Underground parking garage

Parking

Parking Access

Direct

Indirect

Other

How is trash serviced?

Where are utilities and above-

ground equipment located?

Notes:

Lot Size

Lot Width  ft.

Lot Depth  ft.

Pedestrian Access

Entry to units is oriented toward a street or courtyard.

Upper floor units have an entrance from the street.

Elevator goes from _________________  to

_________________ 

Distance between entries to 

upper floors  ft.

Distance bet. doors at street  ft.

Notes:

Landscape

Are there landscape characteristics specific to this type 

that are important to the way the type functions?

Notes:

Sidewalk

Street (Front)

A

B

Property Line

Build-to Line (BTL)

Setback Line

Building Area 

Key 
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Template available for download at www.opticosdesign.com/fbcbook.html

Frontages

Which types of rooms face the 

street?

Which types of rooms face the rear?

What type of transition exists 

from public to private street?

Notes:

Building Size and Massing

Breaks in planes on front elevation?

If yes, how many or how often?

Breaks in planes on side elevation?

If yes, how many or how often?

Heights

Unit Types

Flats

Townhouses

Lofts

Live/Work

Combination of Units:

In relation to open space

and orientation?

Notes:

Open Space

Provided? Yes  |  No

Location

Rear Yard

Side Yard

Courtyard

Other

Miscellaneous

Size  ft. x             ft.

Projections into the space?

Direct Yes  |  No

Indirect Yes  |  No

Intended Use

General Character

Notes:

Miscellaneous

Transect Level

Corner lot?

Number of Units (if Applicable)

Percentage Build-to  %

Opticos Design, Inc.
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and transect levels. To understand the existing 
framework, study the Existing Framework Dia-
gram and select a sampling of thoroughfares for 
each level in the thoroughfare hierarchy. Final-
ly, select all thoroughfares that may need to be 
transformed as part of the project.

Civic Spaces

Documenting civic spaces is necessary to dem-
onstrate to the team members and other vision-

information for them to be transformed. The 
selection of which thoroughfares to document 
will be based on which of these reasons exist 
within the scope of the project.

When selecting thoroughfares to document, 
consider the reasons the information is need-
ed as discussed above. For historic thorough-
fares, select as many good ones as possible to 
cover the existing range of thoroughfare types 

In some instances, a good local precedent of an ap-

propriate urban form may not exist to use as a basis 

for a Form-Based Code. Three such instances are:

1.	A community that has been completely devel-

oped in a post–World War II suburban pattern 

and has decided that it wants to require new de-

velopment to be more walkable and sustainable, 

possibly including adding a new town center

2.	A community that is calling for major transforma-

tion and evolution that will incorporate develop-

ment beyond the scale of what currently exists in 

the community

3.	A community that wants future development 

within the entire community or a specific plan-

ning area to respond environmentally to its loca-

tion in a way that past development did not

In these situations, the Form-Based Code team 

should expand the documentation area, first looking 

regionally for precedent, and if appropriate exam-

ples are not found regionally, then looking beyond 

to other areas with similar climates for examples of 

built environments that can serve as precedents for 

character, form, and function. For example, consider 

a community in the Southwest that has a desert cli-

mate and desires a more environmentally sensitive 

approach to its development. The code team could 

When 
Good Local 
Precedent 

Doesn’t Exist

first look regionally throughout the Southwest for 

other towns that have more successfully integrat-

ed climatic concerns into their planning. If none are 

found, they could then look at examples in Central 

or South America, where the urban form responds 

directly to the climate with the integration of court-

yard homes to provide usable private spaces for 

the residents, shaded walkways with the use of ar-

cades or more vertically proportioned streets to en-

courage walkability, minimal landscaping to reduce 

the use of water, and the integration of passive so-

lar heating and cooling into the building forms. (See 

Figure 3.28.)

Selecting a precedent for a Form-Based Code out-

side the region can be challenging and should be 

considered carefully. First, consider the quality and 

intensity of the urbanism and character of the place 

trying to be achieved. As discussed above, often 

these outside examples can enable a community to 

respond to such specific local conditions as climate, 

but they can also enable a community to consider 

typical physical conditions, such as topography in its 

ultimate physical form. In taking this approach, pub-

lic planning agencies in particular need to be careful 

to understand the feasibility within the local devel-

opment market, construction costs and constraints, 
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sented in the Existing Transect Matrix and the 
documentation sheets for thoroughfares, civ-
ic spaces, and any other micro elements docu-
mented. This will represent a wealth of infor-
mation that is representative of the DNA of a 
community. These, in combination with the 
Existing Framework Diagram, will become the 
foundation for the vision plan and will evolve 
into the content of the FBC.

ing participants how the size, function, and role 
of civic spaces vary across transect levels. Make 
sure to select a variety of civic space types across 
the full range of transect levels to document.

Conclusion

By the end of the documentation phase, the 
team will have a thorough understanding of the 
physical parameters of the community repre-

and development potential. This being said, commu-

nities should not be afraid to push these parame-

ters within reason. The Central Hercules Planning 

District in Hercules, California, is a good example 

of this approach by a city. Hercules, which histor-

ically had been a bedroom community for the San 

Francisco Bay Area developed in suburban pattern, 

hired Dover, Kohl & Partners to establish a vision for 

a new town center and a series of traditional neigh-

borhoods. After establishing this vision, Dover Kohl 

wrote an FBC to implement the vision. Many of the 

builders complained about the code, saying that the 

local market was not in place for such a project, nor 

was it economically viable. With strong opposition 

from builders, the city held its ground and made the 

early builders adhere to the code. In the end, the 

market responded to the first phase, and the value 

of the homes have since been higher per square foot 

than others in the area.

Fig. 3.28 Plan 
and illustration 
of urban form, 
building form, and 
landscape responding 
appropriately to 
a desert climate 
based on appropriate 
precedent studies 
(Civano Housing 
images © 2007 
Moule & Polyzoides, 
Architects and 
Urbanists)


