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BUILDING DESIGN

This section addresses the exterior design of new buildings in
the Blue Hill District. Building design addresses the visual and
functional character of a building, including its relationship to
surrounding development. These guidelines do not address
interior design. The design guidelines are not intended to preclude
affordable housing. The guidelines focus on principles that should
apply to all types of development regardless of cost.
Key design topics include: character, height, scale and materials.
The objective is to promote designs that enhance the pedestrian
experience and create a sense of place throughout the District.
High quality, innovative designs are preferred and they should
appear in scale with each other. Active ground floor uses that
enhance the pedestrian experience are especially welcomed.

ADDITIONAL
INFORMATION

4

In addition to the building
design guidelines that follow,
review the North Carolina Fire
Code and Chapter 7 of the
Town Code of Ordinances
to learn more about the
fire code requirements for
building stepbacks, setbacks
and forecourts.
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Architectural Character

Consistency in architectural character and high-quality design
of its own time is crucial for new development in the Blue Hill
District. A building should reflect the traditions of Chapel Hill while
developing an updated aesthetic within the District. Franchise
designs that are generic and standardized are discouraged. Each
building should provide a pedestrian-friendly ground floor and an
active street edge.

4.1
a.
Figure 4-1 Innovative new designs
that draws upon regional design
tradition are preferred.

b.
c.

4.2
a.

Figure 4-1c Standardized “corporate”
style architecture is discouraged.

b.

c.

Figure 4-2 Create a pedestrianfriendly environment with all new
projects.
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Innovative new designs that draw upon local and
regional design traditions are preferred.

Design a building to provide a sense of authenticity in its form
and materials.
Maintain cohesiveness in new building designs, where materials,
features, and building form all work together.
Standardized corporate architecture that does not reflect local
traditions is discouraged.

Create a pedestrian-friendly environment with all
new projects.

Use architectural devices that promote shading and cooling.
These include:
• Awnings
• Canopies
• Arcades
• Matte finish materials
Use building elements to create a street edge that invites
pedestrian activity. These include:
• First floor canopies that complement the character of the
building and its street front
• Architectural details that provide a sense of scale
• Wall surfaces with visually interesting detailing, textures and
colors
• Art including sculptures, friezes and murals
Develop an active building edge to enhance pedestrian interest.
This may include:
• Respond to Changes in Topography (Chapter 3, page 66)
• Building Articulation (Chapter 4, page 90)
• Architectural Features (Chapter 4, page 97)
• Building Elements (Chapter 4, page 106)
• Building Materials (Chapter 4, page 108)
• Windowless Facade Alternatives (Diagram 4-8)
• Pedestrian-Friendly Commercial Ground Floor (Diagram 4-9)
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Energy Efficiency and
Building Performance

The conservation of energy is a key objective in community planning
and a guiding principle for the Blue Hill District. The design process
should include an evaluation of the physical assets of the site to
maximize energy efficiency and conservation in the placement and
design of a building. Landscapes play a large part in planning for
energy efficiency and building performance on a site.
Building designs should address seasonal changes and design
with the climate of Chapel Hill in mind. Designs should implement
passive strategies that save energy (and money) whenever feasible.
Natural lighting and ventilation, shading, thermal mass and many
other options are available. Using sustainable building materials that
are durable, long-lasting, locally-made and recycled/recyclable are
encouraged. Careful consideration should also be given to balancing
sustainable design principles with those related to maintaining the
traditional character of the area.

4.3
a.
b.

4.4
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

ADDITIONAL
INFORMATION
Each building should be
designed to accommodate
energy-conservancy and
generating technologies,
including the capacity to add
some of these features in the
future.

Utilize sustainable building design solutions
throughout the Blue Hill District.

New building designs that promote energy conservation while
adding visual interest should be supported.
Design building projects to reduce environmental impacts, like
stormwater runoff, on the public streetscape.

Design with energy efficiency and use of renewable
energy as top priorities.

Examine energy efficiency opportunities when developing a site
design for a new project.
Figure 4-4 Design with energy
Examine building performance and system efficiency for all new
efficiency and use of renewable energy
projects.
as top priorities.
Utilize external shading (integrated into the building and/or with
landscape) to keep out summer sun and let in winter sun.
Design windows to maximize indirect daylight into interior spaces.
Use exterior shading devices, such as overhangs and light shelves,
to manage solar gain in the summer months and welcome solar
access in winter months.
Incorporate renewable energy systems, such as solar thermal for
HVAC and hot water systems, and a solar PV system or wind turbine
for electricity.
Incorporate features for daylighting the upper floor of a building,
such as clerestories or roof monitors.
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4.5
a.
b.

4.6
a.
b.
c.

4.7

a.

Locate a new building, or an addition, to take
advantage of micro-climatic opportunities for
energy conservation.

Orient a building to be consistent with established development
patterns, when they are a part of the desired features for the
context.
Consider seasonal solar and wind exposure patterns when
positioning a new building on its site.

Design an addition to take advantage of energysaving and energy-generating opportunities.

Design and locate windows to maximize indirect daylighting into
interior spaces.
Use exterior shading devices, such as overhangs, light shelves,
architectural screens or shade trees, to manage solar gain in
summer months and minimize solar loss in winter months.
Incorporate energy-producing devices, including solar thermal
collectors, solar PV systems and wind turbines, into the design of
the site and building, while respecting the context.

Maximize solar access for all properties.

New development should incorporate heights and setbacks to
minimize impacts to solar access on adjoining properties. This is
especially important for residential sites and sites that adjoin or
are adjacent to residential properties.

MAXIMIZE SOLAR ACCESS WITH BUILDING MASSING

Diagram 4-1 Maximize Solar Access with Building Massing: New development
should incorporate heights and setbacks to minimize impacts to solar access on
adjoining properties. This is especially important for residential sites and sites that
adjoin or are adjacent to residential properties.
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Environmental Performance
in Building Elements

The elements that make up a building, including windows,
mechanical systems and materials, influence environmental
performance and represent components of sustainable
development. New building elements that improve environmental
performance should be employed if they have been proven
effective in Chapel Hill’s climate. Applicants should refer to
performance targets and best practices endorsed by the Town for
reducing the carbon footprint of new construction. While those
targets are evolving over time, examples may include the AIA-2030
Challenge, USGBC certification, and ASHRAE standards.

4.8

Use sustainable building materials whenever
possible. These materials may be:
•
•
•
•

4.9

Locally manufactured
Low maintenance
Materials with long life spans
Recycled materials

Incorporate building elements that allow for natural
environmental control, such as the following:

Figure 4-9 Incorporate building
elements that allow for natural
environmental control.

• Operable windows for natural ventilation to reduce air
conditioning needs.
• Locating vertical or horizontal shading devices to reduce solar
heat gain.
• Daylighting strategies to reduce electrical lighting demand.
• Thermal mass or building materials that are capable of storing
heat, which will reduce heat transferred through a building
envelope.
• “Green roof” to provide insulation, absorb water, and reduce
heat island effect.

4.10 Minimize the visual impacts of energy devices on
the character of the District.
a.

b.

Mount equipment where it has the least visual impact on
buildings and important view corridors.
Where exposed hardware frames and piping are visible, use a
matte finish and color that is consistent with the color scheme of
the primary structure.
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SUSTAINABLE BUILDING MATERIALS & ELEMENTS

Incorporate building elements that allow for natural environmental control and reduce energy and
water consumption. Exterior shading devices, photovoltaics and green roofs are just a few examples.

Use sustainable building materials whenever possible, such as ones that are locally manufactured, low
maintenance with long life spans and recycled.
Diagram 4-2 Sustainable Building Materials & Elements
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Building Mass & Scale

The overall size, height and form of a building help determine how
large it appears, and whether it is compatible with the surrounding
context. Although a new building may be larger than adjacent
buildings, it should not be monolithic in scale or jarringly contrast
with neighboring development. A new building should use
articulation techniques to provide a sense of scale. These include
varied heights, smaller building masses and articulated facades.

05.23.2018

BUILDING AND STORY
HEIGHT
Measuring building and story
height is addressed by the
LUMO (Sec. 3.11.2.7.K-M).

Appropriate building height and placement limits for each of the
zone subdistricts are identified in the LUMO (Sec.3.11.2.3-3.11.2.4.)
The following guidelines provide further clarification on how the
design of a building can enhance the pedestrian environment
through varied massing, height and a combination of building
articulation methods.

BUILDING HEIGHT
New development must meet zoning requirements in Blue Hill
while stepping down to create smooth transitions with adjacent
lower-scale residential buildings.

4.11 Provide variation in building heights.
a.
b.

Incorporate height variations to reduce the scale of a building.
Use variation in building and parapet heights to add visual
interest and reduce boxy or monolithic building masses.

4.12 Locate the taller portion of a structure away from
neighboring residential buildings of lower scale or
other sensitive edges.
a.

b.

Figure 4-11 Provide variation in
building heights.

Step down a taller, new building toward existing, lower-scaled
neighbors.
Where permitted by the base zoning, locate towers and other
taller structures to minimize looming effects and shading of lowerscaled neighbors.

Figure 4-12 Locate the taller portion of a structure away from neighboring
residential buildings of lower scale or other sensitive edges.
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BUILDING ARTICULATION
Building articulation includes vertical or horizontal changes in
materials, texture or wall plane that influence the scale of a building.
New development in the Blue Hill District should incorporate
articulation techniques that promote a sense of human scale and
divide the mass and scale of a larger building into smaller parts.

4.13 Establish a sense of human scale in the design of a
new building.
a.

b.
c.
d.

Use vertical and horizontal articulation techniques to reduce the
apparent scale of a larger building mass.
Use articulation techniques in proportion to a building’s overall
mass. For example, deeper insets are needed as a building’s length
increases.
Apply materials in units, panels or modules that help to convey a
sense of scale.
Create a sense of texture through shadow lines which also provide
a sense of depth and visual interest.

HUMAN SCALE BUILDING DESIGN
Upper story stepback
Awning, Canopy or
Arcade
Landscaping between
vehicles and pedestrians
Wide sidewalks

Figure 4-13 Establish a sense of
human scale in the design of a new
building.

Diagram 4-3 Human Scale Building Design
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OPTIONS FOR VARIED BUILDING MASSING
Building massing techniques can be used to reduce the overall appearance of a building while also
helping to create a more interesting building form. Stepping down the mass of a building adjacent
to a pedestrian way or sensitive area will provide a smooth transition to a lower scale.

1. FRONT STEPBACK
A front stepback reduces the
mass of a building along the
street frontage.

2. MIDDLE STEPBACK
A middle stepback reduces
the central mass of a building
by expressing different
modules.

3. SIDE STEPDOWN
A side stepdown reduces the
mass of a building to provide
a transition to a neighboring
building of smaller scale or a
pedestrian connection.

4. REAR STEPDOWN
A rear stepdown provides a
transition between the rear
of a building and a sensitive
area such as an adjacent
residential area or outdoor
amenity space.
Diagram 4-4 Options for Varied Building Massing
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4.14 Incorporate horizontal expression lines to establish
a sense of scale.
a.

b.

Use moldings, a change in material, or an offset in the wall plane
to define the scale of lower floors in relation to the street.
Align architectural features with similar features along the street,
where a distinct alignment pattern already exists.

4.15 Provide vertical articulation in a larger building mass
to establish a sense of scale.
Figure 4-14 Incorporate horizontal
expression lines to establish a sense of
scale.

a.

b.

Use moldings, columns, a change in material or an offset in the
wall plane to define different building modules.
Organize modules to reflect traditional lots widths or facade
dimensions.

4.16 Use materials to convey a sense of human scale and
visual interest to pedestrians.
4.17 Incorporate balconies to create depth and interest
on a building facade.
a.

Figure 4-15 Provide vertical
articulation in a larger building mass to
establish a sense of scale.

b.

Integrate balconies into the design of a building facade to express
different modules.
Use a balcony to provide shade for the sidewalk or lower balcony
areas.

4.18 Vary cornice lines to create visual interest.
a.

Create a sense of visual interest by using a variety of cornice
heights for individual modules.

Figure 4-16 Use materials to convey
a sense of human scale and visual
interest to pedestrians.

Figure 4-18 Vary cornice lines to
create visual interest.

Figure 4-17 Incorporate balconies to
create depth and interest on a building
facade.
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4.19 Create a sense of visual interest by using a variety
of roof heights along the street.
a.

b.

Vary roof heights through differences in roof form and parapet
height.
Vary the roof profile by stepping down some parts of the facade.

4.20 Incorporate a roof form that provides a “cap.”
a.

b.

Define a flat roof form with a distinct parapet or cornice line.
This can help reinforce a vertical base, middle and cap building
articulation, and contribute to a sense of iconic design.
Use an overhang on sloped roof forms on multi-family buildings.
This helps to define the roof as a building cap.

Figure 4-19 Create a sense of visual
interest by using a variety of roof
heights along the street.

4.21 Utilize one of the following methods to design a
building that is located on the corner:
a.

b.
c.
d.

Chamfer the corner and provide a visual connection between the
street and the interior at the ground level.
Curve the corner of the building.
Increase the setback from one or both of the street frontages with
a corner plaza.
Create an enhanced linear outdoor space along one or both of
the street frontages.

BASE, MIDDLE, CAP DESIGN
On a taller (over two stories) commercial or mixed use building,
horizontal articulation techniques may be used in combination to
express a traditional base, middle and cap facade composition.
This design creates well-defined ground or lower floors and a
distinctive “cap” element that frame middle building floors.

Figure 4-20 Incorporate a roof form
that provides a “cap.”

CAP

MIDDLE

BASE

Diagram 4-5 Base, Middle, Cap Design
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OPTIONS FOR BUILDING ARTICULATION
The design options described and illustrated below and on the next page may be used individually,
or in combination, to meet the intent of the design guidelines for building articulation. Note that
other creative building articulation strategies may also be appropriate.

1. ACCENT LINE
Accent lines include vertical
and horizontal moldings and
attached columns, as in this
example. An accent line often
projects sufficiently from the
face of a building wall to cast
a distinct shadow.
Examples include:
a. Moldings
b. Sills
c. Cornices
d. Canopies

2. COLOR CHANGE
Color changes may occur
as significant vertical
or horizontal design on
a building wall, where
it maintains an overall
cohesiveness in the building
design [i.e. avoid abrupt and
inconsistent color changes].
In this example different
facade modules vary in color.

3. MATERIAL CHANGE
Material change may appear
as a significant vertical or
horizontal surface. In this
example of townhomes, a
change in material expresses
each unit.

Diagram 4-6 Options for Building Articulation
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4. MINOR WALL OFFSET
A minor wall offset is a
vertical expression line
created by notching a
building wall for its full
height. Minor wall offsets are
typically 5 feet or less. In this
example the central bay is
inset from the flanking walls.

5. HEIGHT VARIATION
A variation in height may
occur as a setback of part of a
floor or a change in roof line.
In this example of a single
building, a portion on the
right is one story less than
that on the left.

6. INCREASED WALL
SETBACK
An increased setback is
similar to a minor wall offset,
but with a larger dimension.
It often provides an outdoor
amenity space along part of
the front of a building.

7. UPPER FLOOR
STEPBACK
An upper floor stepback
is similar to an increased
setback, but it only occurs
on an upper floor(s). In this
example, a portion of the
fourth floor is set back from
the front wall plane.
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COMBINING BUILDING ARTICULATION METHODS
A single building articulation method is typically insufficient to achieve a desired design outcome
or promote architectural creativity. Combining multiple methods into a single building is highly
encouraged. As shown in Diagram 4-7, a building often includes some or all of the building
articulation methods identified previously in Diagram 4-6.

A7

A5

A4

A1

A3

A2

A6
Illustration Credit: Shears, Adkins,
Rockmore Architects (SA+R)

Diagram 4-7 Combining Building Articulation Methods

A1 Accent Lines
A2 Color Changes
A3 Material Changes
A4 Minor Wall Offsets
A5 Height Variation
A6 Increased Setbacks
A7 Upper Floor Stepbacks
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Architectural Features
(Design Elements)

Architectural features such as windows, doors and materials
help establish a building’s character and help convey a distinct
community image for the Blue Hill District. Such features are those
that add visual interest and create a unique sense of place, while
encouraging pedestrian activity. When a new building is located
such that it becomes a view terminus, it should be designed to be
visually interesting.

OVERALL FACADE CHARACTER
A building facade should incorporate high-quality design features
that enhance Chapel Hill’s community image and convey an active
and vibrant appearance. The design guidelines below apply to
facade areas that face public streets, the pedestrian way or parking
lots. They are especially important for visible facades along a major
commercial corridor such as Fordham Boulevard and major interior
cross-streets such as South Elliott Road.

05.23.2018

ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN
ELEMENTS
Additional Town code
information on building
facades can be found in the
LUMO (Sec. 3.11.2.3 - Sec.
3.11.2.7).

ADDING VISUAL
INTEREST TO A BUILDING
Refer to “Design Options
for Addressing Windowless
Facade Areas” (Diagram 4-8)
for more information.

4.22 Design a building facade to enhance community
image.
a.

b.

Incorporate design features that add depth and detail, such as
deep roof eaves and changes in the facade plane that create
patterns of light and shadow.
Use high-quality building materials on visible facades.

4.23 Design a building facade to be compatible with its
context.
a.

b.

When possible, align canopies, windows and roof cornices on
adjacent buildings.
Use materials or other facade features that are compatible with
adjacent buildings.

4.24 Design a building facade to convey visual interest.
a.

Incorporate facade features such as pergolas, arcades or awnings
to add visual interest.

Figure 4-22a Incorporate design
features that add depth and detail.
CHAPTER 4 - BUILDING DESIGN

Figure 4-23b Use materials or other
facade features that are compatible
with adjacent buildings.

Figure 4-24 Design a building facade
to convey visual interest.
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DESIGN OPTIONS FOR ADDRESSING WINDOWLESS FACADE AREAS
In some cases where a transparency requirement does not apply, a building may have windowless facade
areas where the interior contains parking, retail shelving, storage or other inactive uses. The design
options illustrated below are appropriate methods of meeting the intent of Guideline 4.25 on page 99
by promoting an active appearance on a windowless facade area facing a sidewalk, parking area or other
public frontage.
Note that other creative strategies are also appropriate to address windowless facade areas, including the
“Design Options for a Pedestrian-Friendly Ground Floor” on page 100.

1. ARCADES
An arcade or loggia can help
create a more transparent
appearance on an otherwise
windowless facade while also
adding visual interest.

2. ARCHITECTURAL
DETAILS/SCREENS
Details such as architectural
screens or patterned materials
can help create a more active
appearance and add visual
interest on a windowless
facade.

3. PERGOLAS/
STRUCTURES
Pergolas or other landscape
structures can help soften the
view of a windowless facade
and help create a more active
appearance.

4. VERTICAL TRELLIS/
LANDSCAPING
A vertical trellis allows vines and
plants to cover blank wall areas
and provide visual interest.
A vertical trellis may work in
combination with a raised
planting bed.
Diagram 4-8 Design Options for Addressing Windowless Facade Areas
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GROUND FLOOR DESIGN
Building design should incorporate features that help create a
pedestrian-friendly street level. High-quality ground floor design
considers elements such as height, transparency, entrance location,
canopies and awnings. In mixed-use areas, it is especially important
to incorporate active features into the ground floor such as plazas
and storefront windows. In residential areas, the ground floor may
incorporate other design features, such as porches and stoops, to
engage the sidewalk and street.

APPLICATION OF
MATERIALS
See “Building Materials”
on pg. 108 for additional
guidance on the application
of materials.

The LUMO establishes ground floor standards for transparency
percentages, story height limits, elevation requirements, limits on
blank walls and others. The following guidelines expand on those
standards to provide additional pedestrian-oriented strategies that
help activate the street edge.

4.25 Design the ground floor to engage the public realm
and promote pedestrian activity.
a.

b.
c.

Incorporate recessed entries, courtyards or other setbacks in the
ground floor facade.
Use design features such as windows, display areas and awnings
to engage the street and add pedestrian interest.
Avoid long blank wall areas that will diminish pedestrian interest.
Instead, add visual interest to blank walls through at least one of
the techniques shown in Diagram 4-8.

Figure 4-26 Use building materials to
define the ground floor and add visual
interest.

4.26 Use building materials to define the ground floor
and add visual interest.
a.
b.

Use changes in material to add ground-floor interest.
Define the ground floor of a building by incorporating a different
material, color or texture.
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DESIGN OPTIONS FOR A PEDESTRIAN-FRIENDLY GROUND FLOOR
The design options described and illustrated below may be used individually, or in combination, to meet
the intent of the design guidelines for ground floor design on page 99. In most cases, the street level of a
building should incorporate windows and other pedestrian-friendly features.

1. WINDOWS
Commercial buildings should
incorporate a high percentage
of transparent glass to actively
engage the street and sidewalk.
Windows may be combined
with canopies, awnings,
planters and other features to
enhance the street level.

2. DISPLAY AREAS
Display cases or other product
displays can create pedestrian
interest and engage the street
and sidewalk. Such treatments
are especially appropriate
along an otherwise windowless
facade.

3. CANOPIES AND
AWNINGS
Canopies and awnings
help define the street-level
pedestrian area and may
provide shade or highlight
entries and storefront windows.

4. WALL ART
Wall art, mosaics and murals
add interest, especially along
an otherwise windowless
facade.

5. PLANTERS/
LANDSCAPING
Integrated planters, large pots
or other areas for landscaping
add interest along the building
facade and help engage the
street and sidewalk.
Diagram 4-9 Design Options for a Pedestrian-Friendly Ground Floor
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PRIMARY BUILDING ENTRANCE
The primary entrance of a structure should be oriented to a street,
major sidewalk, pedestrian way, plaza, courtyard or other outdoor
public space. The objective is to provide a sense of connection
with the neighborhood and add “eyes on the street.” In most
cases, orienting the entrance toward the street is preferred, but in
some designs, orienting an entrance to an active courtyard that is
visible from the street will accomplish the same objective.

BUILDING ENTRANCES
Additional Town code
information on building
entrances can be found in the
LUMO (Sec. 3.11.2.7.Q).

4.27 Design the main entrance to be clearly identifiable.
a.

b.

Use an architectural element(s) to highlight an entrance, and to
provide weather protection, where feasible. Potential treatments
include:
• Canopy
• Awning
• Arcade Portico
• Building recess
• Moldings
• Change in material
• Change in color
Use variation in building mass and height to highlight a main
entrance.

Figure 4-27 Design the main entrance
to be clearly identifiable.

4.28 Orient the primary entrance of a building to face a
street, plaza or pedestrian way.
a.
b.
c.

Orient the primary entrance towards the street.
Use a “double-fronted” design that provides an entry to the street
and another to an outdoor amenity space, plaza or a parking lot,
when present.
In some cases, the front door may be positioned perpendicular
to the street. Where this is the case, clearly define the entry. This
may be achieved by:
• Incorporating a recessed entry, canopy or awning for
commercial/mixed-use building types, or
• Incorporating a porch, stoop or canopy for residential building
types.

Figure 4-28 Orient the primary
entrance of a building to face a street,
plaza or pedestrian way.

4.29 If a property is located along Booker Creek, orient
an entry toward this natural feature.
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ICONIC DESIGN FEATURES
Iconic design features include those that help define a building,
convey a unique appearance, or make an area more memorable.
New development in a highly-visible location, such as at the
intersection of arterial roads, should incorporate iconic design
features. In most cases, large-scale new development projects in
any location should incorporate iconic design features for entries,
view corridors, building form or roofs.

4.30 Use an iconic design feature to foster a unique
sense of place.
a.

Incorporate iconic design features such as well-defined entries
or tower elements into the design of a new development that is
large-scale or located in a highly-visible location. Design an iconic
design feature to be in proportion with a building and its features
as well as nearby buildings.

4.31 Locate an iconic design feature to maximize its
visibility and impact. Appropriate locations include:
• At a primary building entry
• Adjacent to, or at the entrance to an outdoor public space
• At the corner of a building (especially when the building itself
is at the intersection of two streets or lanes)
• At the termination of a view or vista (i.e., located to be highly
visible when looking down a street or path)

Figure 4-30 Use an iconic design
feature to foster a unique sense of
place.

Figure 4-31 Locate an iconic design feature to maximize its visibility and impact.
For instance, locate the feature at the primary building entry,

Figure 4-30a Incorporate iconic
design features such as well-defined
entries or tower elements.
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Four-sided Building Design

A building’s facade strongly impacts the pedestrian experience
on an adjacent public space, such as a sidewalk or public open
amenity space. All building sides should be designed for public
view, using building form and architectural details to create visual
interest. The degree of detail may vary depending on the location
of the of the wall, but some architectural detail is needed because
a blank or featureless building facade can diminish interest. Thus,
building design should be considered “in the round.” This applies
to buildings and parking structures in the Blue Hill District.
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FOUR-SIDED DESIGN
See “Understanding Foursided Design for Buildings”
and “Facade Treatments for
Four-sided Building Design”
(pages 103-104) for additional
information on four-sided
building design.

4.32 Design a building to provide interest on all sides
that will be viewed from the public realm.
a.

All faces of a building should include architectural details to
reduce the visual impact of a “back side.” Visual interest can be
provided through a variety of methods, including:
• Windows and doors
• Building articulation techniques such as:
»» Accent lines

»» Color changes
»» Height variation
»» Minor wall offsets
»» Upper floor stepback
»» Material changes
»» Increased wall setbacks
»» (See Diagram 4-6 for additional information on the list of
articulation options)

• Site walls and raised planters
• Decorative wall treatments, including:
»» Wall art

»» A display window or display cases
»» Green walls

b.
c.

Figure 4-32 Design a building to
provide interest on all sides that will be
viewed from the public realm.

Incorporate more visual interest techniques on Primary walls to
differentiate from Secondary/Tertiary walls.
Incorporate active uses and/or pedestrian-friendly features on the
ground floor to encourage an enjoyable pedestrian experience.
Secondary/tertiary walls may not have storefronts but should
follow Diagram 4-9.
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UNDERSTANDING FOUR-SIDED DESIGN FOR BUILDINGS
A key goal in the Blue Hill District Design
Guidelines is that buildings be designed to be
“four-sided.” This means that all walls are to
be designed to create visual interest, convey
a sense of scale and in some cases to help
activate streets, outdoor amenity spaces and
large developments. The degree to which an
individual wall must have these qualities varies,
depending upon the location of the wall. Where
walls are highly visible by the public and/or
are located near high amounts of pedestrian

activity, a high degree of “pedestrian-friendly”
features must be provided. In other locations,
where walls are less visible, fewer pedestrianfriendly features are required.
Many design guidelines in this chapter provide
guidance on how to apply those variables.
The degree to which design variables are
combined can vary, depending upon the
context.

The Intent of Four-sided Design

Different Priorities for Four-sided Design

There are several important objectives
associated with the requirement for designing
four-sided buildings. These are:

Even though the overall objective is to
design all four sides of a building as attractive
elevations, there are some differences in the
degree to which this level of design is needed,
or merited. Some walls will be seen by
observers (pedestrians and motorists) up close
and frequently; whereas other walls will be
seen less frequently or perhaps at a distance.
The degree of design detail that is applied
to each wall should reflect these contextual
factors:

1.

To create walls that are visually interesting,
as viewed from close up and far away (both
from the public way and from within a
project)

2.

To provide visual interest and a sense of
scale for a wall that is viewed close up
(usually for pedestrians)

3.

To provide views of active uses inside a
building (to help animate the adjacent
streets or outdoor public amenity spaces)

Determining a Wall Type Classification
Early in the design process, the type of wall
categories should be determined.
Key factors in determining priorities for wall
treatment are:
•
•
•
•
•
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Proximity to a public way (a street or a
walkway internal to a project)
Proximity to a sensitive edge (such as an
adjacent residential area or an outdoor
amenity space)
Assigned primary frontage for Build-tozone requirements
Street type of frontage, as defined in the
Chapel Hill Mobility Plan
Servicing requirements (an area where
utilities or trash storage are to be located,
for example)
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WALL TREATMENTS FOR FOUR-SIDED BUILDING DESIGN
Wall Type A: High Priority (Primary Wall)
This wall type is highly visible to the
public and is important in conveying
a sense of scale, visual interest and
a pedestrian-oriented activity for
the building and its site. This is the
“front” of a building, either facing a
street, into a development or onto
an outdoor public amenity space. It
should include a high percentage of
glass to display goods and activities
inside. (Note that a building may
have more than one “Type A” wall,
especially in “double-fronted” building
scenarios, and when the building is at
a highly visible location.)

A High Priority wall:
•
•
•

Faces a public right-of-way and is
in relatively close proximity to it
Will be seen by users on a regular
basis
Contributes to a clustering of
buildings that defines a place

Objectives for High Priority walls:
•
•
•
•

Convey a sense of human scale in
massing and detailing
Have a high level of visual interest
Invite pedestrian activity
Provide views into interior
functions

Wall Type B: Pedestrian-Friendly (Secondary Wall)
These are also in high-traffic areas,
but are walls (or portions thereof)
where internal functions do not lend
themselves to designs with extensive
amounts of transparency. On a
freestanding pad site in a commercial
center, for example, there is likely
to be one wall where service doors
are located, and public access is not
appropriate. Because these are in
high-traffic areas, a high degree of wall
surface treatment is needed. This may
include a broader range of options to
achieve visual interest, including wall
art or other architectural detailing. (See
“Options for Windowless Facades,”
Diagram 4-8)

A Pedestrian-friendly wall:
•
•
•

Faces a pedestrian area
Will be seen a regular basis
Includes some “back of house” or
service functions

Objectives for Pedestrianfriendly walls:
•
•
•

Convey a sense of human scale in
massing and detailing
Have a high level of visual interest
Be compatible with pedestrian
activity in the area

Wall Type C: Service-Oriented (Tertiary Wall)
Finally, there are walls that are more
remote in terms of public exposure.
Even so, the objective is still to assure
that these walls are seen as part of
coherent design composition. A lesser
level of detail may be appropriate.

A Service-Oriented wall:
•
•
•

Is seen by the general public at a
distance
Is less frequently experienced by
the general public
Has service functions as a primary
requirement

Objectives for Service Oriented
walls:
•
•
•
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Convey a sense of scale in general
massing
Have a moderate level of visual
interest
Convey a sense of relatedness to
the overall building design
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Building Elements

BUILDING ELEMENTS
Additional information on
Building Elements design can
be found in the LUMO (Sec.
3.11.2.6).

ACTIVE FRONTAGES
See pages 98 and 100 for
strategies to promote an
active frontage.

Building elements - such as balconies, stoops, entries and windows
- in the Blue Hill District should be human scaled to increase
pedestrian activity. Elements such as forecourts, building arcades
and front porches connect buildings to the public realm. Building
elements will create visual continuity along the street and a
cohesive transition from building to building.

4.33 Include building elements to create a street edge
that invites pedestrian activity. Potential building
elements to incorporate include:
•
•
•
•

Building forecourts
Plazas
Arcades
Porches

4.34 Design a forecourt to enhance the pedestrian
experience.
•
•
•
•

Maintain the street edge
Engage the street
Provide interest and activity
Be accessible

STRATEGIES TO ACTIVATE A FORECOURT
Three strategies that promote an active street frontage for forecourts are illustrated below.

COLONNADE/ARCADE

SITE WALL

PLANTERS

Extending a colonnade or
arcade wall across a forecourt
can help maintain an active,
pedestrian-oriented street
frontage.

A low wall with plantings to
the front or rear can help
bridge a forecourt to maintain
an active, pedestrian-oriented
street frontage.

A low planter or series of
planters can help bridge
a forecourt to maintain an
active, pedestrian-oriented
street frontage.

Diagram 4-10
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Strategies to Activate a Forecourt
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4.35 Expanding the width of a forecourt may be
considered as a design alternative when the edge is
clearly defined.
a.
b.
c.

Expand the design of a forecourt to increase pedestrian interest.
Design a forecourt to provide architectural interest and variation
in the design of a building.
Use strategies as shown in Diagram 4-10 to define the public
edge of a forecourt.

4.36 Encourage consistency in arcade design.
a.
b.

Integrate a building arcade into the design of a building.
Use materials for an arcade that are compatible with the primary
building.

Figure 4-35 Expanding the width of
a forecourt may be considered as a
design alternative when the edge is
clearly defined.

4.37 Design an arcade to improve the pedestrian
experience by including elements to:

a.
b.

• Protect pedestrians from the weather
• Create a human-scaled building element
• Create interest by increasing building articulation
Include an arcade to provide architectural interest and variation.
Use an arcade to create a more transparent appearance.

4.38 Incorporate a front porch to create a visual and
functional connection between a residential building
and the street.
a.
b.

Figure 4-37a Include an arcade to
provide architectural interest and
variation.

Locate a front porch to define a residential entry.
Orient a front porch towards the street and sidewalk.

4.39 Incorporate building elements that are visually
consistent with elements on adjacent, new
buildings.
a.

b.

Include building elements that are of a scale and form similar to
those on adjacent buildings.
Do not copy building elements on adjacent redeveloped sites.
Instead, incorporate building elements that are unique to the
development but compliment those on neighboring structures.

Figure 4-38 Incorporate a front
porch to create a visual and functional
connection between a residential
building and the street.
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PERMITTED BUILDING
MATERIALS
The LUMO establishes a base
list of permitted materials
that can be found in Sec.
3.11.2.7.R. These guidelines
address the quality and
application of building
materials.

Building Materials

Exterior building materials and colors should provide a sense of
scale and texture and convey design quality and visual interest.
Building facades should use high-quality, durable materials that
contribute to the visual continuity of the context and convey high
quality in design and detail.

4.40 Incorporate building materials that contribute to the
visual continuity of the District.
a.

b.

Utilize genuine masonry, metal, concrete and glass, where
possible.
Avoid using imitation or highly reflective materials.

4.41 Develop simple combinations to retain the overall
composition of the building.
a.

Avoid mixing several materials in a way that would result in an
overly busy design.

4.42 Use high quality, durable building materials.
a.

Figure 4-40 Incorporate building
materials that contribute to the visual
continuity of the District.

b.
c.

Choose materials that are proven to be durable in the Chapel Hill
climate.
Choose materials that are likely to maintain an intended finish
over time or acquire a patina, when it is understood to be a
desired outcome.
Incorporate building materials at the ground level that will
withstand on-going contact with the public, sustaining impacts
without compromising the appearance.

4.43 Alternative primary materials may be considered
when they are designed to express modules and a
sense of scale. These may include:
• Architectural metals
• Glass curtain walls
• Architectural concrete

Figure 4-41a Avoid mixing several
materials in a way that would result in
an overly busy design.
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4.44 Utilize traditional masonry materials such as stone,
concrete and brick, where feasible.
a.

b.

Use genuine masonry units, which appear authentic in their depth
and dimension.
Wrap masonry units around corners of wall to ensure that it does
not appear to be an applied veneer.

4.45 Architectural metals may be considered as a primary
building material for design alternatives on building
walls.
a.

b.
c.

Incorporate architectural metals that convey a sense of human
scale. For example, use smaller-scaled panels, varying forms and
designs to create patterns to provide visual interest and eliminate
expanses of unarticulated wall space.
Choose a metal that has a proven durability in the Chapel Hill
climate.
Detailing of architectural metals should be done in a manner that
is consistent with the durability and longevity of the material.

Figure 4-44b Wrap masonry units
around corners of wall to ensure the
material does not appear to be an
applied veneer.

4.46 Architectural concrete may be considered as a
primary building material for design alternatives on
building walls.
a.

b.

Detail architectural concrete to provide visual interest and convey
a sense of scale.
Detail architectural concrete in a manner that is consistent with
the durability and longevity of the material.

4.47 Architectural glass may be considered as a primary
material.
a.
b.
c.
d.

Detail glass to provide a sense of scale.
On the ground floor, use glass that permits views into the building
to activate the street.
Avoid the use of tinted windows on the ground.
Avoid the design of a glass box.

Figure 4-47 Architectural glass may be considered as a primary material.
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Figure 4-45 Architectural metal may
be considered as a primary building
material for design alternatives on
building walls.
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WINDOW
TRANSPARENCY
The LUMO establishes
a minimum percentage
of transparency in Sec.
3.11.2.7.O. These guidelines
address quality and
arrangement of windows on a
building facade.

Windows

Windows are a key design element for commercial, mixed-use and
residential buildings. Their design and arrangement should express
a human scale and building modularity, while creating visual
continuity with context and providing visual interest to the public
streetscape. High-quality windows should be used on all new
projects in the Blue Hill District.

4.48 Design a window to create depth and shadow on a
facade.
a.

b.
c.

Design a window on an upper floor to appear to be inset into the
wall.
Avoid using a window that lacks depth.
Use light shelves to reduce direct solar gain through windows on
appropriate sides of a building

4.49 Locate and space windows to express individual
modules of a large facade, to express scale and to
create rhythm along the block.
a.

b.
c.
d.

Provide consistent horizontal spacing between windows on a
floor.
Vertically align windows on upper and lower floors.
Provide a common head height for windows on a single floor.
Minor deviations may be appropriate for an accent, but vertical
alignment and horizontal spacing should remain consistent.
If a glazed wall is incorporated, use spandrels, moldings, awnings
or sills to provide vertical and horizontal expression.

4.50 Use durable window materials.
a.
b.
c.

Incorporate windows with metal or wood frames, where possible.
Avoid using window materials that do not have a proven
durability, such as windows with warranties less than 10-years for
example.
Avoid using thin window frames.

Figure 4-48 Design a window to
create depth and shadow on a facade.
Figure 4-49 Locate and space windows to express individual modules of a large
facade, to express scale and to create rhythm along the block.
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Exterior Lighting

The character and level of exterior building lighting helps establish
a sense of identity and cohesion in the Blue Hill District. It can help
create a sense of place, highlight distinctive architectural details
and reinforce the overall form, massing and spatial characteristics
of the building or site. Exterior building lighting is also important to
provide safety for pedestrians along the street.

4.51 Install exterior lighting that will enhance the public
realm and improve the pedestrian experience.
a.

b.
c.
d.

Design a lighting plan to enrich the appearance and function of
the building and site.
Locate light fixtures to be visually subordinate to other building
and site features during the day.
Exterior lighting may be used to enhance the nighttime
appearance of trees, shrubs and other landscape features.
Design lighting so that it does not endanger the safety of
pedestrian or automobile traffic.

ADDITIONAL
INFORMATION
The LUMO establishes
minimum standards for
installation, location and
measurement of exterior
lighting in Sec. 3.11.4.4.H.
These guidelines address
quality and consistency for a
building and site.

SIGN ILLUMINATION
The LUMO establishes
standards for sign illumination
in Sec. 5.14.11.

4.52 Use exterior lighting to highlight the distinctive
features of a site, such as:
•
•
•
•
•

Building entrance
Architectural details
Signs
Outdoor use areas
Public art

4.53 Minimize the visual impacts of architectural lighting
on neighboring properties.
a.
b.
c.

Use exterior light sources with a low level of luminescence.
In most cases, use white lights that cast a color similar to daylight.
Reserve washing an entire building elevation for civic buildings
and landmark structures.

Figure 4-51 Install exterior lighting
that will enhance the public realm and
improve the pedestrian experience.

4.54 Use shielded and focused light sources to prevent
glare and light pollution.
a.

b.
c.
d.

Provide shielded and focused light sources that direct light
downward.
Do not use high intensity light sources or cast light directly
upward.
Shield lighting associated with service areas, parking lots and
parking structures.
Light sources should be designed, installed and maintained to
prevent light trespass onto a neighboring property or the public
right-of-way.

4.55 Coordinate fixture designs with abutting properties
to establish a sense of continuity.
a.

This is especially important for walkways and lanes that
interconnect within a development.
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Figure 4-54 Use shielded and focused
light sources to prevent glare and light
pollution.
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Incremental Building
Improvements

While many properties in the Blue Hill District will redevelop
entirely, with new buildings that comply with the standards and
guidelines, there may be a situation in which redevelopment of a
property is to be phased. This may involve interim improvements
that cannot fully comply with the Code. Some flexibility in applying
the standards in these cases may be considered, when the intent of
the standards and guidelines is met and when the potential to fully
comply with the standards remains as final phases are completed.
A master plan or similar documentation may be required to
indicate how future phases will comply with the standards. Some
flexibility in complying with these standards may be considered as
Design Alternatives for interim improvements.

4.56 Alternatives to the design of an addition to an
existing building may be considered.
a.

b.
c.
d.

It may be located where it will support functions in the existing
building.
It may not be required to meet build-to requirements.
It may not be required to meet minimum building height
standards.
Requirements for primary materials for the addition may also be
adjusted.

4.57 Alternatives in the design of improvements to an
existing parking lot may be considered.
a.

b.

Buffering or screening requirements may be adjusted where
existing dimensions limit compliance.
Adjustments to the required amount of landscaping in the interior
of the lot also may be considered.

4.58 Alternatives in the design of a buffer or landscape
transition may be considered.
a.

b.
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Where a buffer is required between two phases of the same
property, adjustments in design standards may be considered.
This may be especially appropriate where connectivity between
the two phases is to be maintained.
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