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Purpose

Multifamily buildings are perhaps the most important
type of building in Cambridge- places the majority of
Cantabrigians call home. They are fundamental
building blocks of our neighborhoods, and a crucial tool
in addressing Cambridge’s acute housing shortage.

Regardless of their size or location, all multifamily
buildings play an important role in how we
experience our City, both in terms of their individual
architectural design as well as their relationship with
the surrounding context. While their shape, style, and
materials may vary, they should all strive to enrich,
frame, and activate the public realm we all share.

These design guidelines have been created to help the
designers and developers of multifamily buildings
create projects that build on the rich architectural
heritage of Cambridge, relate meaningfully to their
neighbors, and perhaps most importantly, create
vibrant, welcoming homes for our community.
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Context & Process



Affordable Housing Overlay
Amendments (“AHO 2”)

Adopted October 8, 2023

1

P 0D

Outcomes: _/
. Created “AHO Corridors” and “AHO Squares”

Increased heights in certain districts to 9 - 15 stories
Removed side and front yard setbacks, reduced rear

Allowed additional height in exchange for the preservation
of existing open space

Required updates to the Affordable Housing Design
Guidelines
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Multifamily Zoning

Adopted February 10, 2025

Regulate based on stories above grade and open space
Increase height limits to 4 stories, 6 if inclusionary

Modified existing dimensional requirements

o M b=

Amended review thresholds for multifamily housing

Old Zoning New Zoning

4 stories 6 stories
74 ft.

Res. A-1,A-2,B Res.C, C-1 Res. C-1-Base Inclusionary

Outcomes: /
. Allow multifamily dwelling uses citywide
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AHO and Multifamily-
Common Threads

Scale: Relationship to Context

Both the AHO (1 & 2) and Multifamily zoning purposefully
allow:

* Taller buildings

* More relaxed dimensional standards

Design: Issues of Equity
Good residential design shouldn’t depend on the type

of building, how it is financed, or who lives there. \

Frost Terrace (All-affordable) Flats on First (Market-rate)
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Document Evolution

The scope was expanded from an update of the existing
Affordable Housing Design Guidelines to guidelines
comprehensive of all multifamily residential buildings.
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Relation to the Citywide
Urban Designh Guidelines

Presented to Planning Board March 18, 2025

May 06, 2025

The CUDG has three pages dedicated specifically to residential design (121-123).

The Multifamily Design Guidelines (MFDG) are complementary to and aligned
with the Citywide Urban Design Guidelines (CUDG).

The MFDG are specific to residential buildings with a special focus on issues
around context and scale.

The MFDG provides housing developers with a “one-stop shop” for ease of use.

The MFDG are desighed to be an accessible resource for community members.
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Navigating
the Document



Organization

This document is broken into five primary
sections starting with higher-level issues and
gradually zooming in to finer-grained details.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Principles of Good Multifamily Design
1.2 Understanding Neighborhood Context

2. SITE DESIGN
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3. BUILDING DESIGN
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4. SUSTAINABLE &
RESILIENT DESIGN

5. PRINCIPLES
IN PRACTICE

6 GLOSSARY
7 PHOTO CREDITS




Navigating
the Document

The numbers and color —
correlate to the chapter:

2. Site Design

3. Building Design

4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

5. Principlesin
Practice
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Navigating
the Document

The numbers and color —
correlate to the chapter:

2. Site Design

4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

5. Principlesin
Practice

The objectives describe
the high-level goals of
the section
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Navigating
the Document

The numbers and color —
correlate to the chapter:

2. Site Design

4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

5. Principlesin
Practice

The objectives describe
the high-level goals of
the section

The guidelines list
strategies for achieving
the goals of the objectives

May 06, 2025

Multifamily Design Guidelines



Navigating
the Document

Diagrams illustrate key
concepts and ideas

The numbers and color —
correlate to the chapter:

2. Site Design

3. Building Design

4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

5. Principlesin
Practice

The objectives describe
the high-level goals of
the section

The guidelines list
strategies for achieving
the goals of the objectives
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Navigating
the Document

Diagrams illustrate key
concepts and ideas

The numbers and color —
correlate to the chapter:

2. Site Design

4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

5. Principlesin
Practice

Images provide real-world
precedents and examples

The objectives describe
the high-level goals of
the section

The guidelines list
strategies for achieving
the goals of the objectives
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Individual Chapters

The following represents an overview of the
focus and general content of the five primary
Sections of the document.

1. Introduction

2. Site Design

3. Building Design

4. Sustainable & Resilient Design

5. Principles in Practice



1. Introduction

The introduction organizes the document’s principles
around two important design issues common to both
the Affordable Housing Overlay and Multifamily Zoning:
design quality and relationship to context.

1.1 Principles of Good Multifamily Design identifies eight
core principles for producing engaging, harmonious,
human-scaled, and resilient buildings that positively
contribute to Cambridge’s rich architectural landscape.

1.2 Understanding Neighborhood Context describes how
new buildings can be designed to purposefully relate to
their surrounding context in meaningful ways, even if
they are of a larger size and scale.



2. Site Design

A building’s relationship to its context is first
determined by its placement on the site. Buildings
shape and define spaces, and careful thought should
be given to how a building addresses the street and
public realm, creates open spaces, and organizes
circulation and accessibility.

The surrounding context provides cues for design.
Aligning projects with common setbacks or replicating
the frequency of building entrances can help integrate
new buildings more seamlessly into existing
neighborhoods.

Landscapes and open spaces should be
approached holistically to ensure they are beautiful,
valuable spaces for residents and the public, and not
simply afterthoughts.



2. Site
Design

Site Layouts — Response
to Context

Open Space and
Landscape Design

Multifamily Housing
Projects on Large Sites

Circulation

Parking

Utilities and Service
Outdoor Lighting
Public Art
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3. Building Design

Multifamily projects should strive for designh excellence
regardless of their location, size, and type of housing they
provide. They should frame the public realm, provide visual
interest, relate to the human scale, enhance walkability,
and be sensitive to their context.

In established areas, projects should relate to the
architectural character and development patterns of
nearby buildings by taking cues from the surrounding
neighborhood. In evolving districts, multifamily buildings
should anticipate planned conditions and set a high
standard for future development.

Particular care should be taken if the building’s height
is more than twice that of its context. However, a
project’s perceived size is not only a matter of height but
also of scale, shape, facades, materials, and details.



3. Building
Design

Define and Articulate
the Public Realm

Respond to Neighboring
Buildings

Engage the Varied Scale
of the Urban Environment
Base or Pedestrian Zone
Middle or Streetwall Zone
Tower Zone

Top & Roofscapes

Relationships Between
the Facade Zones

Facade Composition
Window-to-Wall Ratios
Long Facades
Rhythmic Facades
Proportional Systems
Residential Entrances
Fronts vs. Sides
Significant Corners
Facades

Historical Buildings

Parking, Utilities, & Service
Building Interiors
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4. Sustainable &
Resilient Design

Sustainability requirements and recommendations for
the built environment are codified in the City’s Zoning
Ordinance and other applicable policies such as the
“Net Zero Action Plan” and “Resilient Cambridge”.

These have direct implications for the design of
multifamily buildings, including green roof systems,
window-to-wall ratios, the location of mechanical
systems, and the elevation of the ground floor.

Sustainability goals and strategies should be
incorporated early in the design process. This ensures
they are holistically integrated to minimize embodied
and operational carbon, create healthy environments,
and maximize resiliency.



4. Sustainable
& Resilient
Design

4.1 Sustainable Design
4.2 Heat Mitigation

4.3 Flood Resilience
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5. Principles in Practice

The guidelines and strategies in the previous chapters are
intended to ensure that new housing compliments and

enriches Cambridge’s existing neighborhoods. Some of
these principles are universal and should be applied to all
types of housing in all locations; others are more relevant
to specific scales, locations, or contexts.

This chapter provides examples of how the design
guidance found in this document can be employed to
address different building scales in varied locations. It
offers visual illustrations of how proposed developments
can best integrate themselves into their surrounding
context.

Each example has been chosen to represent conditions
commonly found throughout Cambridge; however, they
aren’tintended to replicate a specific place. They are also
not meant to preference a particular style or design
language, but rather depict one possible successful
outcome.
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Reflection

What we really wanted to get out of this document is
that it will be useful. There is a tendency that guidelines
become very theoretical, which is natural because they
are aspirational, but we want people to understand
them clearly and get utility out of them.

You don’t need to meet every single guideline for
every building or project. We hope that the new
Principles in Practice section helps to prioritize and
distill what we believe are the most critical issues for
each type of project we might see.

The zoning could always change. Building technologies,
best practices in sustainability and resiliency, materials,
and codes all could change. This document should
change to keep current with our regulatory
framework and best practices in the field.



Thank You!

| Discussion
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