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Within the public realm, urban design guidelines are one set of a range of instruments used to control or 
influence public and private works so as to optimise the production of reliably ‘good’ built environments. 
They address the public domain of our cities as well as private domain impacts on the public domain. 
Guidelines are public documents, which to be successful their basis must be accessible for critical 
review. This is necessary so that guidelines can reflect shared community values and be accountable. 
The model in this paper describes ‘good practice’ procedures for the preparation of guidelines that are 
based in theory and practice. It includes discussion on substantive matters that are relevant to built 
environments. It seeks to establish high quality decisions as well as high quality information upon which 
decisions are made. Both the information and decisions are intended to be transparent and thereby 
accountable. The model is grounded in critical study of existing urban design guidelines in Australia and 
overseas as well as in theories and methods derived from the literature. It is structured to reflect a 
managed problem-solving approach under the headings of: intentions; preparation; implementation; 
performance. A further heading, ‘substantive content’ parallels the other headings and addresses the 
subject matter of guidelines with cross reference to underpinning theory texts and to analysis 
techniques. The model is not a sequential action checklist, but rather is a heuristic one wherein each 
step may inform previous steps and thereby potentially modify the conclusions of that step, and in turn 
the outcome, which may be tested. However such ‘reflection-test’ processes cannot proceed indefinitely 
and informed decisions are expected to be made within time and budget constraints. It brings 
theoretical and practice knowledge together to help produce better functioning built environments within 
which aesthetics and symbolism are considered as functions, in the Lang sense (1994) of human 
concerns being a function, together with physical, ecological and economic aspects.  

Conference theme: Building on Knowledge: Theory and Practice 
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INTRODUCTION 

The ‘urban design guidelines’ subject of this paper developed out of research into urban design practice initiated 
during the late 1980’s and maintained to the present. An on-going research theme is the search for the use of theory 
in urban design practice, which is found to be mostly tacit rather than explicit thereby posing difficulties for verification 
and rigour (Holden, 1996; 2011).  

As a key part of good urban planning, urban design guidelines may be regarded as the public’s design brief (or 
program) for the making of functional, appropriate and beautiful public places, for the holistic experience of users. As 
expressed by March (2011) “Good urban and regional planning depends on it being a system – a series of connected 
and inter-related components that together achieve things. Each component such as transport, jobs, housing, natural 
places, and recreation are complementary and in concert produce shared benefits now and into the future”. Being a 
design brief, guidelines need to embrace all pertaining issues and consequently they may act as co-ordinating 
mechanisms and/or as a support mechanism to address aspects of other broader planning instruments which are in 
the public interest. 

Public urban design guidelines in use in Australia have been found to fall short of their full potential because of 
inadequacies in the methods of their production and administration, which derive from deficiencies in the theoretical 
base for practice related to both procedural and substantive matters (Holden, 1996). 

Procedural problems with urban design guidelines have been revealed through legal judgements. Guidelines have 
been challenged in the courts if they were not developed through community consultation processes and if they are 
not explicitly based in accepted theory. Urban design guidelines are planning instruments within a political and social 
process and as such the analytical and evaluative methods in their production must be rigorous and transparent 
(Ryan, 1987; Baily and Slyfield, 2008). 



Substantive problems relate to two aspects of the content of guidelines. One is the extent of the subjects being 
addressed; the other is that the subject matter may be challenged in the courts if not based on supportable evidence. 
Also some guidelines emphasise aesthetic matters, possibly at the expense of functional ones, and thereby 
misrepresent the nature of human function and design in the built environment (Lang, 1994). In providing solutions to 
problems, design holistically embraces practical, functional, aesthetic and symbolic subjects. Many guidelines provide 
little by way of a researched and verified basis for these aspects and when guidelines are attempted to be defended 
in the courts by unsubstantiated assertions and possibly the judgement of experts, especially if they do not reflect 
community values, some have failed to be upheld. The courts are seeking grounded empirical methods in arriving at 
what are acceptable arguments in support of aims that are presented as being for the benefit of public interest. 
Objectivity, facts and adequate criteria are needed (Giroux, 1994; Cooke, 2012; Baily and Slyfield, 2008). 

Theories can be discussed in the two categories of empirical and normative, both of which may address procedural 
and substantive matters. This paper discusses why it is highly desirable for the theoretical basis for every guideline to 
be demonstrated within the document. While the main test of both empirical and normative theory is in the success of 
the physical outcome in response to the guideline, unfortunately post-construction evaluation is rarely undertaken as 
part of the monitoring of performance of guidelines, thus not enabling the theoretical basis to be tested. As expressed 
by Cuthbert, generally “their collective outcomes are not evaluated” (Cuthbert, 2007: 8). 

This model emphasises theoretical underpinning of guidelines and is the main point of departure from other 
publications that offer guidance for preparing urban design guidelines, such as ‘Urban Design Guidance’ (Cowan, 
2002). While the Cowan and similar documents (eg: Hall, 1996; Punter & Carmona, 1997) provide much useful 
practical information including case-study examples, they are categorised here as tending toward the ‘professional 
activity’ end of understanding urban design, which ranges across ‘professional activity’-‘professional field’-‘academic 
discipline’ (see: Lang 2005 and Cuthbert 2006). 

It is argued that for urban design guidelines to achieve their ‘good built environments’ purpose of producing 
functional, appropriate and beautiful public places, for the holistic experience of users they need to: reflect community 
values through participatory/consultative processes; be based on explicit theory, either empirical or normative; use 
verifiable analysis and synthesis methods; and, incorporate structured evaluation and review techniques. Through 
grounding in theory it is intended that urban design activity in general and guidelines in particular will contribute to 
urban design achieving academic discipline recognition. 

The model shown in Table 1 and discussed here shows ‘good practice’ procedures for the preparation of guidelines 
based in theory. It seeks to explicitly establish high quality decisions as well as high quality information upon which 
the decisions are made (Hall, 1990; King-Cullen, 1993). Both the information and the decisions are intended to be 
transparent and thereby accountable. The model is structured to reflect a managed problem-solving approach under 
the headings: Intentions; Preparation; Implementation and Performance. A fourth section ‘Content’ parallels the other 
headings and lists possible subject matter for urban design guidelines.  

Table 1.  Diagram of a Model for producing Workable and Reliable Urban Design Guidelines 

 

Source: (Holden, 1996: 348) 
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URBAN DESIGN THEORY 

Before engaging further with the content of the Model shown in Table 1, it would be helpful for contextual 
appreciation to expand a little on the large topic of urban design theory. Theory for and of public urban design is 
considered by several influential writers to be vexed with questions of purpose and focus that derives from an 
inadequate theoretical underpinning (see for example: Scott-Brown, 2006; Cuthbert, 2007; Schurch, 2007).  But this 
view is not fully shared. For example, Castell, as reported in Cuthbert (2007), about three decades ago brought a 
hierarchical clarity to the subject by grounding urban design within socio-spatial concepts: urban meaning – structural 
performance of conflictive processes between historical actors in a given society; urban function – system of 
organisational means to perform the goals assigned by urban meaning; urban form – symbolic expression of urban 
meaning; urban change – the redefinition of urban meaning; urban planning – the negotiated adaption of urban 
functions to a shared urban meaning; urban design – the symbolic attempt to express an accepted urban meaning in 
certain urban forms (Castell, 1983: 303-304). 

Cuthbert interprets Castell’s work as “the first serious attempt to incorporate urban design and urban planning within 
a unified coherent definition, linked to a significant body of social theory based on the morphing of political economy 
into the dimensions of urban space and form” (Cuthbert,2007: 15). Cuthbert discusses the wide range of theories in 
urban design literature, many of which are identified later in this paper, but he asks if mainstream urban design has 
collapsed around its own limitations. He recognises the capacity of urban design practice to successfully design 
engaging places but he emphasises the need “to understand the socio-spatial, political, cultural and economic 
environment of the problem to be solved” (Cuthbert, 2007: 55). The essence of this paper is positioned within this 
framework. 

While maintaining an overarching socio-economic perspective informed by Castell and developed by Cuthbert, from a 
range of approaches available three categories for considering theory are used here when addressing urban design 
guidelines in the public domain. The first adopts an ‘inquiry’ approach to focused elements or aspects of the built 
environment, based on empirical methods. This approach is well discussed by Moudon (1992) and the principles are 
also common to other noted researchers including Hack (1984), Zube and Moore (1987; 1989; 1991) and Lang 
(1987, 1994).  

The second approach is well summarised by the Urban Design Group (1990, 2012), but is also common to other 
researchers including Lynch (1981), Bentley (1985), and Alexander (1977). It adopts a set of ‘ideal’ objectives for 
urban design to attain, generally expressed in the form of describing attributes and characteristics of a ‘good-city’. 
These objectives are mostly presented as normative criteria, based on empirically supported humanist values. The 
third is also normative but the approach is expressed as conjectural positions or concepts in a more formal way than 
as for the ‘good-city’. Urban design concepts have been well discussed by Gosling and Maitland (1984) and 
Broadbent (1990). 

The above three approaches may be more simply categorised into two, with the first ‘inquiry’ standing alone and the 
second ‘good-city’ joining with ‘conjectures’. These two categories are described by Moudon (1992), similarly to Lang 
(1994), as substantive-descriptive, which seeks to know what is and why, and secondly normative-prescriptive, which 
describes what should be. Moudon clarifies further by referring to these categories as understanding cities and 
designing cities. Moudon sensibly argues that both are essential because it is “necessary to understand the city in 
order to develop concepts to design the city” (Moudon 1992: 332). Substantive knowledge from empirical research 
provides the foundation for normative theory in assisting design, thus demonstrating a continuum across the 
descriptive-prescriptive domain. This need for there to be conceptual inseparability of empirically based 
understanding and actual design is also explained by others including Lang (1987) and Moughtin (1992).   

Theory in urban design guidelines must underpin both analysis and design in order to achieve confident outcomes. 

INTENTIONS of URBAN DESIGN GUIDELINES 

A distinction needs to be made between urban design guidelines for private and public domains. Private urban design 
guidelines are those that are prepared for the purpose of directing the planning and design of private developments, 
which could be precincts, entire neighbourhoods, or townships. Private urban design guidelines have in common that 
they are generally highly deterministic, derived from normative interpretation of what constitutes a good place, driven 
by a single-minded vision of how the urban environment should be designed for people’s use, notwithstanding what 
users actually think, and they are imposed by centralised development controls. They are a “template for practice” 
rather than theoretical (Cuthbert, 2007: 43) and they are non-democratic in terms of the community’s capacity to 
influence outcomes. People can choose to live in the environment created or not. Examples are ‘Seaside’ Florida, 
‘Poundbury’ UK, within ‘New Urbanism’, as well as gated communities familiar in Australia and New Zealand  

Urban design guidelines in the public domain relate to the democratic process of generally at a local government 
level, elected representatives approving the adoption of guidelines prepared by officials and consultants to influence 
the form and function of the built environment, with input from the community as to its desired outcomes. This 
process is part of the “material production of social space” and can be shown to be underpinned by socio-spatial 
theory (Cuthbert, 2007: 55). 
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Case studies of public urban design guidelines show that the predominant reasons for their initiation are to enhance 
the image, character, coherence, workability, environmental liveability and economic success of a place by giving 
direction to development (Holden, 1996). Within this every guideline needs explicit intent. The intentions stage in the 
model relates mainly to identifying the administrative, legal and political processes and to the general nature of 
motivations and aims necessary to determine if a full commitment to preparing guidelines will be made. For the first 
stage to proceed, the potential subject matter must be investigated to some degree. Key administrative aspects of an 
investigation are as follows: Establish the scope of investigation in terms of the physical area, topics and tasks; 
Identify expertise and personnel required; Establish methodology and time-lines for tasks; and, Estimate cost. 

Urban design guidelines are predominately motivated by one or a combination of intentions to improve liveability and 
economic sustainability. Common intentions include: to enhance public amenity, physiological comfort and the 
convenience of users (liveable, comfortable, convenient); to enhance the attractiveness and user understanding of 
the city in terms of psychological satisfaction (beautiful, coherence, legible); to manage the built environment in times 
of fast change so as to respect the built heritage and not lose its sense of place (cohesive, contextual); to manage 
the changes to the built environment so as to achieve high vitality, functional efficiency and high benefit for cost (vital, 
functional, economic); and, to establish a preferred image and character for the city rather than allow it to be the 
result of developer decisions (planned and designed). The initial identification and scope for guidelines may be 
assisted through public perception surveys, through ‘expert’ and ‘community’ workshops and through theoretical 
analysis, of the ‘good’ city. In order to establish the basis for guidelines, the essence of the scope to be addressed 
and their motivation should be succinctly expressed. 

Stakeholder, special interest groups, beneficiaries and potential losers need to be identified. Common ways to 
achieve involvement are through surveys, reference committees, steering groups, exhibitions and review bodies 
(Dick, 1990). The major beneficiaries of urban design guidelines are the public, both residents and visitors, through 
better functioning and more attractive environments. Developers may also benefit through greater certainty of 
planning and design requirements allowing them to expeditiously optimise projects. Property values may improve 
because of their location within a higher quality environment and the administrative process of development control 
may benefit through there being a more explicit basis for decisions providing credible, consistent and quicker results. 
On the other hand, developers may consider that guidelines reduce their ability to respond to the marketplace and 
designers of buildings may view guidelines as inhibiting the design freedom to interpret the ‘brief’ and to 
architecturally express the culture within which the building or place sits. Clearly the quality of process and substance 
of guidelines is paramount (Beer, 1983; Booth, 1993). 

Alternatives to guidelines that achieve the intentions and objectives should be explored before committing to 
guidelines. Five administrative processes are identified, which are not mutually exclusive, however if more than one 
process is adopted it is necessary to cross reference them: Revise or establish a statutory town plan; Revise normal 
town planning development control processes; Produce a specific development control plan, Establish a special 
authority; and, activate and focus the authority’s works program. Critical reviews that identify strengths and 
weaknesses of selected other urban design guidelines and their monitoring processes are also desirable 
(Southworth, 1989).  

It is desirable to confirm early that urban design guidelines are the most appropriate mechanism to address the 
situation and achieve the objectives. It also important to establish the intended relationship of the guidelines to other 
instruments, such steps are needed to inform the preparation stage as to the scope, suitable language and format of 
the document. 

There are two distinct aspects to the use of guidelines: expectations of developers and designers in their response to 
the guidelines; and, the role of assessing officers in considering submitted design proposals based on the guidelines. 
Desirably both activities should interact either formally or informally. Preliminary meetings between developer, 
designer and authority officer will assist interpretation. The guidelines should be clear as to how the interaction is 
intended to proceed and with what consequences. For example the Newcastle Urban Design Guidelines state 
“Designers of proposals to redevelop or alter sites within the Newcastle CBD will be expected to consider carefully 
the context of their proposal, identify those Urban Design Guidelines which apply to it, and then if they wish to depart 
from any of them, present arguments based on the particular circumstance of their site as to why specific Guidelines 
should be relaxed” (Newcastle Urban Design Guidelines, 1993: 1). 

The conclusion of the ‘Intentions’ phase is the production of a guidelines preparation brief for either internal (within 
the authority) or external (consultants) use, or both. This brief would not be expected to provide a comprehensive 
content, because the detail research, analysis and synthesis have not yet been undertaken. However a draft set of 
aims, strategies, and content will assist the briefing process by identifying topics that will require further investigation, 
without constraining additional topics.  

The scope of expertise to undertake the work, timelines and anticipated costs need to be estimated if the work is to 
be undertaken internal to the authority. However under contemporary consultancy protocols these matters are largely 
the responsibility of consultants to present their credentials, methods, expertise and costs. Indeed, it is often the case 
that consultants are required to describe how they would go about the project, the methodology, with what resources, 
timeline and for what remuneration. 
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PREPARATION OF GUIDELINES 

International and Australian case studies reveal that there is no generally accepted ‘standard’ model for the 
preparation of urban design guidelines (King-Cullen, 1993; Holden, 1996). This paper attempts to remedy this by 
focusing on developing a good practice model for urban design guidelines based on theory. Models either derive from 
theory as symbolic expressions of it, or they abstract or structure reality into symbols, thus forming theory “models 
are either theory-based or theory-laden” (Kilbridge, 1970). Kelbridge identifies the basic elements of a model to be: 
subject – what is the model about?; function – what does the model do?; theory – on what theory is the model 
based?; and, method – how does the model use its theory?. Kilbridge’s conceptual framework is imbedded in this 
paper by providing a model that makes theory explicit. 

While process matters of administrative, legal and political aspects remain important, the predominant work of this 
stage relates to in-depth investigation of the substantive content of guidelines. Early in the preparation is the need to 
confirm the scope, expertise needed, time-lines and cost. Confirmation of the public consultation/participation 
process also needs attention at this stage.  

Before proceeding to thorough analysis and synthesis of substantive matters, the assumptions and premises upon 
which decisions are made must be clarified. These may in the form of normative (conjectural or based on standards) 
or empirical theories. In all cases the up-front establishment of the premise of the guidelines provides essential 
criteria for later testing and monitoring. Over time the reliability of the underpinning theory should improve by this 
process, both during preparation and later through reviewing implementation and performance.  

The urban design guideline content checklists shown in Tables 2 and 3 provide individual substantive elements of 
potential relevance, however the unique characteristics and intent or aims of each case will influence how the 
elements are related to each other and how the guideline is best organised for succinct communication. The most 
time intensive phase of the model is in identifying and analysing the substantive content within an explicit theoretical 
environment. This may typically involve archival research, field work, case studies, survey etc, which will contribute to 
conclusions or synthesis. The research methodology and theoretical underpinning should be communicated to all 
contributors during the preparation of guidelines as well as being succinctly described in public presentations and in 
the final document, possibly as an appendix. This is required in order to maintain transparency. An explicit 
methodology and theoretical founding will also assist performance review, by providing the basis for assessment of 
design proposals and will give weight to the guidelines in potential legal challenges, by providing the basis for 
objective critical evaluation.  

Synthesis of substantive matters is not a process of simple induction, but is rather one of making grounded 
conclusions and identifying clear relationships between elements and the underpinning theory. The process of 
verifying the validity and workability of the guidelines is not singularly the next step in the model, as synthesis will 
include preliminary verification. Tests may use various techniques including digital and physical modelling embracing 
several aspects such as human comfort conditions, space allocation and location, access, functions, symbolism and 
aesthetics. Tests may also involve workshops of community reference groups, external experts, developers. Another 
form of test is to theoretically extrapolate the application of the guidelines in accelerated-time-frames to enable long-
term consequences to be explored. Feedbacks from tests are used to refine the guidelines and while the refinements 
may be further tested such ‘reflective-test’ process cannot proceed indefinitely and informed decisions are expected 
to be made within time and budget constraints. 

Guidelines may be used by a wide range of users and consequently should be user-friendly in terms of structure, 
layout, style, and language in the communication of intent, principles, theories, methods and performance indicators. 
In finalising the document its jurisdictional relationship with other instrument of the authority and wider legislation and 
policies need to be incorporated.   

SUBSTANTIVE CONTENT of GUIDELINES 

In order to advance a methodology for considering the content of urban design guidelines, a composite checklist 
model was developed which is the result of three parallel research activities (Holden, 1996). The first being, that a 
number of actual guidelines were interrogated for key-word concepts that reflect substantive content. The word-
concepts were then structured into like sub-categories, and these into like generic categories. The second parallel 
activity involved detailed content analysis review of selected urban design literature to identify theories which 
commonly apply and to also express this through key-word concepts (Marshall and Rossman, 1989). The third 
activity involved reviewing ontological literature in order to establish potential descriptive categories for organising the 
subjects. The key-words (concepts) were rationalised into a content checklist having a three-tiered structure: generic; 
sub-category; and, specific element. This work is expressed in table form as a not definitive checklist of 
approximately one-hundred common specific elements with key literature identified (refer to Tables 2 and 3). Other 
specific elements may be incorporated that address the particular circumstances of cases. The potential exists for an 
additional column to be added to the tables (on the right), to accommodate reference to the theory-underpinned 
analysis method applicable to the specific element. An example of the development of such cross-reference for the 
analysis of ‘edges’, is shown in the Analysis Guide in Table 4.  



It is an axiom that ‘checklists are a worry’, mainly because of the potential implication that there is a completeness 
that may restrict thinking about aspects not on the list. The origin of the checklist here is that it derives from a review 
of the content subject matter of numerous public urban design guidelines used in practice in Australia, New Zealand, 
the UK and the USA, as well as from wide urban design literature. This is not to suggest definitiveness but rather to 
identify key elements that are central to any discussion about urban design. The elements may have priority ranking 
for different applications but it is considered that all are potentially relevant. 

Other methodological aids for urban design that are readily available mostly adopt a ‘demonstration of tools’ 
approach which is helpful but does not necessarily position the tool within a coherent theoretical framework (see for 
example: Ministry for the Environment, 2009; Transport for London, 2012). The proposal here incorporates organising 
principles and imbeds them in explicit socio-spatial theory (top-down) as well as incorporating the theory-underpinned 
methods used (tools) to analyse the specific element (bottom-up). This is a composite model that more 
comprehensively and more explicitly expresses theory contained in urban design guidelines and as such addresses 
the challenge presented by this paper.  

Table 2. Urban Design Guideline Content Checklist (Part A) 

 

Source: (Holden, 1996: 228) 

Overall the structure accommodates both a top-down, organising principles approach, which provides coherence, 
and is referred to by Rowe as a propositional model, together with a bottom-up elemental approach. In Rowe’s terms 
the bottom-up aspects may be independent of organising propositions, but they give focus “from the onset by 
breaking down ‘decomposing’ the problem as given and understood into its most fundamental components” (Rowe, 
1987: 71).  

The desirability of providing well explained underpinning principles and theory, and of inclusion of analysis and 
synthesis information as mentioned earlier is well founded. The inclusion of background information serves the 
practical purpose of allowing users to better understand the basis of the guidelines, thereby potentially engaging the 
guideline intent in creative ways, rather than following prescriptions. The guidelines also gain credibility for their 
coherence, clarity and transparency. Also, good theory calls for the explicit treatment of content, so as to encourage 
rigorous and accountable underpinning and an explicit basis for assessment and performance review. 

�

46th Annual Conference of the Architectural Science Association, ANZAScA 2012, Griffith University, Gold Coast 



Table 3. Urban Design Guideline Content Checklist (Part B) 

 

Source: (Holden, 1996: 229) 

Public urban design guidelines are the means for disseminating more widely what otherwise would be specialised 
knowledge, in order to assist better informed decisions by all parties involved in urban design. In most urban design 
activity, because the community at large is the client, the designer cannot be briefed by specific users. Purposefully 
prepared urban design guidelines overcome this problem by providing an underpinning based on empirical research 
of the particularities coupled with the best normative theory and participation of the community of users in deciding on 
what environment is required. 

The analysis guides are proposed to provide summary information relating to theory-underpinned urban design 
methods of analysis, rather than an exhaustive explanation. They incorporate aspects of the ‘toolkit’ approach typified 
by the MfE Urban Design Toolkit (Ministry for the Environment, 2009). They are intended as quick reference guides 
giving access to principles which may be investigated further through references. Each guide is arranged in two parts. 
The first gives a brief background to the subject in discussion, its underpinning theory, common links with other 
analysis techniques and key references for further study. The second provides a brief description of the analysis 
method together with a graphic illustration of the method in practice. The guide shown in Table 4 is a pilot, of 
approximately one hundred intended such guides to reasonably comprehensively cover the ‘normal’ scope of urban 
design guideline detail subject matters. 
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                                               Table 4. Typical Analysis Guide  

 

                                            Source (Holden, 1996: 241) 

IMPLEMENTATION and PERFORMANCE of GUIDELINES 

Implementation procedures and requirements are closely related to use procedures and to matters of jurisdiction and 
linkages with other instruments used by the authority. In addition to guiding private development, guidelines may also 
be used for public works to ‘set the scene’ for urban design improvements, expected to be followed. 

In order to complete ‘good-practice’ approaches to guidelines, performance indicators and review procedures for both 
procedural and substantive matters are required. Procedural performance indicators may include but not be restricted 
to matters of: clarity of communication; reliability of self-assessment; and, promptness and coherence of response to 
submissions by the authority. Progressively collected and reviewed data from submissions and inquiries will assist in 
identifying aspects in need of reflection and possible improvement.  

Substantive content improvement indicators should derive from the aims of the guidelines as developed through the 
detail items. Because of the uniqueness of each city, guidelines indicators will vary and may include both qualitative 
and quantitative aspects. The frequency of reporting different aspects may also vary. 

The monitoring of performance of urban plans has been in place for many years, for example since 1985 in San 
Francisco (San Francisco Planning Department, 2011). Generally such processes are initiatives of the city authority 
in question and the matters evaluated against goals are predominantly quantitative. For San Francisco these include 
commercial space provision, the number of historic rated buildings, the amount of open space created. More recent 
monitoring developments in the UK however, have been centrally driven under the powers of the national ‘Planning 
and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004’ which requires authorities to report on the extent to which the policies in local 
plans are being implemented. Here, the measurable aspects are tabulated and reported but design quality aspects 
are proving to be more difficult to quantify. Resident level of satisfaction survey questionnaires that focus on the look 
and function of buildings and public space are being used and no doubt these are helpful in understanding 
performance. But what remains is the challenge to evaluate the strength of the relationship of the design of the built 
environment to the theorised intent. Only through greater attention to the testing and verification of theory is it likely 
that theory will improve and become more a robust and reliable to underpin future application. Developed and reliable 
evaluation methods are needed (Kalay, 1992).  
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CONCLUSION 

Despite reservations expressed by Scott-Brown (2006) and Schurch (2007) about the extent and depth of existing 
urban design theory, a considerable urban design epistemology can be shown to have been developed over the past 
fifty years (see; Moudon, 1992; Holden, 1996; Cuthbert, 2011) and this is available to support and strengthen urban 
design guidelines. However the studies by King Cullen (1993) and Holden (1996) show that guidelines in use 
generally do not communicate their theoretical and methodological underpinnings very well. Mostly the theoretical 
bases for guidelines are ad-hoc and implicit rather than explicit and this provides potential problems in terms of 
interpretation consistency and defend-ability (Holden, 2011).  

The model discussed here is intended to address the existing shortfalls of reliability and accountability in public urban 
design guidelines by basing them on theoretically supported and rigorously analysed substantive subject matter and 
by preparing and reviewing them through sound procedures.  

The production of public urban design guidelines does not take place in a political vacuum. For guidelines even to be 
advanced by an authority there must be a political commitment. For them to be effective in the long term such 
commitment needs to not only embrace elected representatives but also the wider community, city officers, 
consultant professionals, the development industry and business leaders.  

The model here describes good-practice procedures based in theory and practice. It is submitted that the model is an 
explicit, robust, complete and accountable methodology for public urban design guideline preparation. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

NOTE: With revisions and updating, the subject matter of this paper is mainly derived from chapters seven and eleven in the 
author’s PhD thesis: The Epistemology of City Centre Urban Design Guidelines, University of Newcastle (1996). 
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