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SUMMARY

Canada’s mid-sized cities are growing 

up. Demand for tall buildings is high, but 

there are many contextual, social, and 

economic factors that challenge the design 

standards established by Canada’s larger 

metropolitan areas. Not all areas are yet 

suited for compact point towers, or have 

a local industry whose product is market-

compatible with a prescribed tower shape, 

size, or height. Lower tall buildings may still 

be prominent landmarks within traditionally 

lower rise areas as those areas build out. 

Works-in-progress, their identity uncertain, 

skylines can be dramatically altered by one 

or two new towers.

Kitchener grows up 
Tall building guidelines for mid-sized cities 

By Dayna Edwards and Adam Clark

RÉSUMÉ

Les villes canadiennes de taille moyenne 

visent la hauteur. La demande est forte 

pour des immeubles élevés, mais bon 

nombre de facteurs contextuels, sociaux 

et économiques imposent une remise 

en question les normes de conception 

établies sur les territoires des grandes 

agglomérations urbaines. Toutefois, ce ne 

sont pas toutes les localités qui se prêtent 

à la construction de tours en hauteur à 

haute densité d’occupation, ou encore dont 

l’activité économique est compatible avec 

des tailles, des hauteurs ou des formes 

données. Des immeubles de moindre 

hauteur peuvent toujours constituer 

des repères urbains s’ils sont entourés 

d’immeubles plus bas. Le concept évolue 

malgré les incertitudes sur leur caractère 

identitaire, mais il est assuré qu’une ou 

deux nouvelles tours peuvent radicalement 

modifier un panorama urbain 

INTRODUCTION

Kitchener is growing, and more than ever 

before that growth is arriving via taller 

buildings. Intensification policies, combined 

with limited remaining greenfield space, 

the imminent arrival of regional LRT, and 

the region’s position within the Toronto-

Waterloo innovation corridor all contribute 

to a maturing urban condition.

Faced with a rapidly evolving tall building 

ecosystem – progressive leaps in the 

proposed number of towers, frequent 

multi-tower proposals, and escalating 

tower heights – the City began to develop 

tall building design guidelines. The 

intention was not to encumber or slow tall 

building intensification, but to control for 

unintentional negative impacts and promote 

a future condition where tall buildings are 

a valued and positively integrated part of 

urban life. 

However, while Kitchener is able to 

leverage a strong regional economy to 

attract development, it is still a mid-sized 

city with a different range of expectations 

from that of a large metropolis. These 

expectations range from cost of living to the 

local development industry’s comfort with 

certain forms and typologies.

Additionally, tall building design is highly 

complex, with many moving parts, including 

the cost of land, structural capacities, unit 

sizes, price points, and vacancy rates, for 

both rental and sale.

Established design standards from other, 

larger metropolitan areas specify static 

limitations for elements such as floorplate 

size, overlook, and separation. Given the 

fluidity involved in tall building design, and 

our desire to preserve for a broad range of 

housing types, sizes, and prices, alternate 

approaches needed to be investigated.
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A THREE-PART APPROACH TO  
THE STUDY OF TALL BUILDINGS

Once the multi-faceted nature of the issues 

surrounding tall building design became 

clear, we identified three critical areas of 

study: extensive public and stakeholder 

engagement to hear from a broad range of 

local perspectives; an analysis of built form 

that balanced the various components of 

tall building design; and a study of evolving 

market conditions to ensure the continued 

viability of tall building forms in Kitchener. 

1. ENGAGEMENT

Engagement with the public happened as 

early as possible in the process. This helped 

us identify the principles of tall building design 

that most concerned the community, so that 

we could shape and test our guidelines with 

the public’s broader ideals in mind. The most 

common desires were for safe and vibrant 

urban streetscapes, appropriate compatibility 

with surrounding areas, and good quality in 

related public open spaces.

Stakeholder engagement was also 

extensive. We heard specific concerns from 

developers and consultants and worked with 

the industry to navigate the more technical 

and practical elements of tall building design.

Throughout the process we engaged 

more than 400 people at events, received 

more than 300 written comments and held 

more than 20 meetings. This comprehensive 

engagement helped us achieve the 

best possible set of guidelines through 

methodologies that meet the goals of 

Kitchener’s public, are workable for industry 

consultants, and are feasible for developers. 

2. BUILT-FORM STUDY

It was also important to become immersed 

in the elements of tall building built form and 

design. As such, we developed an extensive 

study that identified and measured tangible 

built-form elements: height, tower length and 

width, floor area, and residential efficiency. We 

also identified the key relationships created 

between a tall building and its surroundings: 

separation distance, overlook, tower 

orientation, placement, and relative height.

 We recorded this data for nearly every 

existing and proposed tower in Kitchener, as 

well as a large number of tall buildings from 

other mid-sized cities in Canada, in order to 

guarantee a broad but curated sample set 

appropriate for a Kitchener-based study.

 We then began to test and model various 

ways to empirically evaluate these towers. 

In determining separation, for example, we 

explored building height, tower length, and 

tower floor area, among other criteria. We 

created formulas using various combinations 

of these elements to determine a separation 

calculation that was scalable and equitable 

for tall buildings of all types, while still 

representing good standards for urban design 

and being as simple as possible to calculate.

We applied similar criteria throughout 

the guidelines. However, there was still an 
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additional, critical layer to be applied: how 

to account for the fact that these elements 

are interdependent and dynamically linked. 

While we had established numerical 

guidelines, we also had to implement 

them in a way that responded to changing 

conditions with agility and sophistication. A 

site-specific limitation may make it difficult 

to achieve a given guideline, but it may be 

possible to exceed a different guideline to 

create a better ultimate result. This kind of 

adaptability was underpinned throughout 

the guidelines to encourage thoughtful, 

collaborative problem solving.

3. MARKET STUDY

Our third, concurrent stream of study was 

an unusual one for a set of urban design 

guidelines: attaining market intelligence 

that would provide us with quantifiable 

evidence that our design objectives could be 

met without reducing the economic viability 

of tall buildings. We gathered as much 

information as possible and developed a set 

of six representative building designs that 

both met our guidelines fully and reflected 

industry typologies. We considered both 

downtown and suburban contexts, and 

developed the designs to a level of detail 

where they could be accurately analyzed 

by a proforma expert. This included 

industry representative unit counts and 

mixes, residential efficiencies, gross floor 

areas, various site sizes, accurate parking 

requirements, and other elements.

of tall building design, which are often not 

immediately linked to urban design goals, 

but are fundamental to developers and 

architects. This understanding can create 

a more collaborative and sympathetic 

environment for negotiating design-related 

enhancements through the development 

review process.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, these studies contributed to a 

set of tall building design guidelines that are 

responsive to the needs of both the public 

and industry, scalable to accommodate a 

range of building forms, and open to creative 

responses to specific contextual constraints. 

As such, they can be applied city-wide, 

rather than in specific intensification 

areas, to ensure a good tall building design 

standard anywhere in Kitchener, and to 

preserve for a greater variety of unit types, 

sizes, prices, and tenures. 

They have allowed the industry to work 

closely with staff to test site-specific 

approaches very early in the schematic 

Through this study we developed a 

deeper understanding of the cost-related 

challenges facing tall building development, 

including the complex internal workings 

“While it may at first 

seem counterintuitive, 

the adaptability of the 

guidelines provides both 

developers and staff 

with greater certainty 

throughout the process.”
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design stage. While it may at first seem 

counterintuitive, the adaptability of the 

guidelines provides both developers and 

staff with greater certainty throughout 

the process. From early designs, tweaks 

can be made, to which the guidelines can 

respond dynamically. There are fewer 

potential dead-ends than there would be 

with static numbers. We have also found 

that the guidelines have helped streamline 

technical reports such as shadow and wind 

analyses by better positioning projects to 

perform well from the outset. Likewise, 

it is easier for staff to interpret and 

implement the recommendations from 

these reports.

Other mid-sized cities and communities 

looking to develop tall building guidelines 

would benefit from rigorous study of their 

context, measuring all of the relevant 

elements of design as they function within 

their city’s specific urban fabric. Modelling 

and testing potential guidelines can help 

identify location-specific issues and 

opportunities. Extensive and meaningful 

engagement with the public and industry is 

necessary to achieve trust and confidence 

in the process and the product. Tall building 

guidelines can help shape the development 

of a city over long periods of time. Therefore, 

it is important that guidelines are carefully 

studied, tested and thoughtfully applied in 

order to ensure their success.

We encourage innovation and wish to 

empower urban designers, planners, and 

architects to forge unique paths toward 

design excellence that respects local 

contexts and provides an economically 

feasible approach to development. This is a 

challenging approach that requires different 

parties to work together. The reward for 

doing so is a development landscape that 

protects, or at least recognizes, the interests 

of the public and stakeholders, promotes 

creativity, and preserves Kitchener’s 

potential to become a mature, confident, 

vibrant place to live, work, and play. 

 Kitchener’s Tall Building Design 

Guidelines were approved in December 

2017. Visit the website www.kitchener.ca/en/

city-services/tall-building-guidelines.aspx to 

learn more.

Dayna Edwards, M.PL, MCIP, RPP, is a 

senior planner of urban design at the City of 

Kitchener. Dayna works to coordinate and 

implement the City’s urban design program.

dayna.edwards@kitchener.ca

Adam Clark, B.Eng, M. Arch, is an urban 

design specialist at the City of Kitchener. 

Adam’s background is in architecture and he 

contributes to a wide range of design related 

initiatives. adam.clark@kitchener.ca 
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