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Small Multifamily Housing & 
Quality of Life
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Supporting Literature
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The Report
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Part 1 Why the Code Matters
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Statewide 
Transit-Oriented 
Upzoning
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Orleans, MA - Utile - Zoning Visualization

Boston Indicators Zoning Report

Zoning for Small Multifamily
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The “Missing Middle”
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“Three-deckers do 
not work.”

“triplexes and fourplexes up to mid-rise 
apartments—may win the zoning battle 
but lose the code war.”
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A Steep Cliff

IRC
Residential Code

Single-family Duplex
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Incentivized Residential 
Types

$$$

IRC
Residential Code

IBC
Commercial Code

$$$
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Greater Boston
Fine-Grain
Urban Fabric
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Greater Boston
Fine-Grain
Urban Fabric
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Main Report
Recommendations

Build capacity into the 
state building code board 
to:

+ Focus on unlocking housing 
production in its code 
amendment process

+ Add resources to study the 
effects of the code on 
development

+ Add board members who can 
speak for small multifamily 

+ Create a multifamily-focused 
subcommittee 

1
Develop a small 
multifamily code 
appendix to the state 
building code:

+ Right size rules on sprinklers, 
fire alarms and assemblies

+ Revise accessibility codes

+ Revisit energy code 
standards and thresholds

+ Loosen engineering 
requirements for permit

+ Evaluate impact on 
mixed-use and adaptive 
reuse projects

2
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Part 2 Residential Building Code 
Origins & Present Structure
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Codes Origins in 
Urban Fire Risk

1872 Great Boston Fire
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The Rise of 
Multifamily 
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Backlash for Building Code 
as a Tool for Stopping 
Multifamily

“Massachusetts had 
already adopted a ‘town 

tenement act’ in 1912, 
enabling municipalities to 

ban any ‘wooden 
tenement’ in which 

‘cooking shall be done 
above the second floor’”
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Rise of Suburbanization & 
The “Residential” Codes
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ICC & The Model Codes

● Prioritizes 
affordability

● Focused on 
Houses & 
Duplexes

● Large 
representation 
from 
home-builders

● Prioritizes 
commercial 
construction

● Focused on 
large 
commercial & 
industrial 
buildings

● Minimal 
representation 
from multifamily 
builders
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Part 3 Code Impact on 
Development & 

Construction Today
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Extremes of Development

New duplex in Newton, MA New multifamily in Chelsea, MA

IBC - Commercial CodeIRC - Residential Code

Small
House

Large 
Duplex

Small
Multifamily

Large 
Multifamily
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IRC Code-Hacking

Austin, TX

Tempe, AZ

Atlanta, GA

Detroit, MI
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IRC Compliant Dense New Housing
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Construction Costs 
by Others
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Our Construction 
Cost Study
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Building the Appendix:
Key Code Elements for Reform

Building Form & 
Layout

Sprinklers & Fire 
Alarm Requirements

Accessibility & Site 
Requirements

Envelope & Energy 
Performance 
Requirements Process & Soft Costs

Mixed-use & 
Adaptive Re-use
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Building Form & 
Layout

Sprinklers & Fire 
Alarm Requirements

Accessibility & Site 
Requirements

Envelope & Energy 
Performance 
Requirements Process & Soft Costs

Mixed-use & 
Adaptive Re-use

> Expand 
Single-stair rules

> Allow smaller 
elevators

> Clarify parking 
codes

Building the Appendix:
Key Code Elements for Reform

> Remove 
Sprinkler mandate 
for small buildings

> Right-size fire 
alarm 
requirements

> Focus on 
passive fire 
protection features

> Permit lifts and 
other options for 
on-grade access

> Reform elevator 
rules

> Exempt multistory 
dwellings from code 
reqs.

> Reduce passive 
house threshold

> Provide 
prescriptive code 
paths for 
compliance

> Reduce 
engineering 
requirements for 
permit

> Utilize more 
delegated design 
strategies

> Allow mixed-use 
and live-work 
residential uses in 
the appendix

> Revise existing 
building code 
requirements for 
upgrading older 
buildings
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Building Form & 
Layout

Sprinklers & Fire 
Alarm Requirements

Accessibility & Site 
Requirements

Envelope & Energy 
Performance 
Requirements Process & Soft Costs

Mixed-use & 
Adaptive Re-use

Building the Appendix:
Key Code Elements for Reform

> Remove 
Sprinkler mandate 
for small buildings

> Right-size fire 
alarm 
requirements

> Focus on 
passive fire 
protection features
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Houses & Duplexes
(< 14,400 SF)

Multifamily
(any SF)

Sprinklers & Fire Alarm 
Requirements
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Wood frame fire separation walls Fire spread controlled through 
passive compartmentalization

Sprinklers & Fire Alarm 
Requirements



Unlocking Small Multifamily Housing through Building Code Reform 35

Sprinklers & Fire Alarm 
Requirements
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Building Form & 
Layout

Sprinklers & Fire 
Alarm Requirements

Accessibility & Site 
Requirements

Envelope & Energy 
Performance 
Requirements Process & Soft Costs

Mixed-use & 
Adaptive Re-use

Building the Appendix:
Key Code Elements for Reform

> Permit lifts and 
other options for 
on-grade access

> Reform elevator 
rules

> Exempt multistory 
dwellings from code 
reqs.
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Accessibility & Site Requirements
Multistory Dwellings
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Accessibility & Site Requirements
Multistory Dwellings
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Key Code Elements 
for Reform
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Part 4 Present & Future Code 
Reform Paths
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Softening the Code Cliff
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Mapping the Progress
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Part 5 A Small Multifamily Future
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Better Quality of Life

Better daylight

Cross ventilation

Outdoor space

Smaller, more 
tight-knit 
communities

Greater accessibility
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Small Buildings, Big Potential
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Incremental Density through SMH
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Incremental Density through SMH
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Existing Trends in 
Multifamily Typologies
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Existing Trends in 
Multifamily Typologies
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Next Steps…

● State Board of Building 
Standards and Regulations 
(BBRS) Reform

● Legislature Engagement

● Build Coalition of Multifamily 
Builders

● Further Technical Code 
Research & Studies
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  Thank You!


