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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
30-second overview. 



Created in 2007
Partnered with 65+ municipalities to 

develop housing action plans

Homes for a Changing Region municipalities

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Around the 5 or so years ago we began hearing from more and more communities “what about ‘missing middle housing?’”
The program is based on a model of following best practices in other communities, and this is one strategy where we felt a shortage of examples to point to. 




Working 
Group

Request for Assistance

Committee 
Meeting

Committee 
Survey

“Attraction of missing 
middle housing” became 
a top need for assistance

A working group formed 
to continue focus on the 

topic

Technical assistance 
needs were outlined

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The spark came from MMC’s Housing and Community Development Committee. 
A few years ago, MMH rose near the top of the list of issues in an annual survey of the committee. 
During a committee meeting on the topic – in which Opticos Design was the expert speaker – interest grew to the point that a working group was formed. 
The group quickly identified the top barriers – lack of examples, regulations, cost to build, and lack of developers – and we had a reason to pursue further assistance. 
We knew this would need a special kind of approach in order to help municipalities whose housing markets were so wide ranging. 



Communities Experience Similar Trends…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Communities across the region were experiencing similar trends.  For example: a lack of attainable homeownership. 

A general rule of thumb states that a household can afford to buy a home 3x their annual income. 
By that measure, a household earning the median income could afford the typical single-family home in 6 of 7 of the region’s counties in 2012. 
By 2023, this was the case in 0 of 7 counties. 



Communities Experience Similar Trends…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Also, a lack of affordable rentals and rentals across the board. 
In each county, close to half of all renter households are cost burdened - and nearly a quarter are paying over half their income on housing. 



73% Of households are 
one or two-person 
households

Up from 64% in 2010 

27%

43%

30%

Household Types, Chicago Region, 2023

Households with
children

Households without
children

Single-person
households

50%

8%

27%

15%

Housing Types, Chicago Region, 2023

Single Family

Townhomes

Multifamily Building
(2-19 units)
Multifamily Building
(20+ units)

50% Of homes are 
townhomes or in a 
multifamily building

Communities Experience Similar Trends…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And the issue of households growing older and smaller but housing options not shifting fast enough. 
Households are getting smaller each year, further adding to the demand for smaller, more attainably-priced homes, but the housing stock is slow to adapt. 



… But Have Vastly 
Different Markets

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Knew we needed guidance that could be applicable for a wide range of communities, helping each figure out their own strategy for their own market.



Opticos Design + Metropolitan Mayors Caucus 

Jennifer Settle,
Principal

Dylan Rumsey, 
Senior Designer

Megan Reineccius, 
Senior Associate

Nancy Firfer,
Senior Advisor

Ben Schnelle,
Manager

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We were fortunate to have tremendous experts right here within the region at Opticos Design. 
Received funding from the Richard H. Driehaus Foundation to work with Opticos over the course of one year. 




Process 
Overview

6 Peer Network Meetings

3 Test Fits 1 Site Study 
Workshop

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
18 municipalities applied and participated. 
Peer network meetings: applying MMH to your community, zoning and policy, overcoming opposition, case studies in hot and cool markets, development tools to increase feasibility, toolkit overview: 
Test fits:
Selection of sites representing common or typical lot scenarios
Creation of 3D models illustrating best practices and zoning barriers. 
Meetings with developers to discuss feasibility and barriers
Site study workshop:
Test various housing types on typical lots
Identify regulatory barriers in local codes and what modifications would enable MMH






The Missing Middle Housing Toolkit

A resource for local leaders 
at any and every stage

https://bit.ly/MMCmissingmiddlehousing

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The grand result: a toolkit designed to be used by local leaders at any and every stage. 
It’s built in response to the top questions and issues voiced by the municipal leaders in the 18 peer network communities. 
It’s 130-pages, and meant to be a resource you continually turn back to for guidance on issues ranging from zoning to community engagement to finding the right developers. 
Transition to Dylan. 



Missing Middle 
Housing
A toolkit to implement MMH in 
Chicago Metropolitan 
Communities  

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois



Using the Toolkit

A resource for public education 
efforts and tactics

Strategic guidance on housing 
reform efforts 

Engage local developers or builders 
using test fit visualizations 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The toolkit is a collection of 

Educational materials can be used to help community leaders and residents alike understand the national housing crisis and how Missing Middle Housing might be a solution.
It's essential to have a clear understanding of what middle housing is and is not to avoid misnomers. Therefore, the toolkit also provides an accurate definition and numerous examples of the various Missing Middle Housing types, categorized by scale. 

Explanation of housing barriers, including the numerous ways in which our comprehensive plans and zoning standards may or may not limit middle housing options. 
Additionally, the toolkit examines how the building code impacts the feasibility of middle housing projects and explores some strategies municipalities have employed to overcome this challenge. 
Common community concerns and the various misconceptions they are tied to. 
Financing challenges and how our entitlement processes discourage developers from building multi-unit structures. 

3. Implementation strategies and creative tactics local, regional, and national municipalities have pursued to encourage middle housing development. 

4. And finally, case studies that provide real-world examples for what these efforts can look like at various scales. �



Key Toolkit Takeaways 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

1. What is Missing Middle Housing, and why do we need it? 

2. Why is it so hard to build today? 

3. How can we build a community that prioritizes housing choice? 

4. What do some Middle Housing opportunities in the Chicago region look 
like? 

5. Where do we go from here? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In summary, the toolkit should provide answers to the following questions: 

What is missing middle housing, and why do we need it? 
Why is missing middle housing so hard to build today? 
How can we amend our policies, get everyone on board, and build a community that prioritizes walkable neighborhoods and housing choice? 
What do some missing middle housing opportunities in the Chicago region look like? 
And where do we go from here? 



The Peer Network

Representative of the 
unique needs and 
conditions across the 
7-county region.

Median home sale price Median Gross Rent

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


A coalition of 18 municipalities organized to receive and share information and strategies for implementing Middle Housing.
Context – all represent different housing contexts: more suburban communities, more walkable communities, more connected to transit, less connected 
Size – small and large communities 
Growth -  rapidly growing communities and some shrinking communities 
Market – high housing costs and not high housing costs 





The Peer Network

How to address the housing needs 
of 18 communities of varying sizes, 
demographics, and market 
conditions?

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A key challenge in creating the toolkit was addressing the potential needs of all the communities represented in the peer network. ��The solution? Set the stage for housing reform at all levels. 

The toolkit is not intended to be a report read from front to back, but rather a collection of ideas that can help guide conversations and actions at any stage. 

Whether or not you have already amended your zoning code and want to address the building code, or you are still addressing community misconceptions about Middle Housing, the toolkit offers a solution or a path forward for each obstacle. 



Toolkit 
Highlights 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Next, I want to explore some of the toolkit highlights, including 

The discussion of Barriers to Middle Housing 
The variety of Best Practices we introduce 
The case studies woven throughout the toolkit 
And finally, the test fits in real Chicagoland sites we tested for Middle Housing 



Identifying Barriers to Missing Middle Housing

What is preventing the 
development of Middle 
Housing? 

Planning & Zoning Standards 

Financing Challenges 

Building Code Requirements

Community Opposition

Developer Priorities 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Chapter 3 of the toolkit dives into the various levels of barriers to Middle Housing development. 

We all know that it is extremely difficult to encourage small multi-unit residential buildings nowadays, but we may not realize just how vast the barriers to middle housing can be. 

Planning and Zoning

1. The toolkit begins by examining comprehensive plans and zoning codes, which we take a keen interest in at Opticos. These documents are foundational to our neighborhoods and shape the communities in which we live.
2. As part of this process, we found that some communities have comprehensive plans and zoning districts that are well poised to effectively enable MMH, but many do not. This section provides an overview of the potential barriers that may be identified in these documents. 

Financing challenges 

Not everyone realizes that our policies and practices can directly impact the feasibility of Middle Housing projects. 
Because housing development is expensive all around, we must be aware that our polices can drive up housing development costs. 
While we can’t do much about the cost of materials and labor, we can have a direct impact on land costs and soft costs. Allowing small lots can help control land costs, and reducing impact fees can help with soft costs. 

Building code 

Buildings containing more than 2 dwelling units are typically under the jurisdiction of the International Building Code, which can drive up development costs with extra fire ratings, sprinklers, and stair costs. 
 Some municipalities are exploring the amendment of the International Residential Code, which most small developers are more comfortable working under, to include buildings with three or more units. 

Community opposition 
There are many misnomers and general concerns regarding multi-unit housing. The toolkt explores some of the most common misunderstandings, and provides suggestions for controlling the narrative. 

Developer priorities 
It can be hard to get developers on board with small multi-unit housing types. 
If there are no new examples that prove it can work, many developers don’t want to be the “first.”





Forge Your Own Path 
• There is no one-size-fits-all approach 

• Tailor solutions to your community 

• Incremental change vs. 
comprehensive overhauls 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The barriers can be overwhelming, but you don’t have to take them all on at once, and there is no one-size-fits-all approach. 

Tackling one barrier can go a long way 

Incremental change, such as refining a single zoning district to allow more types of multi-unit housing, may be the best approach for one community, while a comprehensive zoning overhaul may be more suitable for another. �
It is important to take the contents of the toolkit and tailor it to support your community's needs. 



Best Practices

Middle Housing mindset:

Comprehensive plans and
neighborhood plans

Approaches to zoning reform

Additional policies (subdivision, 
stormwater, IRC, fire)

Implementation and community 
engagement
Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The chapter on best practices explores various approaches to overcome the previously discussed barriers

This chapter looks at how to create a comprehensive plan that prioritizes middle housing

Provides relevant zoning information for amending local zoning codes, including subdivision standards 

And lays out strategies for embarking on community engagement efforts 



Best Practices at Every Level

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Additional Policies

IRC & IBC 
(Fire Codes)

Stormwater

Subdivision Controls

Effective Zoning

Zoning code audit

Text Amendments

Overlays

Form-based Zoning

Comprehensive 
Plans 

Locating MMH-Ready 
locations

Defining MMH

Goals for Housing 
Diversity

Neighborhood Plans

Implementation & 
Outreach

Community Input & 
Education

Pre-approved Plans

Developer RFPs

Pilot Projects

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Different strategies/approaches for every avenue of housing reform 

Can choose which opportunity is best suited to meet your community’s needs 

Comp plan strategies include 
where and how to prioritize middle housing 

Effective zoning strategies include 
Approaches for incremental change or sweeping zoning reform 

Additional policies are suited for 
1. communities that have already overcome many other barriers and are ready to tackle building code and subdivision standards 

Implementation and outreach strategies include
tactics for getting community buy-in 
And creative strategies to get developers on board with middle housing goals 



Zoning Code Audit 
Evaluate your zoning 
code with a simple 
step-by-step code 
audit focused on 
common barriers.

Pick a zoning district in 
a walkable 
neighborhood and 
follow along! 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A key piece of the toolkit is the simple zoning code audit. �
We encourage you to select a zoning district you would like to test and follow along. 

Some of the key standards we encourage communities to test for middle housing include 
Does your zoning allow small multi-family by-right in walkable residential zoning districts? 
Are your density limits too low? 
Are your side setbacks too high? 
Are your lot area minimums to high? 
What about parking requirements? 

The presented standards were developed after years of experience analyzing zoning codes and testing for middle housing. 
A simple code audit such as this can help start the conversation on the need for zoning reform. 



Case Studies of Proven Solutions

Case studies highlighting 
various approaches taken 
by local, regional, and 
national municipalities:

Champaign, IL
Elgin, IL
Warrenville, IL
South Bend, IN
Kalamazoo, MI
Buffalo, NY
Portland, OR

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We found that many communities wanted to see examples of how different communities have addressed these challenges, so the toolkit is filled with ample case studies from small, medium, and large communities. 

For example, 
The city of Champaign, Illinois, is featured for how it built community support for middle housing 
Warrenville’s house-scale zoning overlay 
South Bend, Indiana’s small developer culture 
And Kalamazoo, Michigan’s use of pre-approved housing plans 

Much like the peer network, we wanted to case studies to be used to share ideas and information that may help other communities. 



Regional Development Opportunities 

Applying best practices for 
Middle Housing

Matching building scale to local 
context

Neighborhood infill, corridor, 
and large-site test fits

Developer Insights

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Chapter 5 explores regional development opportunities for middle housing, visually illustrates some of the design best practices, and helps match building types to context based on scale. 

When applying to be part of the peer network, applicants submitted sites for testing for Middle Housing. 

Three sites were selected out of nearly 40 that represent common development opportunities across the region.

The test fits include design and zoning standards for: 
Neighborhood infill 
Underutilized corridors
Sites greater than two acres that can become new neighborhoods 




Matching Building Types to Different Sites

Neighborhood Infill Corridor Infill Large Sites
Small MMH types: 
duplex, triplex, fourplex

Medium-Large MMH types: 
townhouse, multiplex, courtyard, 
block-scale buildings

A mix of small-to-large building 
types, depending on adjacent 
context

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Its important to clarify the intended scale for middle housing types given the neighborhood context, which the toolkit breaks down and spells out 

Neighborhood infill opportunities
Lots approximately 65’ wide or less are best suited for small middle housing types 

Corridor infill 
Corridors can sometimes call for larger middle housing types and present opportunities to consider appropriate building frontages 
Townhouses, multiplexes, courtyard buildings are all great fits for corridors 

And large sites 
 present and opportunity to mix a variety of housing types, create new walkable neighborhoods 



Testing Real Sites for Middle Housing 

Neighborhood Infill Corridor Infill Large Site
Aurora, IL Broadview, IL Park Forest, IL

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Each test fit is broken down into essential zoning standards that help facilitate this kind of development

Building footprints, building height, frontage types, and building placement are all standards that should reflect the context and desired building types.  

Each test fit also presents an opportunity to discuss the tradeoffs for the number of units, building scale, and parking that may work on a given site. 

Visualizations of real sites, such as these, can be valuable tools for communicating to the public and developers the type of middle housing development you hope to achieve. 

Each of these featured schemes was then discussed with regional developers to gauge their feasibility. Those insights are reflected in the toolkit. 
Multi-unit buildings that look like a single-family house are more desirable 
Large site developments require a project leader to see it through to the finish line 
Sites with multiple building types present an opportunity to work with multiple developers 



Current Regional Efforts 

Since the completion of the 
toolkit… 

• Oak Park is updating their 
residential zoning districts 

• Park Forest RFP for the site of 
the large site test fit 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Oak Park is updating their residential zoning districts to explore more middle housing opportunities 
Park Forest put out an RFP for the site of the large site test fit, using some of the toolkit visualizations to attract developers 



Get in touch with 
us! 

Missing Middle Housing Toolkit for the Chicago Region | Housing Action Illinois

Jennifer Settle, Principal

jennifer.settle@opticosdesign.com

Dylan Rumsey, Senior Designer

dylan.rumsey@opticosdesign.com

Or visit opticosdesign.com



Rockford - Illinois
AN IMPROBABLE TURNAROUND

2018 - 2025



An 
Improbable 
Turnaround
Just a decade ago, the 
city of Rockford, Illinois 
struggled with a host of 
economic and 
demographic 
challenges. 

The population was 
shrinking, home values 
were decreasing, and 
a growing number of 
properties sat vacant. 

Media Spotlight



The Depth of the Downturn



From Distress to 
Dominance
Affordable housing and 
low cost of living

Strong regional 
connectivity

Quality of Life

Lowest Tax Rate since 
1984!

Projected 3,400 new jobs 
in the next decade

Media Spotlight



Targeting Neighborhood Recovery 
with Data-Driven Tools

In 2018, Rockford partnered with 
National Resource Network to craft a 
7-year revitalization plan and identify 
priority neighborhoods for investment.

Some of the distress indicators used 
were:
• Code violations
• Foreclosures
• Vacant residential units and 

vacant land
• Substantial investments through 

permits
• Homeownership rates
• Percent increase in property values 

from 2018-2023
• Recent home sales



A Visible Impact 2018 - 2024
+ Property Values Increased: 56%                      

+ Average Sales Price Increased: $69,136 (64.3%)

+ Violent Crime Dropped: 34%

+ Vacant Buildings Decreased: 17%



Rockford Today: A Market 
Transformed 



Rockford 
Today: A 
look by Zip 
Code



Thriving 
Communities 
TA

Rockford ONLY Illinois 
Community Awarded 
HUD-RAISE Grant and 
Reconnecting Communities 
Awards
► Address housing needs 

between the Whitman 
Street Interchange and 
the Downtown area.

►  TCTA will help city staff 
engage stakeholders and 
develop a 
community-supported 
housing plan.

► GOAL: Build a Shared 
Housing Vision! 

Housing Needs Analysis and Market 
Study completed in 2024.

Meeting Demand for the Next 
Decade: 
• Rockford must create and preserve 

6,000–9,000 Homes by 2035 to 
support and build on regional 
growth.



Housing Strategy Framework

Vision
► Rockford envisions a vibrant and 

inclusive community where 
housing serves as a cornerstone for 
economic vitality, social equity, and 
quality of life.  These outcomes 
will be achieved by creating a 
diverse range of housing options 
and coordinating government and 
private resources to ensure residents 
can live, work, and enjoy life in 
every neighborhood.  



Housing Strategy Framework
► STRATEGY #1: Make Rockford an attractive place to develop and to encourage new housing choices 

across the market.

► REALTOR®: Advocate for zoning reforms that allow ADUs, duplexes, and gentle density. Reduce 
regulatory barriers, streamline approvals, and minimize construction costs.

► STRATEGY #2: Apply tailored approaches to specific neighborhood contexts to ensure new 
development benefits existing and future residents.

► REALTOR®: Infill development, adaptive reuse, walkability, and pre-approved building plans. 

► STRATEGY #3: Strengthen neighborhoods by preserving existing housing stock and revitalizing 
vacant and abandoned properties.

► REALTOR®: Public-private partnerships, incentives, and grant programs.

► STRATEGY #4: Strengthen capacity of cross-sector partners to support housing preservation and 
development.

► REALTOR®: We have grants available through the National Association of REALTORS® and data 
to assist local governments to achieve their goals and projects.

► STRATEGY #5: Expand public education, communication, and advocacy to foster more support for 
housing programs, policies, and development.

► REALTOR®: Public awareness campaigns counter housing misinformation and provide market data 
to help local governments make informed housing policy decisions.



State-Level 
Solutions 
Supporting Local 
Housing Goals

► Local Framework Goals:
► Encourage new 

housing choice
► Support infill 

development
► Broaden housing 

options
► State Legislation 

Supporting These Goals:
► SB 1959: Fair Impact 

Fees

► HB 1709: ADUs 
statewide

► HB1814: Broaden 
Housing Types



► Includes senior, workforce, 
and market-rate apartments, 
addressing multiple housing 
needs across income levels.

► Represents one of Rockford’s 
largest residential projects in 
decades, redeveloping 
underutilized commercial land 
into high-quality housing.

► Approved by City Council 
10-3 despite initial opposition, 
demonstrating growing 
support for infill and zoning 
reform.

Housing Strategy Framework Success 
Example: Garrett Street Mixed-Use Housing 
Development (400 Units)



Rockford’s Housing 
Boom Continues
► Water Power Lofts: $32 million 

redevelopment of a former foundry 
into 60 one-bedroom and 4 
two-bedroom units, completed 30 
months. Rents run from $1,350 to 
$2,250. They rented before 
completed!

► Chick-House Flats: $14 million 
redevelopment a 168-year-old 
pre-civil war building. Construction 2 
years with 14 one-bedroom lofts 
and 4 two-bedroom units starting @ 
$1,500.

Urban Equity Properties is literally taking Rockford 
up a level. Right now, about 2,900 people live 
downtown, but their vision is to bring 15,000 
residents over the next 20 years. That means 
going vertical,  more mixed-use, more adaptive 
reuse, and more housing options in the city core.



Responding to Market 
Pressures

City Actions and Opportunities
• Property Tax Rebate Program: Joint 

program between school district, city 
and participating taxing bodies to 
rebate property taxes for new 
construction. Including rental. 

• Permit & Regulatory Streamlining
• Grant Programs and Tax Abatements
• Community Development Financial 

Institution (CDFI)
• Northern Illinois Land Bank
• Reformed Winnebago County Trustee 

Program
• Maximizing CDBG, HOME, & additional 

federal and state investments for housing 
and neighborhood revitalization.

• Reviewing zoning and land-use policies 
with continued stakeholder input

Housing Challenges

• Inventory down 41%: 
Only16.5 days of supply

• Record-high prices at: 
$231,261 (3-county average)

• Demand far exceeds supply: 
limiting available homes

• Rising inflation and material 
costs: Push prices higher

• In-migration from costly 
metros: Adds market pressure 
for existing Rockfordians

• More housing needed: Across 
all price points 



Contact Information
► Sarah Leys, Director Community & Economic 

Development, City of Rockford
     P: (779) 348-7442
     E: Sarah.Leys@rockfordil.gov

► Link to Rockford Strategy Framework: 
https://www.rockfordil.gov/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=166 

► Neeley Erickson, Government Affairs Director, Illinois 
REALTORS®

     P: (815) 543-7147
     E: NErickson@illinoisrealtors.org

mailto:Sarah.Leys@rockfordil.gov
https://www.rockfordil.gov/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=166
mailto:NErickson@illinoisrealtors.org
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