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STANDARDS FOR REHABILITATION & GUIDELINES 
FOR REHABILITATING HISTORIC BUILDINGS 

Rehabilitation 
Rehabilitation is defined as the act or process of making possible a 
compatible use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions 
while preserving those portions or features which convey its historical, 
cultural, or architectural values. 
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Standards for Rehabilitation 

1.  A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal 
change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces and spatial relationships. 

2.  The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of dis-
tinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces and spatial relationships that character-
ize a property will be avoided. 

3.  Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use. Changes 
that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or 
elements from other historic properties, will not be undertaken. 

4.  Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be 
retained and preserved. 

5.  Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of 
craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 

6.  Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity 
of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match 
the old in design, color, texture and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing 
features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 

7.  Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest 
means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used. 

8.  Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must 
be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken. 

9.  New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not destroy historic 
materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work 
will be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, fea-
tures, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and 
its environment. 

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 
manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 
property and its environment would be unimpaired. 



REHABILITATION

GUIDELINES FOR REHABILITATING HISTORIC BUILDINGS  

INTRODUCTION 

In Rehabilitation, historic building materials and character-defining 
features are protected and maintained as they are in the treatment 
Preservation. However, greater latitude is given in the Standards 
for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic 
Buildings to replace extensively deteriorated, damaged, or miss-
ing features using either the same material or compatible substi-
tute materials. Of the four treatments, only Rehabilitation allows 
alterations and the construction of a new addition, if necessary for a 
continuing or new use for the historic building. 

Identify, Retain, and Preserve Historic 
Materials and Features 
The guidance for the treatment Rehabilitation begins with recom-
mendations to identify the form and detailing of those architectural 
materials and features that are important in defining the building’s 
historic character and which must be retained to preserve that char-
acter. Therefore, guidance on identifying, retaining, and preserving 
character-defining features is always given first. 

Protect and Maintain Historic Materials and 
Features 
After identifying those materials and features that are important 
and must be retained in the process of Rehabilitation work, then 
protecting and maintaining them are addressed. Protection generally 
involves the least degree of intervention and is preparatory to other 
work. Protection includes the maintenance of historic materials and 
features as well as ensuring that the property is protected before and 

during rehabilitation work. A historic building undergoing rehabilita-
tion will often require more extensive work. Thus, an overall evalua-
tion of its physical condition should always begin at this level. 

Repair Historic Materials and Features 
Next, when the physical condition of character-defining materials 
and features warrants additional work, repairing is recommended. 
Rehabilitation guidance for the repair of historic materials, such as 
masonry, again begins with the least degree of intervention possible. 
In rehabilitation, repairing also includes the limited replacement in 
kind or with a compatible substitute material of extensively dete-
riorated or missing components of features when there are surviv-
ing prototypes features that can be substantiated by documentary 
and physical evidence. Although using the same kind of material is 
always the preferred option, a substitute material may be an accept-
able alternative if the form, design, and scale, as well as the substi-
tute material itself, can effectively replicate the appearance of the 
remaining features. 

Replace Deteriorated Historic Materials and 
Features 
Following repair in the hierarchy, Rehabilitation guidance is pro-
vided for replacing an entire character-defining feature with new 
material because the level of deterioration or damage of materials 
precludes repair. If the missing feature is character defining or if it 
is critical to the survival of the building (e.g., a roof), it should be 
replaced to match the historic feature based on physical or his-
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toric documentation of its form and detailing. As with repair, the 
preferred option is always replacement of the entire feature in kind 
(i.e., with the same material, such as wood for wood). However, 
when this is not feasible, a compatible substitute material that can 
reproduce the overall appearance of the historic material may be 
considered. 

It should be noted that, while the National Park Service guidelines 
recommend the replacement of an entire character-defining feature 
that is extensively deteriorated, the guidelines never recommend 
removal and replacement with new material of a feature that could 
reasonably be repaired and, thus, preserved. 

Design for the Replacement of Missing 
Historic Features 
When an entire interior or exterior feature is missing, such as a 
porch, it no longer plays a role in physically defining the historic 
character of the building unless it can be accurately recovered in 
form and detailing through the process of carefully documenting 
the historic appearance. If the feature is not critical to the survival 
of the building, allowing the building to remain without the feature 
is one option. But if the missing feature is important to the historic 
character of the building, its replacement is always recommended 
in the Rehabilitation guidelines as the first, or preferred, course 
of action. If adequate documentary and physical evidence exists, 
the feature may be accurately reproduced. A second option in a 
rehabilitation treatment for replacing a missing feature, particularly 
when the available information about the feature is inadequate to 
permit an accurate reconstruction, is to design a new feature that 
is compatible with the overall historic character of the building. 
The new design should always take into account the size, scale, and 
material of the building itself and should be clearly differentiated 
from the authentic historic features. For properties that have 
changed over time, and where those changes have acquired 

significance, reestablishing missing historic features generally 
should not be undertaken if the missing features did not coexist 
with the features currently on the building. Juxtaposing historic 
features that did not exist concurrently will result in a false sense of 
the building’s history. 

Alterations 
Some exterior and interior alterations to a historic building are 
generally needed as part of a Rehabilitation project to ensure its 
continued use, but it is most important that such alterations do 
not radically change, obscure, or destroy character-defining spaces, 
materials, features, or finishes. Alterations may include changes 
to the site or setting, such as the selective removal of buildings or 
other features of the building site or setting that are intrusive, not 
character defining, or outside the building’s period of significance. 

Code-Required Work: 
Accessibility and Life Safety 
Sensitive solutions to meeting code requirements in a 
Rehabilitation project are an important part of protecting the 
historic character of the building. Work that must be done to meet 
accessibility and life-safety requirements must also be assessed for 
its potential impact on the historic building, its site, and setting. 

Resilience to Natural Hazards 
Resilience to natural hazards should be addressed as part of a 
Rehabilitation project. A historic building may have existing 
characteristics or features that help to address or minimize the 
impacts of natural hazards. These should always be used to best 
advantage when considering new adaptive treatments so as to have 
the least impact on the historic character of the building, its site, 
and setting. 
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Sustainability 
Sustainability should be addressed as part of a Rehabilitation proj-
ect. Good preservation practice is often synonymous with sustain-
ability. Existing energy-efficient features should be retained and 
repaired. Only sustainability treatments should be considered that 
will have the least impact on the historic character of the building. 

The topic of sustainability is addressed in detail in The Secretary 
of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated Guidelines 
on Sustainability for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings. 

New Exterior Additions and Related New 
Construction 
Rehabilitation is the only treatment that allows expanding a historic 
building by enlarging it with an addition. However, the Rehabilita-
tion guidelines emphasize that new additions should be considered 
only after it is determined that meeting specific new needs cannot 
be achieved by altering non-character-defining interior spaces. If the 
use cannot be accommodated in this way, then an attached exterior 
addition may be considered. New additions should be designed and 
constructed so that the character-defining features of the historic 
building, its site, and setting are not negatively impacted. Generally, 
a new addition should be subordinate to the historic building. A new 
addition should be compatible, but differentiated enough so that 
it is not confused as historic or original to the building. The same 
guidance applies to new construction so that it does not negatively 
impact the historic character of the building or its site. 

Rehabilitation as a Treatment. When repair and replacement of 
deteriorated features are necessary; when alterations or additions to the 
property are planned for a new or continued use; and when its depiction 
at a particular time is not appropriate, Rehabilitation may be considered 
as a treatment. Prior to undertaking work, a documentation plan for 
Rehabilitation should be developed. 
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