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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The mortgage lending crisis of 2008 in the United States has become a major 

political and social issue (Reuters, 2008). Within this dilemma are two specific problems 

which may be solved to mutual benefit. First, there is an abundance of empty homes on 

the market; and second, there are people who cannot qualify to buy acceptable housing 

due to stricter lending standards. 

Specifically, this study will address the need for affordable housing and the 

concurrent problem of empty ‘McMansions’, a dwelling type increasingly available due 

to the current mortgage crisis.  In an effort to provide a solution to the housing crisis for 

various population groups, three different residential designs will be designed within a 

McMansion, with one unit each designed specifically for seniors, small families, and 

young professionals.  Each will incorporate design features that seek to promote 

community, mutual support amongst the residents, and principles of sustainability.   

The McMansion to be repurposed will be located in a suburban area of 

Washington, D.C. where the cost of housing is especially expensive.  As this is not yet a 

familiar housing solution, opposition to the project design is anticipated.   

 This presents challenges to provide both affordable housing options as well as 

solve the issue of vacant homes across the country.  Further, this study’s proposal for 

congregate, mutually supportive living may also offer social benefits for certain types of 

persons in western culture. These groups include the elderly, families with young 

children, and young professionals who have yet to achieve full financial stability.  

Several design solutions will be presented that will utilize vacant houses and turn 

them into affordable homes while also facilitating community interaction and 

sustainability. The design will take advantage of sustainable aspects such as higher-

density living, mass transportation, and proximity to local necessities. 

It proposes to accomplish this by using existing housing stock, and specifically 

the particular type of house some sources have derided as ‘McMansions’, or dwellings 

which are larger than the average 2,500 square foot home, generic in style and packed 

in close together on insufficiently-sized lots (Smith, 2007). This repurposing also serves 
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to make timely use of existing dwellings (which themselves use considerable natural 

resources to construct) in a different way, thus avoiding the unnecessary construction of 

further dwellings.  

Additionally, the design will seek to encourage interaction among residents, 

sustainability within the living environment, and a sense of community.  To accomplish 

this, a congregate living structure will be created from an existing single-family home 

providing private residences as well as communal facilities. The common areas within 

the structure will encourage residents to interact with one another by providing spaces 

for neighbors to meet both casually and intentionally.  A communal kitchen and dining 

area will be provided to encourage planned meals and gatherings. Also, shared laundry 

facilities, an exercise room, and lounge will support casual meetings between residents.  

The common areas will promote interaction by providing group seating areas and 

specialized spaces that will allow the residents to interrelate, permitting enhanced 

mutual reliance. Shared concerns such as childcare (small families), health and 

wellbeing (the elderly), and similar preferences in entertaining (young professionals) 

may benefit all residents. Thus, the individual dwellings will provide the amenities 

expected within a single-family home while also allowing the residents to be part of a 

community without having to leave the structure. 

 The dwelling will remain similar to the surrounding homes in appearance, 

maintaining the relationship with the community and minimizing disruption of the visual 

nature of the neighborhood.  The interior of the residence will be modified to 

accommodate the specific needs of the three groups of prospective residents.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

In general, budget experts recommend that people spend between 28 to 30 

percent of their income on housing (“New research projects…,” 2008).  This is 

increasingly difficult for low- and middle-income households to achieve, especially in 

metropolitan areas where the cost of living is very high. It is imperative to look at the 

viable housing alternatives for these low- and middle-income households in order to 

provide them the opportunity to achieve a safe and satisfying living environment.   

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

This study focuses on the current housing market and the challenges it has 

presented to society.  Specifically, this study will address the need for affordable 

housing and the concurrent problem of empty ‘McMansions’, a dwelling type 

increasingly available due to the current mortgage crisis.  In an effort to provide a 

solution to the housing crisis for various population groups, three different residential 

designs will be designed within a McMansion, with one unit each designed specifically 

for seniors, small families, and young professionals.  Each will incorporate design 

features that seek to promote community, mutual support amongst the residents, and 

principles of sustainability.   

As this is not yet a familiar housing solution, opposition to the project design is 

anticipated.  This opposition will be discussed within the review of literature and later 

addressed within the design solution. 
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 Design Opportunity and Justification 

 

The present mortgage lending crisis in the United States has become a major 

political and social issue (Reuters, 2008). Within this dilemma are two specific problems 

which may be solved to mutual benefit. First, there is an abundance of empty homes on 

the market; and second, there are people who cannot qualify to buy acceptable housing 

due to stricter lending standards. (“New research projects…”, 2008). This condition also 

afflicts the suburb areas in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area. This presents 

challenges to provide both affordable housing options as well as solve the issue of 

vacant homes across the country.  Further, this study’s proposal for congregate, 

mutually supportive living may also offer social benefits for certain types of persons in 

western culture. These groups include the elderly, families with young children, and 

young professionals who have yet to achieve full financial stability.  

Several design solutions will be presented that will utilize vacant houses and turn 

them into affordable homes while also facilitating community interaction and 

sustainability. The design will take advantage of sustainable aspects such as higher-

density living, mass transportation, and proximity to local necessities. 

 

Goals of the Project 

 

The primary goal of this design study is to provide seniors, small families, and 

young professionals with an affordable housing option.  It proposes to accomplish this 

by using existing housing stock, and specifically the particular type of house some 

sources have derided as ‘McMansions’, or dwellings which are larger than the average 

2,500 square foot home, generic in style and packed in close together on insufficiently-

sized lots (Smith, 2007). This repurposing also serves to make timely use of existing 

dwellings (which themselves use considerable natural resources to construct) in a 

different way, thus avoiding the unnecessary construction of further dwellings.  

Additionally, the design will seek to encourage interaction among residents, 

sustainability within the living environment, and a sense of community.  To accomplish 

this, a congregate living structure will be created from an existing single-family home 
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providing private residences as well as communal facilities. The common areas within 

the structure will encourage residents to interact with one another by providing spaces 

for neighbors to meet both casually and intentionally.  A communal kitchen and dining 

area will be provided to encourage planned meals and gatherings. Also, shared laundry 

facilities, an exercise room, and lounge will support casual meetings between residents.  

By creating a space than encourages interaction between residents, the project intends 

to promote a mutual supportive community within the dwelling. 

 

Design Concept 

 

 The design of the repurposed home will be inspired by principles of cohousing 

facilities.  The structure will contain private residences but encourage interaction 

between residents, creating an internal social network.  The dwelling will remain similar 

to the surrounding homes in appearance, maintaining the relationship with the 

community and minimizing disruption of the visual nature of the neighborhood.  The 

interior of the residence will be modified to accommodate the specific needs of the three 

groups of prospective residents.   

 The common areas will promote interaction by providing group seating areas and 

specialized spaces that will allow the residents to interrelate, permitting enhanced 

mutual reliance. Shared concerns such as childcare (small families), health and 

wellbeing (the elderly), and similar preferences in entertaining (young professionals) 

may benefit all residents. Thus, the individual dwellings will provide the amenities 

expected within a single-family home while also allowing the residents to be part of a 

community without having to leave the structure. 

 

Definition of Terms 

 

 This design project will repurpose an existing dwelling into a congregate living 

situation. This change requires application of codes requirements in order to maintain 

safe egress as it accommodates an increased number of persons within the single 

dwelling. The following terms will apply to this study. 
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Accessible Means of Egress: A continuous and unobstructed way of egress travel from 

any accessible point in a building or facility to a public way (International Code Council, 

2006, 1002.1). 

Cohousing: Cohousing developments are designed with the intention of creating and 

promoting community interaction. Residents own their own homes and collectively own 

a common space that is shared by community members (Kornblum, 2005). 

Congregate Living Facilities: A building or part thereof that contains sleeping units 

where residents share bathroom and/or kitchen facilities (International Code Council, 

2006, 310.2). 

Means of Egress: A continuous and unobstructed path of vertical and horizontal egress 

travel from any occupied portion of a building or structure to a public way. A means of 

egress consists of three separate and distinct parts: the exit access, the exit and the exit 

discharge (International Code Council, 2006, 1002.1). 

Type B Unit: A dwelling unit or sleeping unit designed and constructed for accessibility 

in accordance with this code and provisions for Type B units in ICC A117.1, consistent 

with the design and construction requirements of the federal Fair Housing Act 

(International Code Council, 2006, 1002.1). 

 

Research Components 

 

Numerous sources of information were gathered and compiled for the review of 

literature presented in chapter 2.  These references include research articles, abstracts, 

and a variety of periodicals that provided immediately current information.  Computer 

based searches proved to be very useful in acquiring further content.  Some of the 

search databases used were InformeDesign, JSTOR, InfoTrac, and OmniFile.  Several 

key phrases were used to generate results, including: housing market, small house 

movement, repurpose, downsize, cohousing, housing alternative, design preference, 

senior living, universal design, design characteristics, single family, suburbs, 

metropolitan, and social networks. The articles found in the search will provide a 

thorough foundation of research upon which the design solution will be based. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
 

 This review of literature will provide a foundation of information for a design 

solution presented in later chapters that proposes the repurposing of ‘McMansion’ style 

homes for various groups of residents. This chapter will discuss an array of topics that 

will support this study’s eventual design and will include the current housing market, the 

nature of McMansions, the Small House movement, and cohousing. These topics offer 

insight regarding current housing issues across the nation, including the lack of 

affordable housing options.  Additionally, three groups of residential users will be 

examined that the study’s residence will accommodate. Specifically these are seniors, 

small families, and young professionals.  

 The review will begin by exploring the national housing market conditions. The 

chapter will then specifically discuss the Washington, D.C. area where housing is 

particularly expensive. This area will serve as the theoretical location for the study’s 

repurposed McMansion.  

 

The United States Housing Market Past and Present 

 

 Various sources suggest that the housing market has drastically changed since 

the popularization of suburban homes beginning in the 1950s. Since World War II, for 

example, suburbia has provided Americans with the opportunity to live the ‘American 

Dream’ with the availability of VA (Veteran’s Administration) and FHA (Federal Housing 

Administration) loans. Since that time, detached single-family dwellings have become 

the most typical type of home available (Leinberger, 2008).  The housing boom that 

climaxed between the years 2004-2006 produced a highly competitive suburban 

housing market. As prices peaked, builders saw an opportunity to produce thousands of 

new homes. Because single-family homes became readily available, many people 

flocked to the suburbs to purchase their piece of the American Dream. In the past two 
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years, however, this overproduction of housing units can be observed in the excess of 

1.5 million vacant housing units currently on the market (Seiders, 2007).   The supply- 

demand balance has been thrown into turmoil as millions of homeowners try to sell their 

properties for a price anywhere near what they paid for them as little as a year ago 

(Seiders, 2007).  Once the housing bubble burst, sales fell into a persistent slump.  As 

of November 2007 the pace of sales is the second-lowest on record since 1999.  The 

median price of homes sold in 2007 was $210,200, a 3.3% drop from the previous year 

(“Sales,” 2008).  The decline in home prices is one indicator of the deteriorating housing 

market (Hagerty & Hudson, 2008). 

 In addition to the oversaturation of housing units on the market, the subprime 

mortgage market crisis has continued to devastate the real estate market as well as the 

economy in general, according to Seiders.  As home prices fall, the lending interest 

rates continue to rise for many buyers, as there is much less money available. Mortgage 

lending standards have tightened greatly and will continue to do so (2007).  

The subprime mortgage market has catered to borrowers with poor credit 

histories, and their rising default rates are one of the root problems in the weakened 

housing market.  Larger down payments are becoming a standard requirement, as are 

higher FICO (Fair Isaac Corporation) scores (Reuters, 2008).  As the credit 

requirements become stricter, it is predicted that home affordability will continue to 

plague middle-income households (“New research projects…,” 2008).  Unless the 

government enacts some form of emergency legislation, approximately $216 billion in 

subprime mortgages will reset at a higher rate for the first time in 2008, pushing three 

percent of all outstanding mortgage debt into default.  As a result, a large number of 

households will return to the renter pool compelling builders to create 100,000 new 

market-rate units to compensate. (2008 Annual Industry Forecast, 2008). While the 

single-family home market has dwindled, the demand for condominiums and apartment 

rentals has remained high (2008 Annual Industry Forecast, 2008).  Because 

homeownership is becoming increasingly difficult, rental options have become more 

appealing to many people. 

It is not only more difficult to qualify for mortgage loans, but interest hikes have 

also led to record-high foreclosures on people’s homes (“Sales of existing homes…,” 
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2008).  The First American Corelogic research firm, based in Santa Ana, California, 

collects data from lenders and county clerks. They have estimated that 493,000 of all 

homes on the market in January 2008 were foreclosed properties held by lenders, up 

from 231,000 homes just a year earlier (Hagerty & Hudson, 2008). Approximately one in 

nine properties currently listed for sale is in foreclosure.  In many cases, these 

foreclosed homes will be sold for less than half of their market value (Hagerty & 

Hudson, 2008).  

The pressures of oversupply are starting to drive home prices low enough to 

attract some buyers back into the market.  This situation is especially significant in high-

cost areas, where foreclosures can bring homes down to affordable levels for teachers, 

fire fighters, police officers, and other middle-class buyers who may have been priced 

out of the market during the housing boom (Hagerty & Hudson, 2008).   

The information above suggests the decline in the housing market has proven to 

be an obstacle for many Americans.  Not only have many households lost their homes, 

but many others are unable to qualify to buy a home now, even when there is an excess 

of homes on the market at reduced prices.  

 

Washington, D.C. Housing Market 

Research shows that there are stark differences among the local housing 

markets across the country.  This is the case in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area 

which sources suggest has only suffered mildly compared to most local markets (Tatian, 

2008). 

Although the nationwide housing market is “suffering one of the worst downturns 

in history” (Reuters, 2008, p.1), regional housing markets can differ from city to city. 

According to Leinberger (2008), suburbs that lie relatively close to central cities’ transit 

lines will remain in high demand.  Figure 2.1 shows the public transit system in 

Washington, D.C. which can assist in identifying an example of these high-demand 

areas. 
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In 2006, the median price of a single-family home in Washington, D.C. was 

$434,000, a figure much higher than the nationwide median home price of $217,870 

(Esswein, 2007).  In this single-family home market, the prices of these expensive 

homes have been dropping significantly to adjust to the housing slowdown. On the other 

end of the spectrum, the lower-valued neighborhoods are seeing much more modest 

price declines, most likely a result of affordable housing disappearing in other 

neighborhoods.  The consequence of these fluctuating home prices is a massive market 

Figure 2.1. Map of Washington Metro rail. The map of the mass 
transit system in Washington, D.C. can help identify high-demand 
residential areas including Bethesda, Maryland, shown in pink, and 
Silver Spring, Maryland, shown in purple (www.wmata.com). 
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slowdown for single-family homes. In contrast to the earlier buyers’ market in which 

homes were often sold before the “For Sale” signs went up and at prices above list, half 

of all homes for sale in the Washington, D.C. suburban areas spent 60 days or more on 

the market, and an additional quarter of homes sat for 120 days or more during the first 

quarter of 2007 (Tatian, 2008). The longer the homes sit on the market, the further the 

price is reduced. While this makes the homes more affordable, it also reduces the 

property values of the neighborhood as a whole (Hagerty & Hudson, 2008). 

 With the abundance of traditional dwelling problems as described above, one of 

the most viable housing options in metropolitan areas is condominiums, which 

accounted for over a third of all home ownership property sales in Washington, D.C. in 

2006 (Tatian, 2007, p. 8). According to Tatian, “these numbers suggest that 

condominium ownership may be becoming an increasingly important form of 

homeownership” in these areas (2007, p. 8). In 2006, the median price for 

condominiums in Washington, D.C. was $360,000 and it remains much steadier than 

prices of single-family homes.  Rental conversions, along with the construction of new 

multi-family housing, have led to a steep increase in condominium housing in the 

District of Columbia (Tatian, 2007, p. 8). The 2008 Annual Industry Forecast states that 

the “elevated job creation in and around Washington, D.C. will continue to fuel 

apartment construction in the outlying areas” (Buildings, p. 46). Regardless of the falling 

prices of housing units in the area, costs remain much higher than the national average 

for traditional stand-alone housing, continuing to make it difficult for middle-income 

households to afford home ownership (“New research projects…,” 2008).  The enduring 

popularity of condominiums is an effect of the problems of the continuing traditional 

housing market. Given the lack of affordable options, research suggests that this 

popularity will most likely remain steady, as condominiums are one of the only dwelling 

types available for homeowners to turn to. 

 

The Rise and Fall of McMansions 

 

Various sources shows that Americans’ standards and expectations for housing 

are ever-changing, which includes the way they view the concept of home. In 1970, the 
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average house size was 1,400 square feet.  By 2005 it had increased greatly to 

approximately 2,400 square feet, according to statistics gathered by the National 

Association of Home Builders and the Census Bureau (Flint, 2006, p. 21).  Americans 

have created a culture where they currently want and expect more: bigger meals, bigger 

cars, bigger homes. When they are put into a position where they can afford more, 

Americans spend more (“The McMansion Wars,” 2006).   

Mortgage practices and philosophies of consumption have supported this ‘more 

is better’ approach. McCrummen has documented this situation (2005). He describes 

that during the housing boom of 2004-2005, the economy was doing so well that the 

mortgage lending standards were very flexible. At the time, very little or even no down 

payment was necessary to purchase a home.  In response, buyers jumped at the 

chance to buy their own homes and often purchased one that would be unaffordable to 

them under today’s credit standards.  In general, the houses were considered 

investments: the bigger the home, the better. It seemed that no one questioned the 

wisdom of people buying beyond their means. Moving up has been considered an 

axiom of American life (McCrummen, 2005).  

This emphasis on bigger equals better has manifested itself in a dwelling type 

that has earned a distinctive name in the United States.  The McMansion, also known 

as a “monster home, Hummer home, and garage mahal,” became very common during 

the housing boom of 2004-2005.   According to Smith, “these giant new homes have 

earned the nickname McMansions because they are often generic in style, packed in 

close together on postage- stamp-sized lots and built quickly- much like the fast-food 

delivery style the name suggests” (2007, p. 1) Figure 2.2 provides a visual example of a 

McMansion. 
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A 3,000 square foot home is on the small side of these giant homes. 

McMansions typically range from 5,000 to 8,000 square feet. Even 10,000 square foot 

homes have become increasingly common over the years (Smith, 2007).  In some 

areas, particularly those with high land values, smaller homes have been torn down and 

rebuilt as McMansions. In others, entire gated communities have been developed with 

“monster” homes lining the streets (Christie, 2005, August 18).  Characteristically, 

McMansions have higher ceilings, spacious foyers, huge staircases, three or four-car 

garages, walk-in closets, media rooms, and several bedroom suites.  The floor plans 

are often very open and the many windows allow natural light to spill into the space. In 

order to heat the spacious rooms, multi-zone heating systems are commonplace (Smith, 

2007). 

According to Smith and McCrummen, there are many trade-offs in possessing 

such a luxurious home. Many developers offer only a handful of options for the homes’ 

designs. The plans leave little room for customization by homebuyers who are forced to 

decide on a cookie cutter design in order to live in their desired neighborhood, a 

seeming contradiction for such a costly investment. While the expensive brick or stucco 

Figure 2.2. McMansion in Mclean, VA, a suburb of 

Washington, D.C. The structure is generic looking in 

nature, and contains nearly 7,000 square feet of 

living space on only a 14,000 square foot lot 

(www.ZipRealty.com). 
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façade paints a pretty picture from the curb, there is often vinyl siding or another less 

expensive and less appealing material applied to the other three sides of the dwelling 

(Smith, 2007). Figure 2.3 shows this surface material variation and its impact on the 

overall exterior effect.  In addition, the electric and heating bills for such a large home 

are often much higher than people expect as the high ceilings, large windows, and two-

story great rooms and foyers are very inefficient for heating and cooling.  The new 

residents also discover that maintaining the home can be quite a chore in terms of 

cleaning and even furnishing it (McCrummen, 2005).  

 

   

 

 

During the housing boom of 2004-2005, there were mixed emotions about the 

new presence of McMansions in older communities, El Nasser reports (2004).  The 

newer, larger homes increased the property values of the existing homes. However, 

their style and size did not always fit in. Older homes, sometimes historic, were being 

torn down and gigantic McMansions were put up in their place, creating much 

controversy in the surrounding neighborhoods. As a result, zoning restrictions have 

been established in order to protect the integrity of smaller and historic neighborhoods, 

mandating a lot size that will accommodate the large homes. In new neighborhoods, 

zoning restrictions often enforce a minimum square footage for a home built in order to 

prevent a small home being built on the lot.   

Figure 2.3. Brick front façade with vinyl siding applied to 
other dwelling elevations (www.ZipRealty.com). 
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These zoning restrictions have also had another effect. The requirements not 

only protect the property values of the McMansions, but also prevent more affordable 

housing within the wealthy communities (El Nasser, 2004).  The ‘Not in My Back Yard’ 

approach, also commonly referred to as NIMBY, has been able to successfully influence 

local zoning restrictions originally created to protect the “public health, safety, and 

welfare” (Matejczyk, 2001, p. 509).  The NIMBY mentality has prevented developments 

such as higher density housing, public transportation, and affordable housing from 

being built near reputable neighborhoods for fear that these may “impinge on their lives” 

(Miller, 2000, p. 46).     

 For thousands of buyers, the McMansion seemed to be a great investment as 

home prices continued to climb, as McCrummen describes (2005). But as home prices 

began to level off and eventually drop, a turn in the market was inevitable. Many people 

who had received subprime mortgage loans qualified for them with adjustable rate 

mortgages (or ARMS). At that same time, home prices began to decline, the interest 

rates adjusted quickly, and the once affordable monthly payments became exorbitant to 

those middle-income households who probably should never have qualified for the 

loans in the first place (New research projects…, 2008). These buyers “got in over their 

heads” and are being forced to abandon their homes, creating a series of “luxury ghost 

towns” across the country (Gross, Eleazar, Chen, Waddell, & Ehrenfeld, 2007, p. 28).  

 

Is this the End of Suburbia? 

 Researchers suggest that suburbia has been the setting for the ‘American 

Dream’ for decades (Hinshaw, 2007). Recently, however, the decline of the housing 

market has taken a great toll on suburban communities, according to Leinberger (2008). 

As vacant homes sit on the market, the prices continue to fall until the property is sold. 

This reduces not only that particular home’s value, but the property value of other 

homes in the neighborhood as well.  

Vacancies in neighborhoods are in some cases creating extended problems.  

Suburban homeowners are doing all they can to prevent the homes in their 

neighborhoods from being sold at rock-bottom prices to lower income families. The fear 

is that these homes would most likely be converted into rental units and would herald 
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the arrival of the poor and the demise of their neighborhoods (Leinberger, 2008). In the 

meantime, there is an abundance of vacant homes. These homes, especially those 

adjacent to cities, have provided opportunities for homeless people to “squat”. In several 

cities across the country on any given day, including the Cleveland area, homeless 

persons are actually outnumbered by vacant houses.  In many of these properties, the 

utilities and water have not yet been shut off. Homeless persons who have been kicked 

out of shelters tend to seek out these houses to squat in and often engage in activities 

such as drug usage and prostitution (“Some…,” 2008). Speculation has arisen about 

whether low-density suburbs could become what inner cities became in the 1960s and 

1970s-- slums characterized by poverty, crime and decay (Mitchell, 2008).  

 The current suburb model is also creating other lifestyle problems. For example, 

most Americans live in single-family suburban houses that are segregated from work, 

shopping, and entertainment.  Not only are the high energy costs an issue, but as gas 

prices continue to rise, the commute becomes more expensive and less appealing to 

suburbanites.  According to Leinberger, housing forecasts modeled at the Metropolitan 

Institute at Virginia Tech predict that by the year 2025, there will likely be a surplus of 22 

million large-lot homes (2008).  Their conclusion, is that American households are 

beginning to leave the suburbs not only because of social housing issues, but for more 

convenient living. 

 Ironically, as American homes continue to get larger, the American household is 

getting smaller (McGuigan, 2003).  Single-person households are on the rise, people 

are waiting longer to get married and to have children, and many baby boomers are 

looking to downsize. By the year 2025, the United States population will contain almost 

an equal balance of single-person households and families with children.  Leinberger 

has pointed out that the size and maintenance that is associated with a large home in 

the suburbs is often undesirable to these groups of singles and empty-nesters, and they 

would much prefer the alternatives that urban living would offer (2008, p. 74).  Others 

now prefer to move back to the cities where they work for an easier commute (Mitchell, 

2008).  

Other studies suggest that the future holds more of a balance of walkable and 

drivable communities. Walkable developments, also known as “Lifestyle centers” or 
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“new urbanist” communities create a more urban feel with mixed use areas that allow 

residents to walk to the store, to the bank, or to work. 

 

 

 

By making the communities denser and placing such amenities of urban living as 

shopping and entertainment within walking distance, both people and the environment 

can possibly benefit.  These “faux city centers” need critical mass quickly in order to 

attract buyers and retailers, which is hard to achieve in the low-density neighborhoods 

in which McMansions are often built (Leinberger, 2008, p. 72). Newer, more compact 

neighborhoods also offer a different sense of community. Unlike the distant sprawl of 

McMansion neighborhoods, homes in new urbanist communities are not isolated. 

Because people are able to walk rather than drive everywhere, they are able to interact 

with their neighbors more often.  This community concept appears to be especially 

important to young people, and in turn, they are more than willing to manage with less 

square footage (Flint, 2006).   

Some researchers suggest that there is link between the decline of interest in the 

suburbs and the high costs of urban living. For example, Leinberger points out that 

“twenty years ago, urban housing was a bargain in most central cities. Per square foot, 

urban residential neighborhood space now goes for 40 to 200 percent more than 

traditional suburban space in areas as diverse as New York City; Portland, Oregon; 

Figure 2.4. New Urbanist community. This is a more 
compact, walkable neighborhood than many typical 
suburban communities (www.newurbannews.com). 
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Seattle, and Washington, D.C.”  (2008, p. 72).  These premiums have gone up not only 

in cities, but also in the mixed-use walkable urban centers (Leinberger, 2008, p. 72). 

The cost of commuting from far-flung suburban homes starts to eat away at the 

advantages of the relatively low initial sticker price.  Americans say they are ready to 

downsize if they can walk to a store or nearby common areas. This, of course, is only 

possible in a higher-density, more tightly knit configuration with smaller lots and smaller 

homes (Flint, 2006).  Therefore, as house prices begin to rise, it is increasingly more 

difficult for low- and moderate-income buyers to get a foothold in both urban and 

suburban communities as they are currently constructed (Flint, 2006).  A smaller house 

in a compact, mixed use neighborhood means less driving and lower commuting costs, 

and thus, as a bonus, a reduction in global-warming carbon emissions.  

 

The Small House Movement 

 

 In contrast to the McMansion trend, some people feel that “smaller families, 

scarce and expensive land, costly building materials, and consumers’ longing for cozier, 

more intimate spaces mean it’s time to scale down” (Weber, 2000, p. 122). Over the last 

few years, the small house movement has continued to gain momentum (Flint, 2006).  

Sarah Susanka is one proponent of this idea and the author of The Not So Big House

Characteristics of McMansions stand in stark contrast to the tenets of the small 

house movement.  The standard floor plans for McMansions are more formal than 

contemporary living needs, and often include single-purpose rooms; large entry foyers, 

formal dining rooms, libraries, and sitting rooms that are rarely used and can be 

considered wasted living space (Flint, 2006, p. 22).  According to Poet (2007), “You can 

only take up 12 square feet at a time; everything beyond that is just elbow room.”  In a 

large house, at any given time, there are multiple areas that are unoccupied and 

unused.  A formal dining room may be suitable for a large Thanksgiving dinner with 

extended family, but on an everyday basis, it becomes obsolete.  These seldom-used 

rooms require upkeep, despite their non-use, and consume energy for heating and 

. 

She believes that the quantity of space is not really connected to the sense of home 

people are seeking (Flint, 2006).   
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cooling.  In that respect, eco-conscious persons are not impressed with large houses 

(McGuigan, 2003).  

In contrast, smaller homes not only require fewer building materials, but the 

smaller footprint consumes much less energy in order to heat and cool the space. This 

also makes using renewable energy sources like wind and solar power more feasible.  

Sources suggest that not only do smaller homes save money in energy costs, but these 

homes could move off the grid. Also, such dwellings can be constructed on much 

smaller lots, making infill more possible within built-up urban areas (“Smaller homes for 

sustainable living”, 2007).   

Large McMansion style homes may epitomize the larger than life social status 

that some people desire; however, a closer look reveals that they are not all that they 

seem, some sources suggest.  That is, “just as a motorcycle is more energy-efficient 

than any car, small is beautiful when it comes to houses too” (“Smaller homes for 

sustainable living”, 2007, p.1).  Susanka describes that oversized homes may be 

something that people aspire to have in order to feel successful in their lives.  However, 

just as someone chooses clothes that fit them well, a house should also be a good fit for 

a person, she states, and further adds that in most cases, McMansions are several 

sizes too big for their owners.  Smaller home advocates such as Susanka believe that a 

dwelling should be a comfortable, cozy space for someone to live in and that a large 

house does not always encompass these characteristics.  The small home movement is 

spreading across the country as people are realizing that their homes are not a good fit.  

They are building smaller, tailoring their homes to fit their specific needs (Susanka, 

2001).   

Other sources suggest that small homes are built with the understanding of 

human scale and are appropriately sized for the number of people who actually live in 

them (McGuigan, 2003). Further, tailoring a home to meet the specific needs of its 

owner is much more important than the square footage.  In this way of thinking, the 

charm added to a house is seen in the custom details of the space and the sheer 

functionality of the design.  Moreover, smaller homes have the ability to be truly 

customized with detailed moulding, built-ins, wall treatments, and high-end finishes that 

would be too expensive to do on a larger scale, Susanka claims (2001).  A small home 
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will often have rooms that have multiple purposes, such as a guest room that doubles 

as an office or a bathroom combined with a laundry area.  Without the excessive square 

footage, no space in a small house goes wasted.  With a large house, the expense 

comes from the massive volume of the space, allowing for fewer details and custom 

work (Susanka, 2001).  According to Farnsworth (2000), the smaller footprint of the 

home also allows for natural light to reach deeper into the space, which is more difficult 

in larger homes. Figure 2.6 shows a small home that takes advantage of daylighting 

techniques. 

  

 

 

Others point to the intangible costs of owning a home that is overly large. 

Obviously, larger homes are expensive-- to build, maintain, and operate.  Today, many 

people have to work longer and harder to make enough money to pay the mortgage on 

their large homes.  Poet states that it seems to defeat the purpose of having a large 

home if one does not have time to spend in it (2007).  Pointedly, he describes that “I see 

the emotional, spiritual and financial toll big houses take on people in terms of the 

Figure 2.6. Custom small home. This home allows natural sunlight 
to penetrate further into the space (www.smallhousestyle.com). 
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environment, free time and family life… A small house needs less cleaning and 

maintaining, which gives you more time for living” (2007, p. 1).  Further, when people 

deny themselves the excess space, they are often forced to simplify and de-clutter their 

lives, which encourages focus and a less stressful state of mind (Susanka, 2001).  By 

creating an environment that encourages a more simple way of life, the quality of life 

can be improved. 

  On a more personal level, a family is more likely to spend time together when 

they live in a smaller home, encouraging more interaction and quality time, according to 

St. Pierre (2007).  In a larger house, families can retreat to different rooms of the house 

without so much as a word between them.  Smaller homes offer a larger sense of 

community, encouraging interaction, communication, and appreciation for the things 

one has (2007).  Many small housing neighborhoods are being built to promote this 

sense of community.  Co-housing communities, which will be discussed more in depth 

later in this chapter, are made up of small houses which are clustered together in a 

manner promoting interface between neighbors (“Tools for the small house movement”, 

2007). This form of alternative housing promotes intentional community that is often 

lacking in the low-density neighborhoods in which McMansions reside (Ferrante, 2002).   

 In summation, some researchers suggest that the small house movement may 

provide a more sustainable and personal approach to living than the large, (and some 

would say tasteless) homes that are being deserted across the country. As conventional 

suburban lifestyles fall out of fashion, the small house movement may provide insight to 

clean up the political and social remains of the housing bubble (“Smaller homes for 

sustainable living”, 2007).   

 

Housing Options and Opposition 

 

The information shared earlier in this chapter suggests that housing has become 

so expensive across the country that lower to middle-income people must continue to 

search for more affordable solutions.  Some of the most popular options over the past 

few years have been small homes, traditional multi-family housing, drop-houses, and 

co-housing.  Unfortunately, some sources suggest that community opposition all too 
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often prevents these affordable options from being available to those who want them, as 

this section will describe. 

 

Multi-Family Rental Units 

 According to Jackson, typical multi-family properties offer affordable options in 

both urban and suburban areas.  The option of renting has been appealing to many, 

and is often driven by the location, price, and flexibility of leases.  High-rise living is 

prevalent in major metropolitan areas, giving its tenants access to the conveniences of 

downtown living (2002).  El Nasser adds that apartment living has been an affordable 

option for lower-income households who cannot afford a down payment on a house or 

the cost of commuting from the suburbs.  Multi-family living also provides city-mandated 

affordable housing for low-income households. Specific neighborhoods often house 

minimum-wage workers, families on welfare, illegal immigrants, and seniors who no 

longer have a steady income.  More commonly, however, this affordable housing 

provides shelter for city workers. Housing in many metropolitan areas in California and 

elsewhere has become so expensive that employers cannot retain college graduates or 

attract workers.  Some cities have created housing specifically for teachers and police 

officers, who often cannot afford to live in the cities where they serve (2004). 

Unfortunately, opposition to affordable housing is all too common, as neighboring 

communities fear that multi-family housing will bring crime to the area and destroy the 

“character of their community” (El Nasser, “Price problem hits home,” 2004, p.1). 

 

Drop-Houses 

 In more traditional neighborhoods, drop-houses are becoming a popular 

alternative housing option.  Drop-houses or “Granny Flats” are small apartment or in-law 

suites (and often manufactured homes) attached to the main house or placed as 

separate buildings on the same lot.  According to El Nasser (2004), many states have 

zoning restrictions against construction of these buildings. However, in certain cities and 

states, zoning laws are being rewritten to allow homeowners to build second housing 

units on single-family lots.   
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Proponents say that legalizing such apartments in residential neighborhoods is a 

fast and inexpensive way to create housing that workers, students, and the elderly can 

afford (El Nasser, 2004). For the elderly, it is particularly desirable and important to live 

near their children and grandchildren (El Nasser, 2004). The Granny Flat is a viable and 

important source of affordable housing and can fulfill this need. 

 Unfortunately, in addition to zoning restrictions in some areas, neighborhoods 

are opposing this housing option in order to protect their property values.  Many 

homeowners are opposed to the buildings for fear of bringing in renters to their 

neighborhood (El Nasser, 2004). As a compromise, many areas have suggested that 

these be limited as temporary residences and a time restriction placed on how long the 

building may exist.   

By providing zoning restrictions, however, cities may be limiting the affordable 

options presented to lower or middle-income households.  Brenner provides an example 

of this situation (2008).   In a small suburban New York community called Newcastle, a 

developer named Mitchell Berenson brought a proposal before the Town Board to build 

117 townhouse condominiums during the mid-1970s.  His proposal was rejected, as 

there was a zoning law within the town that did not allow for multifamily housing. Mr. 

Berenson sued and the case was referred to the state’s highest court.  Two years later, 

the court found the zoning to be exclusionary, not only in Newcastle but in other 

surrounding areas where multifamily housing was not permitted. According to the 

court’s ruling, the primary goal of a zoning law “must be to provide for the development 

Figure 2.7. Manufactured ‘Granny Flat” 
 (www.businessweek.com). 
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of a balanced, cohesive community” (Brenner, 2008).  Despite the court ruling, the 

housing was never built, and the area still lacks affordable housing. This inspired the 

creation of the Westchester Housing Opportunity Commission which set affordable-

housing guidelines that required a certain percentage of new housing to be affordable.  

By the year 2015, New Castle is projected to have 255 units that will provide an 

affordable option for residents (Brenner, 2008).  

 Many Newcastle residents have stated their objections to the Commission’s 

changes, believing that multifamily housing will ruin the small-town feeling of the 

neighborhood.  Conversely, however, other residents have expressed their appreciation 

for the affordable housing choices.  For example, a garbage hauler that works in the 

neighborhood will get the chance to live in a work-force housing unit and is thrilled with 

the opportunity that his children will be able to attend classes in a top-rated school 

district (Brenner, 2008).  

 

Repurposing Buildings 

 Another approach to providing reasonably priced dwellings can be found in 

repurposing buildings. In some cities, including suburban areas of Washington, D.C., 

city planners are taking advantage of repurposing buildings in order to create housing 

opportunities.  In Kensington, Maryland, for example, the Brainard Warner Mansion 

(Figure 2.8.) was purchased by the Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning 

Commission in 2006 for $6.39 million.  The 4.45-acre property served as a nursing 

home from 1956 to 2005. The Planning Commission is currently seeking proposals to 

repurpose the building again, with plans that may include a bed- and-breakfast or 

elderly housing (Tunison, 2008).   
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Repurposing buildings may provide an affordable housing alternative, but not all 

members of the community are as encouraging as in the previous example. Just a few 

miles away, for example, near Bethesda, Maryland, Montgomery county officials have 

proposed a $2.5 million plan to buy more land for Bethesda Park. Included in the sale 

would be a 1930s-era home adjacent to the park.  County officials plan to use the house 

to provide shelter for a homeless family of 14 that is currently living in a nearby motel.  

Local residents have boycotted the idea for fear that the presence of the homeless 

family will create a hostile environment within the park area where their children play 

(Spivack, 2008).  Opposition, as demonstrated in the latter example, may also occur as 

this is generally a new concept within suburban areas.   

 

Cohousing Communities 

 Another form of multi-housing communities is known as cohousing.  Kornblum 

describes that cohousing was a movement developed in Denmark in the 1960s which 

spread to North America in the 1980s. Developments are designed with the intention of 

creating and promoting community interaction. Residents own their own homes and 

collectively own a common space that is shared by community members (2005).  

Figure 2.8. Brainard Warner Mansion located in Kensington, 
Maryland (www.washington.bizjournals.com). 
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Cohousing is characterized by private dwellings with their own kitchen, living-

dining room, and other related private areas with nearby extensive common facilities. 

The common house may include a large dining room, kitchen, lounges, meeting rooms, 

recreation facilities, library, workshops, and children’s space (Ferrante-Roseberry, 

2002).  The main intention of cohousing is to create a strong sense of community, using 

design as a facilitator (The Cohousing Association of the United States, 2008).  

 

 

 

Some of the characteristics of cohousing are unique to those of typical 

multifamily living environments. The development is often designed from phase one with 

the input from the prospective residents. The neighborhoods are denser, have inward-

facing layouts, grouped structures and emphasize pedestrian circulation (Torres-

Antonini, 2001).  According to the Cohousing Association of the United States, no 

matter the size of the community, this design allows for many opportunities for casual 

interaction between neighbors as well as planned gatherings for meals, celebrations, 

and meetings (2008).  The community is maintained by its residents and each resident 

has responsibilities that maintain the common property, which in turn builds a sense of 

working together, trust, and support (The Cohousing Association of the United States, 

2008).   

The community is centered around the common house, where communal meals 

are often prepared and served, bringing all of the residents together.  The residents 

Figure 2.9. Cohousing communities. The inward-facing layouts of 
cohousing communities promote interaction between neighbors 
(www.cohousing.org). 
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contribute to a neighborhood support network, where they participate in community 

governance and maintenance.  Cohousing proponents suggest the cohousing concept 

fosters feelings of safety within the community (Torres-Antonini, 2001).   

Intentional community designs of cohousing are used to encourage neighbors to 

get to know one another.  In this way, cohousing models are an alternative to the 

“isolation and consumerism” (Ferrante-Roseberry, 2002, p. 20).  Neighbors are more 

likely to share their possessions with one another than to compete with one another in a 

‘keeping up with the Jones’’ mentality.  For many cohousing residents, this sense of 

community provides them with the trust and generosity missing from everyday public 

life. For others, cohousing simply offers a more affordable option in an expensive 

housing market (Ferrante-Roseberry, 2002).   

According to Ferrante-Roseberry, it is important to consider that cohousing is not 

an appealing option for everyone.  She explains that cohousing residents choose the 

option of the community type and not the other residents that live in it. Conflicts can 

arise between neighbors in cohousing communities just as they may in any other 

neighborhood type.  The difference with cohousing is that residents are aware of the 

expectations that are associated with the communal atmosphere that they are moving 

into (2002). 

Cohousing proponents describe that the sense of community one receives in 

cohousing is one of several benefits.  Within a tight-knit cohousing culture, it is much 

easier to share tools and possessions between residents.  For example, instead of 

every household spending a great deal of money on a lawnmower, one is purchased 

communally and shared (Ferrante-Roseberry, 2002).  With the abundance of common 

space, the residences are smaller and easier to maintain. Much like the benefits 

mentioned in the small house movement, these homes consume fewer building 

materials and less energy.  There are several other sustainable elements present in 

these types of neighborhoods.  Residents can share laundry facilities and water or gas 

mains. The higher-density layout makes the neighborhood much more walkable, and 

cars less of a necessity.  Moreover, because neighbors know one another, it is also 

more feasible to get a carpool together in order to commute to work.  This not only 
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saves the residents money, but creates a healthier environment as well (Torres-

Antonini, 2001).   

As Americans become aware of the cohousing concept as a beneficial housing 

option, developers are seizing the opportunity to cater to their desires. Some developers 

are considering cohousing as a viable housing ownership format for seniors.  “Elder 

cohousing, which has been in Europe for about 30 years, is just crossing the ocean. 

Enthusiasts say it’s about time,” according to Kornblum. This author continues to 

observe that “with the USA’s 79 million baby boomers on the brink of 60, seniors need 

more housing options” (2005, p. 1).  Cohousing provides contrast to assisted living 

facilities and retirement communities which can feel institutional because they are run 

by other people. In contrast, the residents themselves govern and maintain the 

cohousing community which in turn establishes an importance in its residents.  Seniors 

don’t want to “[feel] segregated and forgotten and devalued as they age, but to be 

important and to be appreciated and to contribute” (Kornblum, 2005, p. 2).   

 

Population Groups with Specialized Needs 

 

The cohousing example for elderly persons described above is an example of a 

successful alternative housing option for a niche group with specific needs. The 

following section explores in further detail the concerns and desires of this group as well 

as those of small families and young professionals. This information will later be 

incorporated into specific solutions within the study’s design. 

 

Seniors  

 Approximately 8,000 of the United States’ 79 million baby boomers turn 60 each 

day (Neville, 2007). As this group of individuals settles into retirement age, they need to 

plan for their futures (Lee, 2006). However, in a survey of 600 Americans aged 40 and 

up, 65% of these persons had made no Long Term Care (LTC) plans for themselves or 

their spouses.  As seniors seek insurance for Long Term Care to cover institutional 

costs, they are relying on the most expensive alternative available-- that of Assisted 

Living (Lee, 2006). The cost for care is based on supply and demand-- as baby 
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boomers join the LTC population, the need for caregivers increases, as does the cost 

(Thomas, 2006). 

 In 2007, the average annual cost for a private room in a nursing home was 

$77,745 (AARP Outreach and Services, 2007). In Washington, D.C. that cost is more 

than double at $157,680 per year. The cost for a home health aide both locally, in 

Washington, D.C. as well as nationally, is $19 per hour (AARP Outreach and Services, 

2007). People are eschewing nursing homes as an option for care, as most seniors 

prefer to stay in their own homes.  In turn, this desire for home-based care continues to 

drive up costs each year (Thomas, 2006).  According to sources, there are not many 

Long Term Care alternatives available for seniors (Wedner, 2008, and Horwitz, 2001). 

As the Baby Boomers approach their later years, there is a need for more 

affordable alternatives to institutional care.  Further, these persons have different 

expectations of what this care will look alike.  “The baby boomers certainly have no 

intention of aging like they’ve seen their parents and grandparents, with many going to 

institutions” (Lee, 2006, p. 27).  According to Lee, despite the American commitment to 

independence and spirit of individuality, too many older adults wind up in rigid, cold, 

soulless types of institutions-- and end up dependent and devoid of individuality (2006).  

Moreover, when seniors plan for their futures, they tend to plan for their financial but not 

their emotional well being.  When seniors end up in institutions, they are lonely, isolated, 

and cut off from community.  As Lee describes, “even the best executed financial 

strategy can’t buy companionship, community, or a sense of purpose” (2006, p. 25). 

Assistance in institutions is limited and impersonal, unlike that of home care.  The home 

care alternative tends to be perceived as much more comfortable and a much less 

lonely option (Lee, 2006).   

 The concept of community has changed drastically over the past few decades, 

which has prompted a renewed interest in socializing. For example, in a survey by 

AARP and the MetLife Mature Market Institute in 2004, 22 percent of the respondents 

said they would be interested “in building a new home to share with friends that included 

private space and communal living areas” (Lee, 2006).  Thus, the elderly seem to seek 

relationships more in keeping with the small-town ways in which they grew up. 
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Some researchers suggest that cohousing gives older adults the ability to create 

intangible social connections amongst each other.  In a sense, it is a way for baby 

boomers to rediscover the sense of community they may once have found in college 

dorms.  The governance of cohousing requires and rewards community participation.  

For seniors, whose opinions often get ignored or discounted, this position is very 

empowering (Lee, 2006).  Lee describes the support that cohousing can offer to this 

group: 

 “Cohousing is essentially deciding to live together in an organized 

manner. So a group of people, in say, their sixties or seventies, has 

a shared common purpose; each also has a highly individualized 

sense of purpose in their lives, when often just the opposite 

happens to those in their later years- lack of purpose” (2006, p. 26). 

 

Neville suggests it is logical to assume that cohousing may be embraced by baby 

boomers who are accustomed to approaching the world on their own terms. This sense 

of community seems to hold mass appeal no matter what an individuals’ interests are 

(2007).  An example of this type of community is pictured in Figure 2.10.  Though the 

concept of community may appeal to many Baby Boomers, not everyone will seek 

cohousing as a desirable housing option, as it is still a generally new solution to many. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.10. Silver Sage Village, in Boulder, Colorado. This is 
an example of a cohousing community that caters specifically to 

the needs of the elderly (www.silversagevillage.com). 
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 Not only is the supportive community environment beneficial for seniors 

emotionally, but financially as well.  As discussed earlier, institutional care is the most 

expensive care available.  It is not uncommon for senior cohousing communities to have 

a live-in caregiver on site (Neville, 2007). If seniors are living together in a cohousing 

environment, they can share home-based care on an as-needed, proportional basis, for 

a much lower cost than if they were living alone.  

 The idea of seniors living together in a community in order to share a social 

network is fitting as the Baby Boomers approach their later years, according to some 

sources.  Age-restricted communities are becoming increasingly popular because of the 

amenities that are provided specifically for seniors. Not only do they encourage a 

community support network, but they also include many elements of barrier-free living 

that makes aging in place more convenient (Wedner, 2008). Estimates by the National 

Home Builders’ 50+ Housing Council say that in 2007 about 40% of new units occupied 

by those 55 years and older would be in age-restricted communities (Wedner, 2008). 

This statistic suggests it is important that designers incorporate seniors’ design 

preferences as well as barrier-free standards into housing designs for this group.  Age-

restricted communities are now offering larger spaces, a greater selection of amenities, 

and cozier spaces to appeal to the new senior buyer population (Horwitz, 2001). 

Design guidelines for seniors. Just because seniors are downsizing does not 

mean they want to downgrade-- dwellings are maintaining a size between 1200 and 

1800 sq. ft. in order to accommodate all of the amenities seniors seek in their choice of 

housing.  According to Percival (2002), those living in senior residences want to include 

space for entertaining family and friends.  Often times a home environment may be 

perceived as “unfriendly” if space does not permit accommodating guests for meals or 

overnight stays. Percival also states that square-shaped kitchens may accommodate 

the activities of older people better than galley kitchens.  Windows should also provide 

outdoor views, which is especially important for older people who cannot leave their 

homes freely. This allows them to feel as if they are still a part of the outside community 

(Percival, 2002). 

The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) similarly provides a 

checklist for homes that includes selected universal design principles that should be 
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included when designing homes for seniors.  Some of these general standards include 

a smooth path that leads from the curb into the house, handrails, ramps, wide doors, 

turn spaces for wheelchairs or scooters, lever door handles, and keyless locking 

systems. More specifically, kitchens should include details like full-extension drawers, 

shallow cabinets with U-shaped handles, knobs on the front of appliances instead of the 

back, lower countertops, knee space below work surfaces to accommodate a 

wheelchair, shallow sinks, lever faucets instead of knobs at the side of sink instead of in 

the back, counters with rounded edges, and a side-by-side refrigerator.  

 

 

 

 

Details like this help to keep everything within reach and easy to access. This is 

especially important as seniors have a heightened fear of falling.  In bathrooms, ideally 

there should be enough floor space for a wheelchair and a telephone within reach of 

both the toilet and tub in case of an emergency.  There should be a seat in the shower 

as well as a handheld shower sprayer.  Grab bars should be installed around the toilet, 

tub, and shower and should be strong enough to support up to 250 pounds.  Sinks 

should have knee space underneath and the mirror above the vanity should tilt up and 

down (AARP, “Rate your home”).  Design elements like these allow seniors to age 

comfortably within their home without a great deal of alterations.  This would be ideal for 

Figure 2.11.A universally designed kitchen 
(www.transgenerational.com) 
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the 71 percent of people aged 45 or older who would like to remain in their homes as 

long as possible (Bayer & Harper, 2000).  

In summation, sources suggest a cohousing setting for seniors offers certain 

advantages over institutional settings including a less isolating environment, affordability 

and socialization, benefits that seniors themselves state they are seeking. Further, 

barrier-free living elements of design can create a safe and emotionally supportive 

environment for them.  

 

Small Families 

When people think of the ideal situation to raise their children, they traditionally 

imagine living in a single-family home in the suburbs where their children can attend 

better schools than in the city. According to Hadjiyanni, children’s ideals of a home 

include a large, single-family detached house with a yard, two bathrooms, and a 

bedroom for each child.  The majority of children in the study desired a grass lawn and 

a home that “resembled the American suburbs” (2000, p. 1).  Most families prefer 

single-family dwellings to similarly priced townhouses or apartments, even if the 

townhouses are closer to work or city activities (Beamish, 2001).  The attitude that large 

homes on large lots are the only place to raise children has prevented the introduction 

of additional density or housing variety into many communities (Hinshaw, 2007).  The 

recent change of opinion of low-density McMansion living has prompted some people to 

realize that this may not be the ideal living situation in which to raise their children 

(Hinshaw, 2007).    

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2006), the average number of persons 

within a family household is 3.2 reflecting the likely pervasiveness of the family unit in 

whatever form it takes.  Based on this figure, it is important to consider the housing 

alternatives that would cater to the needs of the individuals as well as the collective 

household.   

Alternative options for small family housing.  Contrary to the idealized single 

family home scenario, others suggest that cohousing (previously discussed) as well as 

multi-family housing create the potential opportunity to generate social networks, an 

extremely important aspect for families with children (Blackstock, 2006). These housing 
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developments offer social sustainability by providing access to social support, such as 

shared childcare, companionship, and increased safety (2006).   

There are numerous specific advantages to higher-density housing for families 

with children, sources suggest.  With higher-density housing, shared outdoor areas as 

well as indoor play rooms for children are often provided. Parents appreciate the 

community design as it creates a feeling of security for their children who can use both 

outdoor green spaces as well as indoor play areas with relatively little supervision 

(Salhus, 2006).  This socialization also allows children to form bonds with one another 

(Karsten, 2007). Denser communities also allow the neighborhood footprint to be 

smaller making walking to schools much more feasible (Hinshaw, 2007).  Denser 

communities, especially those closer to metropolitan areas, allow parents to spend less 

time in the car commuting and more time with their children (Karsten, 2007).  

The supportive environment established in cohousing or multifamily communities 

can help facilitate the heavy demands placed on parents, and especially single parents.  

These support networks allow them friendship, the ability to alleviate some of their 

parenting demands, and a level of security not available in the typical single-family 

detached house (Blackstock, 2006).  The physical closeness of the cohousing 

community takes the form of an active social life, creating a support network for parents 

and a sibling-like bond among children.  Conversely, isolated suburban environments 

often leave parents feeling isolated, especially if they don’t work (Salhus, 2006).  The 

connections formed by parents in these supportive communities provide not only 

security amongst one another, but also improves the environment for their children. 

According to Coplan, one of the biggest benefits for parents in cohousing or 

multifamily communities is shared childcare.  There are several reasons for this. First, 

the average cost of a childcare center is $4,000 to $6,000 a year for a 4-year-old 

(2002). Coplan describes that approximately a third of children are in daycare centers, 

about a quarter of children are in family day care (located in someone’s home rather 

than in a center) and the remainder are cared for by a relative (2002).  Family care is a 

bit more cost-effective, but it is only a few hundred dollars less a year.  Further, there 

are very few subsidies available to assist families in the cost for childcare.  Not only do 

families struggle with the annual costs of care, but there is a lot of competition just to 
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find a space for their child.  For a high-quality center in the Washington, D.C. area, the 

average wait is 16 months. On top of these stressors, the turnover rate in childcare 

facilities is very rapid. Research shows that optimal child development requires building 

stable bonds with caregivers over time, which is very difficult for children to do in 

childcare centers (Coplan, 2002).  In a cohousing environment, parents can share 

childcare responsibilities.  Because the parents are well acquainted with one another 

and have developed a level of trust, they know their children will be watched in a safe 

and nurturing environment. This situation can prove to be beneficial for both parents 

and their children in both a financial and social sense.  

Design guidelines for small family dwellings.  Small families prefer places for 

children to play in and outside of their dwellings.  In that respect, they would also prefer 

kitchens and living areas with windows overlooking play areas (Garris, 2004). Extra 

room is also advised, authors say.  That is, small families like kitchens and living rooms 

to be large enough to accommodate many people for entertaining purposes. Similarly, 

each bedroom should be large enough to comfortably accommodate up to two children.  

Families often state they would like the community to include entertainment and 

exercise facilities like a pool or tennis courts.  In small family households, amenities like 

laundry facilities are necessary, as is sufficient storage space for toys, clothes, and 

other household items (Hadjiyanni, 2000).   

In order to promote interaction between family members within their private 

residence, it is important to focus on circulation patterns.  According to Miller and 

Maxwell (2003), the majority of family interactions occur in kitchen or living areas, 

making their designs the most significant.  When designing a family kitchen, it should be 

centrally located within the home and should include both adequate storage and counter 

space and an area where children can do their homework.  The kitchen should allow 

easy circulation patterns and permit all members of the family to interact with each 

other, even when engaging in separate activities.  The same should occur within the 

family living space.  There should be sufficient seating in the television viewing area and 

also open floor space for playing games.  The floor plan should provide visual access 

from one room to another so parents can check on their children (Miller & Maxwell, 

2003).  With regard to bathrooms, small family households prefer to have the sink 
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separate from the shower area so that more than one person can use the space at a 

time (Garris, 2004).  

Researchers agree that it is important that the needs and desires of a family are 

met within the design of their dwellings.  In an individual dwelling, establishing a sense 

of home is essential for parents and their children. 

 

Young Professionals 

 The term ‘young professional’ is not defined universally. However, numerous 

studies of recent college graduates suggest there are characteristics associated with 

this group.  For the purpose of this study, young professionals will be defined as 

persons aged 21-30 who have already entered the job market or recently graduated 

from college.  In general, they may not have achieved their desired financial situation. 

The individual living arrangements may include singles, couples without children, or 

roommates.  Research shows that many young professionals are very familiar with 

shared living situations. 

Young professionals are often in a unique point of life where they have 

completed college yet may lack suitable funds to live on their own.  In a survey 

conducted by MonsterTrak.com (a career website focused on the emerging workforce) 

in 2001, more than half of current college students who responded said they planned on 

moving in with their parents after graduation. In 2001, close to 18 million 18-34-year-

olds were living with their parents, up from 12.5 million in 1970 (Wilcox, 2001).  Known 

as “Boomerang kids,” the most educated generation of young adults is seeking refuge 

under their parents’ roofs from college debts, a tight job market, and skyrocketing 

housing prices (El Nasser, “Why,” 2005).  When housing costs are as exorbitant as they 

are in the current market, these young adults choose to move back with their parents as 

opposed to renting a rundown apartment.  Studies show that there is a direct correlation 

between rent prices and adult children’s decisions to move back home to live with their 

parents (El Nasser, “Why,” 2005).  That is, rising rents tend to force young adults back 

to the refuge of their parents.  With the combination of college debt and expensive 

housing options, it makes sense that adult children move back in with their parents as a 

springboard to achieve financial independence (Wilcox, 2001). 



35 

 

 Young professionals experience a situation that alters their perceptions 

concerning their safety net of friends and family, as Heath and Kenyon describe (2001).  

As young professionals start their careers, they are very dedicated to their work in order 

to prove their commitment to their jobs and prove their value to their new employers.  

Often, this commitment includes working late nights and weekends, and the end result 

can be isolation from their previous social networks and relationships.  Shared living 

appears to be particularly appropriate for young adults who are strongly committed to 

their work.  Conversely, living alone during this period is often associated with an 

increased risk in social isolation.  In an individualized society, shared living can allow 

young adults to participate in social networks similar to those experienced in college, 

without the unfortunate aspects of student housing. For these reasons, Heath and 

Kenyon advocate a shared living situation for singles, graduate or doctoral students, 

young professionals who are just starting their careers, and young couples without 

children.  This strategy enables these persons to afford a nicer home in a much more 

desirable area and a living situation with a household of peers that can provide a built-in 

base for social and support networks (2001).   

 In expensive metropolitan areas, shared housing has become quite common for 

these groups.  Students and young professionals have taken advantage of shared 

dwellings for decades, dividing up the space, the rent, and the chores.  For example, 

one 60-unit building in Harlem, New York provides this type of setting “to the 

overeducated and underpaid” (Scott, 2006). Scott describes that rental agent Karen 

Falcon has converted a New York building into a full-service “urban dorm for adults.” 

With the exceedingly high costs of living in New York, she provides students and young 

professionals with a shared housing opportunity that keeps housing costs down.  Each 

individual rents a room within an apartment for $700-$1200 per month.  In an expensive 

city with very limited affordable housing, this example suggests that shared living can 

provide a reasonable solution for young professionals (Scott, 2006). 

 Design guidelines for young professionals.  As most young professionals are 

currently renters, it is often difficult for them to establish a sense of attachment to their 

residence, sources suggest.  In a recent survey, common problems with young 

professionals’ current dwellings were specifically identified: structural/ design 
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deficiencies (79%); not enough closets or storage space (43%); dislike kitchens or baths 

(35%); rooms are too small (29%); not enough bedrooms (24%); and there is no yard 

(22%).  Other downfalls for their current dwellings included restrictions on changing the 

design and undesirable locations (Farnsworth, 2001, “Gen X”).  The majority of young 

professionals, specifically 69 percent, envision their future home to be a single-family 

detached dwelling (Farnsworth, 2001, “Gen X”). 

In contrast to the negative aspects of young professionals’ dwellings, the most 

important home amenities young professionals look for in a new home (in descending 

order) include extra counter space in the kitchen, abundant storage space, abundant 

closets, extra energy efficiency, high-speed internet access, a big yard, a healthy 

house, large windows, outdoor living space, separate living/ dining spaces, an open 

floor plan, and a home office.  When questioned about formal entertaining spaces, 85 

percent of respondents preferred a big kitchen with large informal dining area suitable 

for entertaining as opposed to a small kitchen with a separate formal dining room 

(Farnsworth, 2001, “Gen X”).  The design preferences established for this group of 

individuals generally shows their inclination towards entertaining spaces and a more 

informal living environment.   

 

Summary 

   

Sources suggest that the current housing market has presented Americans with 

challenges, as well as opportunities for solving them. Alternative housing style options 

such as the cohousing concept can provide social networks, as well as opportunities for 

support and camaraderie within a community.  Research reviewed above suggests that 

the small house movement offers certain advantages over the ‘bigger is better’ 

philosophy. 

Designing space for seniors, small families, and young professionals can be 

guided in part by knowledge of certain preferences and needs of these groups, as 

described above.  The requirements for these persons include considerations of price, 

location, and interior/exterior elements of design that will enhance both their physical 
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and emotional well-being.  This research will provide a foundation for the programming 

requirements as well the specific details associated with the design solution. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

DESIGN PROGRAM 
 
 
 

The research reviewed in chapter 2 sought to describe the need for affordable 

and better designed housing options for seniors, small families, and young 

professionals, including guidelines for designing dwelling space for these groups.  It has 

also presented the need for a solution to the housing overload problem, and discussed 

specific challenges associated with McMansions. Based on the elements researched in 

the review of literature such as small home design, shared living situations, and the 

accessibility to public transportation, it is logical to propose that properly crafted design 

solutions for middle-income households may allow for a greater probability of 

homeownership.  This conclusion may further extend to high-inflation areas such as the 

Washington, D.C. area.  The idea proposed below requires, however, setting aside 

certain previously discussed presumptions currently made by many Americans. 

 

Project Description 

 

As research has shown, the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area remains an 

expensive district in regard to the housing market. In this chapter, a design solution will 

be presented that involves repurposing a McMansion style house into a cohousing-

inspired congregate living structure.  This type of design structure will promote 

intentional community interaction within the space and provide social support networks 

for the three different tenant groups: seniors, small families, and young professionals. 

By repurposing an existing dwelling, an added benefit will be realized in avoiding the 

construction of more dwellings, as well as possibly revitalizing suburbs which are 

currently in danger of falling into disrepair as their current occupants leave for more 

desirable locales.  
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 The McMansion selected to be repurposed will be located in a suburban area of 

Washington, D.C. because of the high cost of housing in the area.  The project will 

consist of three different design solutions, each specifically designed for seniors, small 

families, and young professionals. The structure will be subdivided into private 

residences and common areas that will be shared among the residents.  The primary 

intention is to create the spatial design for the facility, exploring the repurposing of the 

existing dwelling into a more complex and different solution accommodating an 

increased number of persons. 

The structure will maintain the appearance of a single-family home in order to 

uphold the similar appearance of the neighborhood.  This may help prevent some 

opposition from neighbors who may be concerned with the change in outward 

appearances of the community. The common areas will create the heart of the structure 

that in turn lead to the individual dwelling units.  Each of the private units will contain the 

amenities of a typical residence including bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, living area, 

and storage.  Common facilities that will be shared among residents will include a 

community kitchen and dining area, lounge, laundry facilities, garden, exercise area, 

and guest suite. 

By creating a congregate living situation within a “single-family” structure, a more 

affordable housing option can be achieved. This type of structure will also promote 

community interaction and many aspects of sustainability. 

 

Existing Site Conditions 

 

 The structure chosen for this theoretical remodeling will be an existing single-

family home currently listed on the market within a nearby suburban area of 

Washington, D.C. The chosen home will consist of many of the characteristics “typical” 

of a McMansion previously discussed in the review of literature.  By choosing a 

standard McMansion home, it will reinforce the generic nature of these structures and 

by extension seek to provide a solution that could be adapted for other McMansions.   
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The chosen home is located in the Preserve at Small’s Nursery, a planned 

community in Rockville, Maryland. The development site is identified in Figure 3.1. The 

neighborhood contains 81 McMansions that are constructed by Craftmark Homes, a 

popular developer in Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia.  There are six different models 

of homes available in the neighborhood, which contribute to the “cookie-cutter” style of 

this McMansion community. Figure 3.2 provides photographs of the general site layout 

of this community. The Preserve is located on Georgia Avenue, which runs directly into 

Washington, D.C. where it turns into 7th Avenue, intersecting with the well-known 

Pennsylvania Avenue.  The city bus line also runs on Georgia Avenue, just .2 miles 

from the house to be repurposed. The bus line provides transportation across the 

expansive Washington, D.C. area as well as to the Metro rail stations.  It is also in close 

proximity to several Metro rail stations, including the stations Glenmont (4 mi.), 

Twinbrook (4.5 mi.), White Flint (5 mi.), and Shady Grove (5.1 mi.). This will enable 

residents to take advantage of public transportation, making driving less obligatory. 

Figure 3.1. The Preserve at Small’s Nursery. Signified as “A,”the Preserve is located 
in Rockville, Maryland, shown in relation to Washington, D.C. 
(www.maps.google.com). 
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The planned community contains a landscaped entrance (see Figure 3.3) and a 

tree-lined drive preceding the properties.  It includes sidewalks throughout the 

neighborhood and several playground features for children. These playgrounds are 

shown in Figure 3.4.  The home is located only .4 miles from dining locales, .8 miles 

from grocery stores, and 2.8 miles from major retailers and entertainment in Rockville, 

MD.  Another local feature is Leisure World, a 55+ community situated less than 1.5 

miles from the home located in Figure 3.5. Because of the proximity to Leisure World, 

there are many local establishments that cater particularly to the needs of seniors such 

Figure 3.2. Street-level map of the Preserve. The Preserve contains 81 
McMansions and only six different models to choose from 
(www.maps.google.com) 

 

Figure 3.3. Entrance of the Preserve. The Preserve is located on 
Georgia Avenue, a collector-level street which leads into Washington, 
D.C. (Ashley McGrew, 2008) 
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as medical facilities and social activities, as well as several golf courses.  This will be of 

potential benefit to the prospective senior residents in the repurposed home. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5. Leisure World. Map showing the proximity of the repurposed 
home to Leisure World, a 55+ community that provides a variety of services 
to seniors (www.mapquest.com). 

 

Figure 3.4. Community amenities. The preserve contains features such as 
Tot Lots and jogging trails are located throughout the neighborhood 
(www.preserveatsmallsnursery.com). 
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The structure was competed in the year 1999 and contains five bedrooms, four 

full bathrooms, and a half bath. The home’s front façade is shown in Figure 3.6.  The 

original listing price in February 2008 was $1,098,000 and was then reduced 41 days 

later to $999,500.  The home remained on the market for a period of over 90 days 

before it went inactive, meaning it was either sold or removed from the market.  The 

home next door was also on the market, recalling the 400+ (from www.ziprealty.com) 

vacant McMansions in the area seen in Figure 3.7. 

 

 

 

The model is named the “Oakton” and contains over 4,500 sq. ft. of living space 

on four levels, not including finished basement and attic levels. With the addition of 

Figure 3.6. The McMansion selected to be repurposed. Its 4,500+ square 
foot size lends itself to multiple internal dwelling units (photo by author). 

 

Figure 3.7. Homes for sale. The home next door is also for sale, along 
with several other homes in the immediate neighborhood (photo by 
author). 
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these areas, the total square footage of conditioned space is approximately 7,000 

square feet.  The front façade is stone with vinyl siding on the other three elevations, a 

condition typical of McMansion homes (Smith, 2007).  Figure 3.8 provides views 

showing the contrast in treatments from front façade to the sides. The home is 

professionally landscaped in the front yard, creating a pleasant curb appeal from the 

cul-de-sac street. The side-loading two car garage is also a feature of the home and is 

largely concealed from the street.  

The home resides on approximately a half-acre lot and features a moderately 

sized fenced-in back yard.  The back yard also features a large screened porch which is 

shown in Figure 3.9. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8. Home exterior. The home has a stone front façade and vinyl 
siding on the other three elevations (photo by author). 

 

Figure 3.9. Outdoor spaces. The lot provides adequate green space 
and the screened porch off of the kitchen provides an outdoor living 
space (www.ziprealty.com). 
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The existing floor plans for the basement (Figure 3.10), first floor (Figure 3.11), 

second floor (Figure 3.12), and attic space (Figure 3.13) are provided below.  

Figure 3.10. Basement floor plan. 
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Figure 3.11. First floor plan. 
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Figure 3.12. Second floor plan. 
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Figure 3.13. Attic floor plan.  This floor is currently used for storage. 
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The interior of the home possesses many of the typical characteristics of 

McMansions discussed in the review of literature. The floor plan has a very open layout 

with spacious rooms throughout. A grand two-story foyer and staircase commands 

attention when entering the home, as seen in Figure 3.14.  Off of the foyer are an office 

(Figure 3.15), powder room, the living room (Figure 3.16), the kitchen, and stairways to 

the basement and second floors.  The foyer and kitchen have hard wood floors, and the 

remainder of the main floor has wall-to-wall carpeting. 

 

 

 

 

  The eat-in kitchen has a large island and breakfast bar as seen in Figure 3.17.  

The kitchen contains 42” tall cabinets, a small pantry, and access to the screened in 

porch seen in Figure 3.18. The formal dining room (Figure 3.19) and a step-down family 

Figure 3.14. Two-story foyer. This is a typical 
feature of McMansion homes 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.15. Home office off the foyer 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.17. Eat-in kitchen. This serves as a 
central location in the open layout floor plan 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.16. Formal living area. This room is 
situated between the foyer and formal dining 
room (www.ziprealty.com). 
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room with a large fireplace and tray ceilings (Figure 3.20) are situated off of the kitchen. 

The family room contains a wall of windows that allows natural light to spill into the room 

as shown in Figure 3.21.  There is also an additional staircase located in the family 

room that provides access to the hallway on the second floor.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

The basement contains additional living spaces including a den, family room, 

bedroom and a full bathroom shown in Figure 3.22. A large portion of the basement 

remains unfinished and is currently being used for storage.  There are several small 

windows for ventilation and a stairway leading into the back yard provides a means of 

egress. 

Figure 3.19. The formal dining room. This is a 
feature of McMansions that does not often 
receive use (www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.18. Kitchen dining areas. The kitchen 
contains several eating areas as well as access 
to the screened porch (www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.20. Step-down family room. One 
feature of this space is 9’ tray ceilings 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.21. Family room features. Window 
walls and a fireplace are the focal points in the 
family room (www.ziprealty.com). 
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 The second story of the structure contains the master suite, three additional 

bedrooms, and two additional bathrooms.  The master suite consumes approximately 

half of the living space on the second floor and is pictured in Figure 3.23.  Some of the 

features of the suite include a sitting room (Figure 3.24), fireplace, two large walk-in 

closets, vaulted ceilings, and a large bathroom with separate shower (Figure 3.25), dual 

vanities, Jacuzzi tub, and toilet room. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.22. Basement features. The finished basement 
provides additional living space not included in the original 
4,800 square feet (www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.23. Bedroom of Master Suite 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.24. Sitting room of Master Suite 
(www.ziprealty.com). 
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The three other bedrooms on the second floor are similarly large with 

approximately 228 sq. ft. (Bedroom 2), 231 sq. ft. (Bedroom 3), and 253 sq. ft. 

(Bedroom 4).  One bedroom has a walk-in closet, views over the front yard, and its own 

private bathroom as shown in Figure 3.26. The other two bedrooms (Figure 3.27.) share 

a bathroom and dual vanities.  Each of the two bedrooms, shown in Figure 3.28, also 

contains a walk-in closet. 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3.25. Master bathroom.  The Master bath 
contains many amenities including cathedral 
ceilings and a separate shower and Jacuzzi 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

 

Figure 3.26. Bedroom 2. This features a walk-in 
closet and private bathroom (www.ziprealty.com). 
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The existing home possesses many of the typical attributes of a McMansion 

explained in the review of literature. This study’s goal is to exploit these characteristics, 

turning the potential downfalls of these homes into benefits for a larger population of 

residents. Because of the advantageous location of the home, its size, the potential of 

this ‘single-family’ house can be maximized beyond its current condition, while providing 

a comfortable living environment for its future residents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.27. Bedrooms 3 and 4. These rooms 
overlook the back yard and have walk-in closets 
(www.ziprealty.com). 

 

Figure 3.28. Shared bathroom. Bedrooms 3 and 4 
share a connected bathroom with dual vanities 
outside of the shower area (www.ziprealty.com). 
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Social, Psychological, Political, and Economic Context 

 

Social 

 The structure of the residential units will be inspired by the cohousing concept. 

This cohousing-inspired design will promote interaction between its residents, creating 

an internal social support network.  As discussed in the review of literature, social 

networking is very important within each of the prospective groups of residents.  The 

higher-density living situation will allow more interaction among residents, encouraging 

them to enjoy public spaces with one another.   

 The senior group can benefit greatly from the companionship of other residents, 

preventing isolation and loneliness often associated with assisted living facilities.  The 

proximity to Leisure World will also provide them with local amenities that cater 

specifically to their demographic, allowing them to more effectively socialize with the 

greater community.   

 The group of small families will be presented with the social benefits for both 

parents and children.  Parents will be able to create a support network between one 

another and children will be able to form relationships with other children as well as 

adults, creating a nurturing living environment.  

 Young professionals will be able to form supportive bonds to one another similar 

to those they had in college living situations.  This environment will provide young 

professionals with a social network as well as spaces where the residents can interact 

and entertain friends.  As mentioned in the review of literature, young professionals 

often get very involved in their work toward the beginning of their careers.  This type of 

atmosphere is preferential to this demographic of people and will allow them to maintain 

social relationships that may have dissipated over the years.   

 

Psychological 

 The intended psychological impact of this repurposed home on its residents can 

be described as ‘secure’ and ‘supportive.’  As the building will literally serve as a mini 

self-contained community, a sense of security is a design goal.  Residents will enter the 

building through the main door with one key into the common areas.  From there, the 
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residents will be able to enter into their individual dwelling, just as they would in a typical 

multi-family residence.  Unlike typical multi-family housing, however, the structure still 

appears to be a single-family home, which previous research shows makes residents 

feel more secure (Karsten, 2007). Amongst seniors, socialization and close 

relationships between residents often make them feel more secure (Eales, Keating, & 

Damsma, 2001). On a similar note, children will be able to socialize with other residents 

without leaving the property.  By providing an environment that provokes feelings of 

safety and security, the design will provide residents with a peaceful state of mind. 

 

Political  

 Debate over affordable housing projects are prevalent among local residents and 

is expected based on the research shown in the review of literature.  Some resistance 

may be created by the residents of the neighborhood where the project will occur as 

they may be fearful that their property values will decrease.  Research has shown that 

they may also be anxious that the structure may ruin the existing ambiance of the 

neighborhood.  These concerns will be addressed in several ways.   

First, the individual units may be available to own or rent, depending on the 

project developer.  The option of owning may be more appealing to the surrounding 

neighborhood; however, the subdivision of the structure into rental units is more 

pragmatic. It may be easier for the developer to find rental tenants more quickly to 

remunerate the initial costs than to find prospective homebuyers for each unit 

simultaneously.  Prospective residents may also be hesitant to buy a unit within the 

structure without being familiar with the other residents.  A “lease to own” situation may 

be an attractive option for both the project developer and prospective residents.  

Secondly, the structure itself will maintain its exterior appearance of a single-

family home and will continue to fit in with the surrounding community. Realistically, 

however, it is likely that residents in proximity to this converted home would still be 

alarmed.  It could also potentially require changes in housing development codes, 

covenants, and restrictions and also possibly zoning classifications. The likely presence 

of additional cars will be another indicator of the increased number of occupants and 

may raise concerns from neighbors. 
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 However, another possibility might negate some of these challenges: it is also 

possible that many McMansions in this neighborhood might collectively evolve into this 

new format. Financially, this might be realized through the collective purchase of 

numerous houses by an appropriate buyer attracted by the opportunity that decreasing 

purchase prices of these dwellings may offer.  This situation would serve to negate 

individual objections through strength in numbers and shared situation. While this 

situation may seem preposterous currently, the present housing crisis has led to 

increasing predictions of McMansion neighborhoods being vacated at a large scale 

(Arieff, 2008). Arieff believes that the move away from the typical suburban 

development may help to cultivate community, encourage a focus on sustainability, and 

use of mass transportation, as well as promote the development of business districts in 

the future (2008).  Faced with the wholesale degradation of entire zones of residences, 

the proposal detailed here could seem less provocative when viewed through this new 

potential reality. 

  

Economic 

 Affordability is certainly one of the most attractive attributes of this type of 

housing structure.  By creating a higher-density living situation, this congregate living 

facility will divide the financial responsibilities of owning a home among all of the 

residents. This will make affording a home in this metropolitan area much more feasible 

for middle-income households. This study will include an estimate of cost for the 

remodeling of this home, comparing it to the cost of a single family dwelling of 

comparable size and location for this vicinity. 

 

Client Profiles, Philosophy, and Goals 

 

 Based on the research explored in the review of literature, a member of each of 

the three residential groups will be queried concerning their design preferences in order 

to gain a better understanding of priorities within an individual dwelling.  The designs for 

each group of prospective residents will incorporate unique characteristics that are 

planned specifically for the group of individuals. By creating such customized designs, 
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the goal is that the proposed solutions will better appeal to these designated groups, 

accommodating their unique requirements. 

 

 

Seniors 

 As the Baby Boomer generation grows older, it is important to consider that 

individuals may want to downsize to a dwelling that will better fit their lifestyles.  When 

seniors search for a new home in which to live, many individuals seek a home that has 

all of the amenities of their old home, but on a smaller scale. By designing a home that 

accommodates spaces such as a kitchen, dining area, home office, and guest room, 

research suggests seniors are more likely to feel as if they are downsizing instead of 

downgrading (Horwitz, 2001).  It is also imperative to consider that when this generation 

downsizes from their current dwellings, that they want it to be the last time they will 

move, and in doing so, their new dwelling will have to accommodate their need to age in 

place.   

In general, this dwelling will accommodate seniors by providing elements such as 

barrier-free design and security features.  Barrier-free design will allow seniors to thrive 

at home, even if they use a walker or wheelchair, or if they simply have difficulty getting 

around. An elevator is planned so that seniors can access their dwelling units in their 

later years. The minimum standards required for the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) are not sufficient for senior living, and therefore, this design solution will seek to 

exceed them.  For example, it is not only important to install grab bars in the bathroom, 

but wherever someone may have to transfer themselves from a scooter or wheelchair. 

Easy-gripping handles that require minimal effort will be used on doors, cabinets, and 

drawers to make everyday tasks simple.  In the kitchen, elements such as “lazy susans” 

will be used in the cabinets to make reaching easier. Pull-out storage in cabinets and 

the pantry is also helpful because it does not require someone to bend down in order to 

search for something. Counters will be rounded and should contrast with the backsplash 

and floors, enabling seniors to designate the different surfaces. Tiered storage in the 

kitchen will also prevent seniors from having to reach or bend over more than 

necessary.   
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In order to make seniors feel safe in their own homes, security and safety 

features will be installed to ensure their feeling of protection.  As described in the review 

of literature, many seniors have a great fear of falling.  In order to create an environment 

where seniors will be at ease from this fear, various measures can be taken. First, it is 

important for the surface finishes not be too shiny, for they then appear slippery.  It is 

also important for them not to be too textured, or seniors may be less likely to grab for 

them when they do slip, for fear that they may be too rough.  By using saturated colors 

on varying planes (floor, walls, cabinets, etc.) seniors are able to designate the different 

surfaces, making them feel more secure.  In the bathroom, the showers and tubs will 

have walk-in features with a seat to enable seniors to feel more comfortable.  Other 

security features that will be used within the project space will include keyless entries 

into the structure and private dwellings, preventing seniors from having to fumble with 

keys.  There will also be an intercom system throughout the structure, so seniors will be 

able to call for help if it is needed. There will also be lighting fixtures installed throughout 

the structure that will enable wayfinding throughout the space.  These security features 

are intended to allow seniors to not only be physically safe, but to put their minds at 

ease.  It is also anticipated that the setting will seem familiar to the senior residents 

because the home will be in a single-family development. 

In regard to a social atmosphere, the project will provide an atmosphere 

appealing to seniors.  The congregate living facility will encourage the residents to 

socialize with one another, preventing loneliness and isolation that may occur in an 

assisted living facility.  Spaces will be provided for the residents to play games or plan 

activities with one another as well as group gathering areas outside. There will also be 

more intimate seating areas where residents can have alone time while still be in the 

company of other residents.  There will also be accommodations for a live-in caregiver 

whose services can be shared by the group on an as-needed basis.  The residents can 

also share driving or cleaning services, allowing them to save more money than if they 

were living alone.  

This living situation will allow senior residents to feel safe and secure in their 

homes, providing a permanent living situation more appealing than an assisted living 

facility.  They will continue to have social interaction within the housing structure as well 
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as within a larger community, providing them with support networks and a sense of 

belonging.  

 

 

Small Families 

 When designing for small families, it is pertinent to consider the design needs for 

raising children.  The design for small families will have an open floor plan to enable 

parents to see their children in any major space.  It will be a casual atmosphere with a 

combined living room, informal dining room, and kitchen area.  This area will be large 

enough to accommodate visitors for entertaining purposes.  The kitchen will be centrally 

located and provide circulation patterns that will allow all members of the family to 

interact with one another, even if performing separate activities.  An area will also be 

provided for children to do their homework. 

 Elements of the design will be durable to promote child-friendliness and safety.  

Some of these details may include rounded countertops, soft but cleanable surfaces, 

and childproof safety features. 

As storage is typically a problem for clothes, toys, and household items, the 

design will incorporate sufficient storage for all of these items.  There will be several 

built-in units that will provide storage and character within the space.   

The dwellings will include at least one full bathroom and one half bathroom in 

order to provide facilities to more than one family member at a time.  The children’s 

bedrooms will be large enough to accommodate two children, whether permanently in a 

shared room, or temporarily for sleepovers. If the bedroom is to be shared by two 

children, each child will still have adequate personal space and storage.   

In regard to the common areas, a shared childcare area and playroom will be 

provided as well as an outdoor play area in the yard.  Both areas will be open and 

adjacent to another common area where children can always be supervised.  It is 

intended that the design will provide a safe and comfortable atmosphere where small 

families will thrive. 
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Young Professionals 

The main challenges for young professionals with regard to securing suitable 

housing are price and location.  The repurposed McMansion within the Rockville, 

Maryland area will provide both of these. The proximity to Washington, D.C. as well as 

to mass transportation will provide young professionals with a convenient commuting 

location.   

Literature reviewed in chapter 2 suggests that young professionals in general do 

not mind living in a smaller space as long as it has the amenities they desire 

(Farnsworth, 2001, “Gen X”).  Therefore, the home will have plenty of storage space for 

food, household items, and clothing. It is further important for young professionals to 

have access to green space and it is preferable to have their own private space outside.   

In terms of design preferences, young professionals tend to desire spaces 

focused on entertaining (Farnsworth, 2001, “Gen X”). The private areas within the home 

will provide an adequate amount of living space and storage but the common areas will 

be open and sufficiently large in order to sustain an entertaining environment.  This may 

include a large, open living area, adaptable dining for dinner guests, and 

accommodations for overnight guests.  

As mentioned in chapter 2, young professionals are often very dedicated to their 

work; thus, a home office space will be provided within each individual dwelling.  The 

design style will be similar to urban loft living, with contemporary finishes and 

furnishings, preferential to many young professionals (McGuigan, 2003).  Despite the 

fact that the exterior of the home is quite traditional, the interior design style will be sleek 

and modern. It will, however, incorporate a warmer ambiance than the minimalism of 

many urban dwellings. By incorporating the preferences of young professionals, as well 

as elements such as affordability and sustainable social networks, this project will 

create an ideal living situation for young adults. 

 

Client Operation and Organizational Structure 

 

 The structure in this project will be governed in a similar manner to cohousing 

communities.  As previously discussed, cohousing uses a self-governing structure, 



61 

 

allowing all of its residents to collectively decide what is best for their community.  The 

common areas will be maintained communally as well as the grounds of the property.  

Cohousing concepts can also be applied to the financial operations of the home.  

Because the dwelling was constructed as a single-family structure, the mortgage and 

utilities will still be paid as a single unit, the amount being divided among the individual 

residences with additional submeters monitoring the proportion of cost for each unit.  A 

house agreement can hold residents accountable to their share of costs.  This may also 

be the case for amenities such as cable and internet.  By providing an environment that 

encourages residents to govern their own community as a whole, it will create an 

organizational system that the residents will inherently value and maintain accordingly. 

 

Image Portrayed 

 

 This prototypical design will create an affordable housing option for several 

groups of prospective residents, providing them many benefits beyond those of 

economic nature.  As this is a new concept, opposition will likely occur from the 

surrounding community.  The exterior of the structure will remain nearly unchanged, 

enabling the residence to continue to appear an integrated part of the surrounding 

neighborhood.  The individual units will be owned or rented by the residents. Because 

the structure is located within a neighborhood of single-family homes, it will allow the 

demographic of the neighborhood to continue as a residential neighborhood instead of 

appearing as a mass rental area.  The structure will simply allow more residents to live 

within the neighborhood, creating a higher-density area, which can provide a stronger 

sense of community (if the community, that is, will allow it).  

It is anticipated that extra cars may be present that accommodate the increased 

number of persons.  An extension to the driveway will be provided along with an 

additional pull-in area that boosts the carrying capacity of the on-site parking to a higher 

total. If street parking is still necessary, the cul-de-sac location will provide additional 

space for vehicles. However, efforts will be made to minimize street parking in order to 

minimize neighborhood impact. 
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The goal is to present a solution to the housing overload problem as well as 

provide an opportunity for middle-income households to afford a desirable home in a 

convenient, attractive area.  While the feasibility of this novel idea may take time to gain 

acceptance and support, it is hoped that this solution will eventually be viewed as a new 

possibility in housing design in order to solve an array of challenges society is currently 

facing. 

  

Type of Construction and Materials 

 

 One of the goals of this project is to create a more sustainable living environment 

by increasing the density of the population within the structure. To achieve this goal, the 

project will strive to use as many sustainable products as possible in new construction 

including lumber, finishes, equipment and furnishings.  Although there will be many new 

elements within the structure, the design will attempt to salvage materials that can be 

reused from the existing structure.  For example, when removing any lumber, fixtures, 

plumbing or flooring that is still in good condition, an attempt will be made to reuse it 

somewhere else within the structure. If this desire cannot be met, the materials will be 

salvaged to be reused in construction elsewhere, but will not be sent to the landfill.  

 In order to ensure privacy between individual dwellings and common areas, 

acoustical materials will be used.  For example, newly constructed walls around the 

perimeter of an individual unit will be five to six inches thick to mitigate sound 

transmission. An acoustic batten will be used as a resilient subfloor for new flooring 

which will provide a sound barrier between floors.  Also, acoustic issues will be taken 

into consideration with the placement of bedrooms.  An acoustic buffer such as closets 

or bathrooms will be constructed in between bedrooms and community spaces to 

ensure privacy where possible. 

 Some aspects of the current structure’s design provide fortunate conditions for 

repurposing into multiple internal units.  One of these situations can be seen in the 

presence of large, unbroken spaces within the existing dwelling.  This permits enhanced 

freedom in wall and corridor placement and minimizes the challenges presented by 
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load-bearing walls. Similarly, the presence of multiple plumbing walls within the existing 

dwelling eases the expense of adding additional kitchens and bathrooms. 

 It is anticipated that some exterior decks may be added to the structure to 

increase the livability of certain dwelling units. In order to maintain the integrity of the 

front façade, these extensions will only be added to the rear façade.  Additionally, it is 

anticipated that some windows may need to be added to accommodate the 

requirements of codes. 

 

Codes and Regulations 

 

 The repurposed design solution will conform to the 2006 International Building 

Code.  The guidelines for the design will be followed with regard to the Residential 

Group, the majority of the renovations being within the interior of the existing structure.  

By establishing the structure as a congregate living facility (with no more than 16 

residents), the structure will adhere to the codes of a typical single-family structure 

instead of those designated for multi-family housing.  This enables the shell of the 

structure to remain relatively intact, allowing it to exist as an integrated part of the 

community.  Alterations will be made to make the common areas ADA (American 

Disabilities Act) accessible as well as at least one unit per design.  Efforts will be made 

to ensure that all senior units will be accessible for the residents as well as their visitors.  

 The following alterations are anticipated for codes, functional or aesthetic 

purposes. 

 

Exterior 

• Maintain similar appearance of surrounding homes by  allowing front façade to 

remain intact 

• Provide adequate parking on side of home 

• Include ramps to all main entrances of home, including garage 

• Incorporate ramps into landscape 

Interior 

• Provide ADA bathroom on first floor 
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• Provide means of egress from each individual unit 

• Provide ADA elements in individual senior dwellings 

• Construct walls between units with sound barriers to ensure privacy 

• Specify easy to clean/maintain finishes throughout home 

• Provide closet and window in each individual bedroom 

 

Energy Conservation and Green Design Issues 

 

 By its nature, the project conforms to multiple tenets of sustainability and green 

design as explained in the following points.   

• The project increases the population density within the structure, using and 

consuming fewer resources than conventional single family dwellings.  

• By providing shelter for multiple residents under one roof, the need for individual 

dwelling structures is eliminated, saving materials and preventing unnecessary 

development.   

• The residents will be responsible for their portion of gas, water, and electrical 

utility use.  If all residents are informed of everyone’s’ usage rates, this could 

potentially encourage conservation, admittedly through the mechanism of guilt.   

• By choosing a location convenient to public transportation, it will be easier for 

residents to take advantage of this benefit, thus allowing them to use their cars 

less frequently.  

• By being in a supportive, communicative congregate living environment, 

residents will be encouraged to carpool and commute to work with one another, 

again preventing unnecessary fossil fuel emissions.   

 

The focus of this design is more on the design of the facility itself and the 

accommodations of its residents rather than its detailed furnishings, fixtures and 

equipment specifications. In part, this is because it is envisioned that residents would 

bring their own furnishings with them when they move in.  However, where appropriate, 

green products will be specified.  In each individual unit, Energy Star kitchen appliances 

will be included as well as water-saving fixtures such as dual flush toilets.  Shared 
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laundry facilities will also be provided to make residents conscious of how much energy 

they are using.  

 The renovation process normally produces a mass amount of waste that is 

placed in a dumpster and hauled off to a landfill. It will be specified that this project will 

be “deconstructed” by using a company that salvages as much of the original building 

as possible, including lumber, hardware, insulation, and finishes.    

 

Analysis of Individual Space Requirements 

 

 As discussed in the review of literature, the typical space requirements of 

dwellings have changed drastically over the past few decades.  This project intends to 

create a living environment that is a comfortable fit for its residents, providing them with 

a space that includes all of the amenities of home in a smaller dwelling than the current 

average 2,500 square foot home.  The individual dwellings will be more in keeping with 

the historical sizes of suburban homes, approximately 980 sq. ft. (1950s) to 1400 sq. ft. 

(1970s), based on the needs of the residents.  

 The square footage requirements for individual spaces within the various groups’ 

units will vary stemming from differences in their requirements. For example, the 

individual units designed for seniors may require more space in the bathrooms and 

kitchens in order to create ADA compliant spaces.  The units for small families will 

require more bedroom space based on the fact that there will be more people residing 

in them. The design for young professionals will have more of a focus on entertaining 

spaces, and may include a more urban layout of amenities within the individual space.  

The common areas will provide an adequate amount of space for multiple residents to 

be using each area at the same time. 

 The senior units will be designed to accommodate one to two persons, either a 

single person or married couple.  Small family units will be designed with two to three 

bedrooms, providing private sleeping quarters for parents, and either one or two 

children.  Even three children will be able to be accommodated by making the childrens’ 

bedrooms large enough to serve two children. The young professional unit will be 
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designed for singles, couples without children, or a pair of friends or acquaintances. 

Thus, these units will be comprised of a studio setup, one bedroom or two bedrooms.   

 Tables 3.1 and 3.2 detail anticipated spatial requirements. 

 

Table 3.1. Common Area Space Requirements. It is anticipated this will remain the 
same for all three dwelling options, with exceptions as noted below.  These estimates 
exclude necessary circulation square footage which will be addressed during the design 
process. 

Total Area of Site:  19,741 sq. ft. 

Total Area of Living Space:  Approximately 7,000 sq. ft. 

 

Type of Space Sq. Footage Notes 

Exercise Room 225 sq. ft.  

Lounge/Laundry  400 sq. ft.  

Community Kitchen 300 sq. ft.  

Dining Facilities 300 sq. ft.  

Childcare/ Playroom  225 sq. ft. Small Family Design only 

Guest Suite  200 sq. ft.  

Live-In Caregiver 500 sq. ft. Senior Design Only 
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Table 3.2. Individual Residence Space Requirements. 

Type of Space Sq. Footage Notes 

Kitchen 90 sq. ft.  

Living/ Dining Room  260 sq. ft.  

Bedroom  155 sq. ft.  

Bedroom 2 145 sq. ft. Small Family Design only 

Bedroom 3 140 sq. ft. Small Family Design only 

Multi-purpose Room 140 sq. ft.  

Bathrooms 50 sq. ft.  

Storage 50 sq. ft.  

 

 

Further Design Requirements 

 

 Senior Common Areas 

• Create various seating arrangements to accommodate socializing or 
privacy 

• Seating near stairs for residents to rest 

• Minimize stairs and flooring height changes 

• Provide ample space for persons with disabilities to move around 

• Provide ADA powder room on main level 

• Make seating available that has outside views 

• Provide area for mailboxes and community bulletins to be posted 

• Include a formal dining area 

• Create a unit that can be used for a live-in caregiver 
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• Produce a stair core that can be adapted for additional wheelchair lifts 
between floors 

• Include a shared guest suite that can accommodate a visiting family 

• Provide sufficient parking and covered bike storage 

 

Senior Individual Residences 

• Include at least one ADA unit on the main floor 

• Create a flexible dining area for residents to eat alone or with guests 

• Provide ample space for persons with disabilities to move around 

• Include an office space 

• Provide ample storage space 

 

Small Families Common Areas 

• Create various seating arrangements to accommodate groups of parents 
and children 

• Design with an open layout so parents can see their children 

• Provide a laundry area within a lounge space to enable children to play 
nearby while parents do laundry 

• Provide ample space for persons with disabilities to move around 

• Provide ADA bath on main level 

• Make seating available to enable parents to see children when they are 
outside 

• Include an outdoor play area for children 

• Provide area for mailboxes and community bulletins to be posted 

• Include several informal dining area options 

• Create an area where shared childcare can be provided 

• Produce a stair core that can be adapted for additional wheelchair lifts 
between floors 

• Minimize stairs and flooring height changes 

• Provide sufficient parking and covered bike storage 

 

Small Families Individual Residences 

• Include at least one ADA unit  
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• Create a flexible dining area  

• Create one unit with ample space for persons with disabilities to move 
around 

• Include an office space 

• Provide ample storage space 

• Provide bedrooms large enough to accommodate two children 

• Design bathrooms to accommodate at least two family members 
simultaneously 

• Include furnishings and finishes that are child-friendly 

• Create an area that would enable children to do their homework in a 
common family space 

 

Young Professionals Common Areas 

• Create various lounge areas for socializing or more private conversations 

• Design an open, casual layout 

• Provide a laundry area within a lounge space so residents can socialize 
while doing laundry 

• Provide ample space for persons with disabilities to move around 

• Provide ADA bath on main level 

• Provide several outdoor seating areas 

• Provide area for mailboxes and community bulletins to be posted 

• Include informal dining area 

• Produce a stair core that can be adapted for additional wheelchair lifts 
between floors 

• Include contemporary finishes and furnishings 

 

Young Professionals Individual Residences 

• Include at least one ADA unit  

• Create a flexible dining area  

• Provide one unit with ample space for persons with disabilities to move 
around 

• Include an office space 

• Provide ample storage space 
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• Include contemporary furnishings and finishes  

• Provide sufficient closet space 

• Design open layouts similar to urban loft living 

• Provide sufficient parking and covered bike storage 

 

Summary 

 

Chapter three provides further details that illustrate the full intent of this design 

study. This study will provide many potential benefits for the prospective residents of 

seniors, small families, and young professionals. Each of the three solutions for these 

residents will be customized to their particular needs which stem from the literature of 

review’s discoveries.  The repurposing of a McMansion possesses inherent benefits for 

sustainability.  Further, the study results will include a comparison of costs to residents 

between this McMansion idea and a single family dwelling in this real estate market, 

thus examining the practical costs of this undertaking. 

The research gathered in the review of literature has provided a solid foundation 

for the program which will be incorporated into the design proposal, presented in the 

following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PROPOSED DESIGN SOLUTION 
 
 
 

As this study’s literature review suggests, the current housing situation has 

provided a need for affordable housing solutions.  Simultaneously, this study suggests 

this situation creates an opportunity for creative design concepts.  The design proposal 

described in this chapter includes congregate living residences for three prospective 

groups: seniors, small families, and young professionals.  A congregate living facility is 

described as a building or part thereof that contains sleeping units where residents 

share bathroom and/or kitchen facilities (International Code Council, 2006, 310.2).The 

focus of the proposal is on the subdivision and spatial planning of each design.  Each of 

the designs has been customized to the specified group of prospective residents, taking 

into consideration the needs presented within the research and outlined in the program 

in Chapter 3. 

The following images have been scaled to fit.  They include diagrams, site plans, 

floor plans, sections, and final presentation renderings. A construction estimate for the 

young professional unit has also been included.  Along with the estimate, a cost 

comparison of similar residences in the area will be included for each design in order to 

evaluate the affordability of the proposed designs.  

 

Senior Design 

 

 The design for seniors specifically seeks to accommodate aging in place and 

accessibility.  It contains five private residences as well as a suite for a shared live-in 

caregiver.  Two of the private units are entirely designed with ADA compliance and the 

remaining three units offer many accessible features. Due to conditions of the existing 

structure, however, these three units cannot be considered strictly accessible based on 

ADA code.  Although this type of congregate living facility is not required to provide ADA 

compliant residences, the two ADA units will accommodate the ability to age in place.   
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Site 

The site for the senior residence has been revised in order to accommodate an 

increased number of occupants and, like the proposed interior design solution, as well 

as aging in place (Figure 4.1.).  A Turfstone circular driveway has been added to 

provide additional parking. The Turfstone product allows grass to grow through the 

pavers, providing a drivable surface without losing the appearance of grass on the front 

lawn.  Landscaping has been strategically placed between the new driveway and the 

street to lessen the undesirable sight impact of additional vehicles required by the 

redesign.  A walkway extends to the new driveway to provide a minimized walking 

distance to the front door.  Residents with disabilities can pull right up to this front walk, 

which will also enhance feelings of security.  A ramp has also been added to make the 

main entrance accessible to minimize stigma to those with impaired movement.  On the 

exterior of the home, ramps have been added off the back deck to make the yard 

accessible to occupants with disabilities.  Several patios have also been created to 

provide a variety of outdoor seating areas. 
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Figure 4.1. Senior residence site plan. 
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Figure 4.2. Senior stacking parti diagram. 
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The parti diagramm depicted in Figure 4.2 shows the relationship between 

common spaces and private residences from floor to floor. The common areas are 

coded with shades of blue, whereas the private units are depicted with shades of red.  

The main entrance is indicated with a bright red arrow. 

In order to maximize accessible spaces, the majority of the common areas are 

placed on the main level, including the community kitchen, lounge, dining room, and 

laundry room.  Unit 2, one of the ADA units, is also located on the main floor to more 

easily accommodate someone with disabilities.  The exercise space is located on the 

basement level which is constructed with concrete block. This will contain the noise 

level that may be produced by the machines when residents are working out.  Also 

located on the basement floor is the guest suite which is separated enough from the 

common areas that guests will have privacy.  It will also prevent the residents from 

feeling as if the suite is taking up a large amount of public space when it is not in use.   

The private residences are located along the perimeter of the structure to take 

advantage of the placement of existing windows.  Judicious use of the windows for 

fenestration in bedrooms meant that no windows had to be added to accommodate 

code. Also, the placement of bedrooms around the perimeter creates acoustic 

separation between the private residences and common areas.  
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The first floor consists of an accessible main entrance that opens into a foyer 

with a community bulletin board and mailboxes.  An accessible powder room serves all 

of the common areas which include a kitchen, newly enclosed east-facing morning 

room, lounge, formal dining room, and modified laundry room.  Various seating areas 

are provided throughout the space to allow for both social situations as well as intimate 

Figure 4.3. Senior first floor plan. 
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conversations as seen in Figure 4.4.  A traditional formal dining room is provided for 

larger gatherings and meals.   

 

 

  

 

A new staircase core has been created from the basement to the second floor in 

order to accommodate a wheelchair platform lift.  The design only includes a lift from the 

first floor to the basement in order to accommodate the ADA unit located there. The new 

stair configuration allows for an additional lift to be added between the first and second 

floors if desired by the residents. 

 The entrance from the garage into the house has been moved to allow the 

laundry room to be altered and stairs added.  By doing this, one of the garage door 

Figure 4.4. Perspective of lounge area. 
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entrances has been blocked, which provides several opportunities.  Although one of the 

covered parking spaces has been lost, the garage provides a space for a shared vehicle 

to be parked there in an effort to encourage residents to carpool with one another.  

There is also sufficient room for a bike rack and an unloading zone, providing ample 

space for residents to unload groceries. 

 The new entrance from the garage opens into the lounge area. This configuration 

creates a shorter means of egress from the rear staircase.  The lounge floor has been 

raised to eliminate the step down from the kitchen, creating a more accessible space.  

The existing kitchen is relatively unchanged, although the pantry was replaced with 

shelving that is easier to reach. The existing screened porch has been enclosed with 

operable windows and air-conditioning to provide a morning room where residents can 

enjoy the exterior views without going outside. 

 Unit 2 is located directly off the main entrance foyer.  It is one of the two ADA 

units provided within the design.  A small kitchen and living area create an open, 

accessible layout.  An easy-lift coffee table provides a flexible dining space and an 

office area is created in the passage to the bedroom.  A safety tub and wall-mounted 

sink are among a few of the ADA fixtures in the bathroom as shown in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5. Unit 2 ADA bathroom detail. 
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 The basement floor consists of an exercise room, a second ADA unit and a guest 

suite.  Residential spaces are grouped around the back (east) in the plan to best use 

the existing windows.  Unit 1 contains an accessible U-shaped kitchen and adjacent 

dining space as seen in Figure 4.7.  The bedroom contains an existing bathroom 

adapted to conform to ADA codes.  A deep closet and office area are provided within 

the bedroom.  Also, the private storage rooms for units 2 through 5 are located at the 

base of the stairwell, accommodating residents’ storage of seasonal items.  These 

Figure 4.6. Senior basement level floor plan. 
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rooms may also permit occupants to bring objects they had with them in their previous 

residences, dwellings which likely had more room.  A guest suit has been created to 

accommodate overnight visitors for the residents. The guest suite provides enough 

space for a family of four, envisioned to most likely be visiting children and 

grandchildren.   

  

 

 

 

The senior residences consist of many of the features discussed in the review of 

literature.  Contrasting colors have been used on the floor, walls, and countertops to 

allow seniors to more easily distinguish various planes.  The ADA kitchen in Unit 2 

shown in Figure 4.7 features lowered countertops and upper cabinets which start at 48” 

Figure 4.7. Senior Unit 2 ADA kitchen. 
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above the finished floor to enable persons with disabilities to reach them more easily.  

Pull-out storage has been provided to prevent excessive bending over which may prove 

difficult for some seniors.  Knee space is provided below the kitchen sink to enable a 

resident in a wheelchair to roll under the counter. Similarly, a stool can also fit beneath 

the sink to accommodate someone to sit and work at the sink as well.  A lever faucet 

and U-shaped handles have been specified in order to make grasping them more 

feasible.   A side-by-side refrigerator is also included, a design that is more accessible 

to someone in a wheelchair.  New Energy Star appliances have been specified in order 

to address sustainability concerns. 

 Figure 4.8. Senior second floor plan. 
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Three private residences are located on the second floor as shown in Figure 4.8. 

Care was taken to design the units so that buffer areas such as closets or bathrooms 

were placed to mitigate sounds transmission between units.  Unit 3 is the smallest unit 

in the structure with 505 square feet. The unit is compact in design with a living area, L-

shaped kitchen, dining table, small desk area, bedroom and bathroom.  The more 

condensed design provides a living space that is easier to maintain than that of a single-

family home.  Unit 4 is the largest of the residences and contains approximately 880 

square feet of living space.  This unit includes two of the existing bathrooms, a walk-in 

closet, large living area, and a dining area for four.   

The existing staircase from the second floor to the attic provides passage to the 

live-in caregiver unit, designed to accommodate an attendant whose services can be 

shared by the residents on an as-needed basis. This unit, shown in Figure 4.9., contains 

a kitchenette, living area, dining table, a large bedroom and a bathroom.  If these 

services are not needed, this space can be used as an additional residence or guest 

suite.  Efforts were taken to maximize functionality of this space with the presence of 

sloped ceilings on the east and west sides. 
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 The cross-section through all levels of the senior structure provides a better 

visual for the design of the spaces, including some of the fixtures and furnishings seen 

in Figure 4.10.  It is important to acknowledge that residents would be encouraged to 

bring their own furnishings to this space, a key aspect of successfully aging in place.  

The furnishings specified in Figure 4.11 will be used as indicators of the layout and 

concept of the design.   

 As seen in Figure 4.10, the materials specified are in sync with a more traditional 

style.  The color palette is a bit more neutral and darker woods and more traditional 

lines account for much of the furniture.  In doing this, it would provide less of a visual 

Figure 4.9. Senior attic floor plan. 
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distraction to prospective residents who would likely bring their own furnishings.  They 

would be able to envision their own belongings in the space instead of focusing on the 

“placeholders” that have been specified for the senior design.  EnviroSlab countertops 

are specified throughout the dwelling for countertops in the kitchens and bathrooms.  

This Enviroglas product consists of 100 percent recycled glass and porcelain which 

creates a sustainable terrazzo slab.  

 Marmoleum flooring is used in the kitchens and bathrooms as an alternative to 

natural stone tiles.  It is a linoleum product that contains no VOCs (Volatile Organic 

Compounds), which can be harmful to one’s health.  This is especially important to 

seniors who may already have health problems and may be especially sensitive to their 

environment.  Also, Marmoleum has a resiliency that is not found in natural stone which 

would be ideal for residents spending a lot of time standing in the kitchen. 

 Other features in the kitchen are stainless steel Energy Star appliances. The 

specified appliances have a high-end appearance but also more accessible features.  

The range and dishwasher both feature controls on the front of the appliance, and the 

side-by side refrigerator is more accommodating to someone in a wheelchair or using a 

walker. 

 Within the individual residences, loveseats are specified in lieu of sofas.  This will 

enable seniors to get up easier because there is an arm directly next to each seat to 

help support their weight as they get up.  This is also the case with the Hunter chairs 

which are seen throughout the dwelling.  Although upholstered, these chairs have a 

sturdy wood frame and arms that will enable seniors to easily get in and out of their 

seats.   

 In the lounge area, as well as throughout the private residences, a low-pile carpet 

tile has been specified from Interface FLOR. The low pile will enable residents with 

disabilities to easily move across the floor and the tile configuration will visually break up 

large areas of carpet.  Also, if accidents or spills occur, the individual tiles can be pulled 

up and either cleaned or replaced.   
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 Figure 4.10. Senior structure cross-section. 
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Figure 4.11. Materials specified in senior structure. 
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In summation, the congregate living structure for seniors will provide five units 

designed to accommodate aging in place.  The individual units contain many of the 

amenities of a single family home in a smaller square footage.  Two of the units will 

provide fully accessible accommodations and the others will contain features to making 

aging in place as comfortable as possible.   

 

Small Families Design 

 

 The structure designed for small families will contain three private residences. 

Each residence is larger in square footage than the senior units because they each 

accommodate a family of at least four members. Each of the units will contain two or 

three bedrooms and two bathrooms. One unit will be accessible in compliance to ADA 

code.  The design for the small families structure will create a community within the 

dwelling, enabling families to interact with one another.  The congregate living structure 

will accommodate up to 16 persons at one time. The design for the structure will be 

focused around interaction within the individual unit as well as the shared areas.  

Accordingly, the layout will be open and casual to enable parents to see their children in 

adjacent spaces.   The common areas will accommodate groups of adults and children 

simultaneously so each group can socialize. 

 The site has been revised to incorporate accessible entrances at the front door 

as well as from the rear deck as previously discussed in the senior design.  Also 

included on the site is an outdoor play space seen in Figure 4.12. which will be visible 

from all of the rear-facing windows on the east wall.   
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Figure 4.12. Small families site plan. 
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 Figure 4.13. Small families stacking parti diagram. 
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The parti diagram (Figure 4.13.) shows the relationship between common spaces 

and private residences from floor to floor. The common areas are coded with shades of 

blue, whereas the private units are depicted with shades of red.  One unit is located on 

both the second and third floors with an internal staircase. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.14. Small families first floor plan. 
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 The main floor has an accessible front entrance which opens into the foyer. 

Directly off of the foyer is a guest suite equipped with an accessible bathroom which 

services the public areas of this floor as well.  A short hallway leads into the kitchen 

which has several casual dining arrangements, including a small table, counter seating, 

and a round booth.  This will enable different groups to interact simultaneously. For 

example, children can eat together and socialize separate from their parents while still 

being in close proximity.  An additional freezer is provided in the common kitchen as 

many families buy bulk goods.  The morning room off of the kitchen has been enclosed 

with operable windows and air conditioning in order to provide additional space for 

dining, games, or simple relaxation.  It also provides an area for parents to keep an eye 

on their children when they are playing in the back yard.   

The lounge space has been raised to eliminate the level change from the kitchen, 

creating an entirely accessible first floor.  Laundry facilities have been created in the 

lounge space to enable children to play nearby while parents do laundry.  Front-loading 

washers and dryers are specified to accommodate persons with disabilities.  The 

washers and dryers specified are Energy Star appliances and have a large capacity to 

reduce the number of loads washed.  A comfortable seating arrangement has been 

situated around the fireplace where a flat-screen television has been mounted above 

the mantle.  Beanbag chairs and floor pillows have been placed around the space 

where children can play games on the floor.   

On the south side of the plan is an open layout containing a shared childcare 

space, casual dining area, and exercise room.  The dining space contains four square 

tables which can be arranged for large group dinners, small family dinners, or separated 

to play games or engage in crafts.  The shared childcare area contains a window seat 

and built-in shelves for toy storage.  Half walls around the perimeter of the shared 

childcare area enable parents to see their children there from the kitchen, dining space, 

and exercise room as seen in Figure 4.15. 
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The main stairs, aided by a wheelchair lift, leads to the basement floor that 

contains Unit 1, which is fully accessible, and storage rooms for each of the individual 

units. Like the senior dwelling, this residence was grouped around the east side of the 

plan to best utilize the existing windows and access to the back yard.  Unit 1 contains a 

master bedroom as well as two children’s bedrooms. The first bedroom contains bunk 

beds and two children’s desks while the second bedroom would more likely be used for 

an older child, as it is furnished with a full-size bed and a walk-in closet.  Both childrens’ 

Figure 4.15. Perspective of shared childcare area. 
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bedrooms share an accessible bathroom.  The main living space contains an area for 

watching television, a dining table with sufficient space for four and a U-shaped kitchen 

with counter seating.  The master bedroom contains an ADA adapted bathroom which 

can be accessed from the bedroom as well as a second living area.  This “extra” room 

serves as a home office and can accommodate several different activities at one time 

such as working on the computer, doing homework, or watching television. 

 

  

 

 

Figure 4.16. Small families basement floor plan. 
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The second floor houses Units 2 and 3.  Unit 2 has only 2 bedrooms but 

possesses over 1400 square feet of living space.  The “C” shape of the unit serves to 

sequester the bedrooms from the living area within the unit for sound and also means 

that only minimal walls from the existing floor plan are disturbed.  In order to 

accommodate egress, an additional hallway and exit are created in the bedroom area.  

A long hallway is created from the main living space to bedrooms in order to maintain 

the existing plumbing wall.  The children’s bedroom is designed to accommodate two 

children, and a bathroom is provided across the hall which enables visitors to use this 

space without entering a bedroom.  The master suite is created with an existing 

bathroom and walk-in closet. 

 

Figure 4.16. Small families basement floor plan. 

 

Figure 4.17. Small families second floor plan. 
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 The lower floor of Unit 3 contains the main living spaces as well as the master 

bedroom.  A small entry hall and a home office area are located near the entry to this 

unit, and the open layout of the area creates a casual space and allows parents to keep 

an eye on their children (Figure 4.18.).  The master suite consists of dual closets and a 

bathroom that maintains the existing plumbing wall.  The placement of the master 

bedroom is designed to facilitate a welcome sense of privacy for parents. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 4.18. Perspective of living area in Unit 3. 
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The attic level, shown in Figure 4.19., contains two children’s bedrooms as well 

as a shared bathroom.  Each bedroom contains a desk and dresser for each child as 

well as sufficient storage for toys.  An additional window was added in the south 

bedroom for code purposes and is the only additional fenestration opening added to the 

entire dwelling.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19.  Small families attic floor plan. 
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The cross-section through all levels of the small families structure provides a 

better visual for the design of the spaces, including some of the furnishings and fixtures 

seen in Figure 4.20.  The furnishings specified in Figure 4.21 are used as indicators of 

the layout and concept of the design.   

 As seen in Figure 4.19, the materials specified have a contemporary and child-

friendly style.  Bright colors and patterns are used on the walls and furniture in order to 

create a fun atmosphere for children as well as hide some of the dirt and smudges that 

may follow play time.  EnviroSlab countertops are specified throughout the dwelling for 

countertops in the kitchens and bathrooms.  The multi-colored finish also provides a 

surface that will not make fingerprints and smudges obvious. 

 Similar to the flooring in the senior units, Marmoleum is used in the kitchens and 

bathrooms as an alternative to natural stone tiles.  It is a linoleum product that contains 

no VOCs (Volatile Organic Compounds), which can be harmful to one’s health.  This is 

especially important to children who are very sensitive to allergens within their 

environment.  Also, Marmoleum is not as rigidly firm as tile, so children may not be 

injured as badly if they were to trip and fall on it. 

 Other features in the kitchen are stainless steel Energy Star appliances. The 

washers and dryers specified for the shared laundry facility are large capacity to 

minimize the need for multiple loads of laundry. 

 Within the individual residences, many of the furnishings specified are from IKEA. 

Because this furniture is flat-shipped, it reduces the amount fuel consumption for 

shipping.  Also, many of the pieces selected include interchangeable slipcovers which 

can be removed to be cleaned or replaced easily without replacing the entire piece of 

furniture.  This is a great for a living room where children may be playing or eating and 

accidents are likely to happen.   

 In the lounge area, as well as throughout the private residences, a low-pile carpet 

tile has been specified from Interface FLOR. The low pile will enable residents with 

disabilities to easily move across the floor and the tile configuration will visually break up 

large areas of carpet.  This product is ideal for spills and messes that may happen 

because children often play on the floor.  By using carpet tiles, a single tile can be 

replaced if need be.  
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Figure 4.20.  Small families cross-section. 
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Figure 4.21.  Small families specifications. 
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Young Professionals Design 

 

 The design for the young professionals offers a contemporary  style design 

solution with an open spatial layout similar to plans often seen in urban living 

environments.  There are five private units within the design including one ADA 

compliant unit.  Each of the individual units contains one or two bedrooms and one or 

more bathrooms.  The shared common areas focus on socialization and entertaining.  

This design features many of the preferences discussed in the review of literature.  The 

location is ideal for this demographic: close to public transportation, located in a well-

established neighborhood, private yard, and close to public amenities including 

restaurants, shopping, and entertainment. 

 

Site 

 The site shown in Figure 4.22. has been revised in several ways to 

accommodate the design preferences of the young professional group.  The Turfstone 

drive previously mentioned in the seniors and small families design will accommodate 

the additional vehicles.  Ramps to the front door as well as a series of ramps from the 

rear first floor deck create accessible means of egress.  On the rear façade of the 

structure, a deck from the second story has been added to create more intimate outdoor 

spaces for residents on the second floor.  A spiral staircase from the deck to the patio 

below provides an additional means of egress for the second floor residents with units 

facing the rear yard. 
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Figure 4.22.  Young professionals site plan. 
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 Figure 4.23.  Young professionals stacking parti diagram. 
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The parti diagram shows the relationship between common spaces and private 

residences from floor to floor. The common areas are coded with shades of blue, 

whereas the private units are depicted with shades of red (Figure 4.23). The red arrow 

indicates where the front entrance is on the main level.  The diagram provides a visual 

aid on how the units will stack on top of one another, giving an indication of acoustic 

separation.  For example, the laundry and exercise rooms are stacked because they will 

be noisier when in use.  As seen in following drawings, these are separated from private 

bedrooms by using buffer zones, such as closets and bathrooms.   

Much like the seniors and small families units, the young professionals unit takes 

advantage of existing windows.  The bedrooms are located around the perimeter of the 

structure to prevent the addition of fenestration for bedroom codes. Only one window 

had to be added to the structure for an additional bedroom on the attic level.  

The main level of the young professionals design consists of a guest suite with 

an accessible bathroom. The bathroom can also be accessed from the hallway to allow 

residents to use it when a guest is not occupying the suite.  The stair core has been 

completely modified in order to install a platform wheelchair lift, providing accessible 

means to an ADA compliant unit on the basement level.  Directly off of the foyer of the 

main level is the shared laundry room equipped with Energy Star washers and dryers.  

A seating area and a ping-pong table are also located within the space to provide a 

lounge area for residents to socialize while doing laundry.  The ping-pong table can also 

conveniently serve as a sorting table if necessary. 

 Within the passage to the kitchen, a small counter is constructed where 

mailboxes and bulletin boards are provided.  The communal kitchen has been relatively 

unchanged from the dwelling’s existing plan.  The refrigerator was relocated to create a 

better work triangle and the pantry was replaced with a smaller unit.  Several casual 

dining spaces are provided, including a round booth that can easily accommodate five 

or six persons for a more social dining experience.   

The screened porch next to the kitchen remains structurally unchanged. Several 

elements were added including built-in bench units, a storage closet for garden tools, 

and two contemporary hanging chairs.  As private outdoor spaces are preferable for this 

demographic, this space will remain a screened porch instead of being climate 
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controlled.  It will provide a more intimate space than the outdoor patio seating, as well 

as some protection from outdoor elements. 

 

 

 

 

In the lounge space, the floor was raised to eliminate the level change from the 

kitchen, making all of the first floor common areas accessible.  A wet bar has been 

Figure 4.24.  Young professionals first floor plan. 
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constructed, providing an amenable space for young professionals and their friends to 

socialize and entertain as shown in Figure 4.25. 

 

 

 

 

Next to the kitchen is a secondary entrance to Unit 2 which is split between the 

first floor and basement levels.  The upper level of Unit 2 consists of the bedroom, a 

bathroom with a custom shower, walk-in closet, and a home office space.  This unique 

design includes a catwalk between the bedroom and home office that is open to the 

lower level.  A private loft-style stairway has been constructed down to the basement 

level which completes this unit with a living area, kitchen with counter-height dining, and 

a powder room (see Figure 4.26.).  

Figure 4.25.  Young professionals lounge perspective. 
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 In addition to the lower level of Unit 2, the basement floor accommodates an 

exercise space, private storage rooms for each unit, and an ADA compliant unit.  

Locating the exercise space on the basement floor reduces the need for additional 

acoustical separation. 

 Unit 1 is the ADA compliant residence within the structure and can be accessed 

using the platform wheelchair lift on the main stairs.  The half walls separating the 

Figure 4.26.  Young professionals basement floor plan. 
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spaces allow for a more contemporary and open layout.  Adjacent to the bedroom is a 

large home office area which is separated by one such half wall and a series of hanging 

art partitions.  The bathroom has a contemporary wall-mounted sink and a custom roll-in 

shower with a built-in seat.  The kitchen is similarly empathetic to the needs of the 

mobility impaired and contains both a dining table and extra counter space for food 

preparation or casual dining.  A short hallway connects both Units 1 and 2 to the 

existing exterior stairwell that leads into the rear yard. The constructed anteroom also 

serves to insulate the units from cold drafts that will enter the basement in the winter. 

 

 

 The second floor shown in Figure 4.27 consists of the other three private 

residences.  Units 3 and 4 have private entrances to the eastern-facing rear deck which 

Figure 4.27.  Young professionals second floor plan. 
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includes a pergola, dining table, lounge chairs, and a spiral staircase to the patio below.   

Unit 3 contains an existing bathroom and walk-in closet as well as built in shelving with 

a library ladder in the hallway leading to the bedroom. The home office area is 

separated from the bedroom with a half wall and overlooks the rear yard.  The entrance 

to the rear deck is off of the main living space, which also consists of the kitchen and a 

small dining area shown in Figure 4.28. 

 

 

 

Unit 4 contains a split-level layout which serves to separate the bedroom from 

the main living areas.  The main living space consists of a kitchen, dining area, home 

office and living rooms which take advantage of the small square footage with an open 

Figure 4.28.  Perspective of Unit 3. 
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layout.  The bedroom is accessed by climbing three steps and uses an original 

bathroom from the dwelling and walk-in closet.  This configuration allows for minimal 

deconstruction of walls from the original dwelling.  Off of the bedroom is a private 

entrance to the rear deck. 

 Unit 5 is split between the second and attic levels. This type of layout is The 

lower level consists of the living area, home office area, kitchen with counter dining, 

separate dining area, and an existing bathroom.  The upper level consists of two 

bedrooms and a second full bathroom to provide accommodations for a roommate living 

situation.  

 

The specifications for the young professionals unit are based on a contemporary 

style shown preferable to this demographic in the review of literature. As seen in Figure 

Figure 4.29.  Young professionals attic floor plan. 
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4.30. the layout of the spaces are very open.  Many of the furniture selections shown in 

Figure 4.31. complement the design with modular styles and clean lines.  This enables 

the furniture to be rearranged and still maintain the space’s open style.   

Custom cabinetry is created throughout the kitchens and bathrooms.  In Unit 3, 

the cabinets are painted black with glass door accents.  In Unit 5, the bathroom 

cabinetry is made with a Zebrawood laminate, giving it a very exotic look.  Hanging 

screens and pendant lights are specified throughout the dwelling to create a feeling of 

height.  Pops of bright colors are used in combination with a neutral palette to create a 

balance of youthful and sophisticated design.   

EnviroSlab terrazzo countertops are used throughout the space to bring in 

elements of sustainability as well as a high-end look.  The reflective finish on these 

countertops complement many of the other finishes specified on furnishings, many of 

which include chrome or glass. 

 The flooring used throughout the dwelling is Marmoleum and Interface FLOR 

carpet tiles.  Although wood floors are often seen in urban living design preferred by this 

demographic, alternatives are used to accommodate price and acoustics. Stainless 

steel Energy Star appliances have been specified to complete the high-end look within 

the kitchens. 

 In the common areas, the layout is also very open.  Contemporary pieces such 

as the Urban Curve chair and the Tirup chair from IKEA complete the style with 

interesting lines and powerful colors.  
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Figure 4.30.  Young professionals cross-section. 
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Figure 4.31.  Young professionals unit specifications. 
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Cost Estimate 

 The cost estimate will provide a ballpark figure for the renovation and 

reconstruction of one of the designs described above.  This will provide a foundation to 

establish the cost effectiveness of the proposed design when compared to other 

alternatives for living in this area.  The following estimate was provided by a licensed 

contractor in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan area.  The price includes all costs for 

the renovation and construction of the Young Professionals unit.  This unit was chosen 

to be cost estimated because it is assumed to be the most expensive due to the many 

custom design features that exceed in number and complexity to those located in the 

other senior and small family designs. 

 

Table 4.1. Cost Estimate for the Young Professionals Unit. 

Item Materials & Labor 

Estimate 

Notes Materials Labor 

Poured Concrete $6,800 9 cu yards - 4" pour $1,800 $5,000 

Carpet $13,000 $25/sq. yd. installed   

Custom Tile $4,000 Baths, showers only   

Appliances $15,000 Sink, Refrigerator, Dishwasher & Range for 5 units 

+ washers and dryers 

  

Paint $25,000 Complete interior   

Entry doors and locks  $6,000 Includes handicapped hardware (push bars, etc.)   

Cabinets and vanities $32,000 $32000 would cover custom built kitchen cabinets $24,000 $8,000 

Countertops $10,000 (installed price), built in desks, shelving, etc. and 

counters better than laminate 

$7,000 $3,000 

Drywall $25,000 New walls + addition of hanging 5/8" drywall over 

existing walls which are partitions between units 

and over all ceilings as per fire code 

  

New stair core in foyer  $18,000 Finished stairs carpeted $12,000 $6,000 

Garage stairs $1,600  $1,000 $600 

New interior walls $7,000  $3,000 $4,000 

Drawings and permits $7,000 $1,000-2,000 permits   

New interior knee walls $3,000  $1,500 $1,500 

HVAC $45,000 High pressure systems for each unit (located 

outside) 

$25,000 $20,000 

Plumbing $70,000 Includes ground work, rough-in, and fixtures (incl. 

5 hw tanks) 

  

Tile Floors $10,000 Kitchen and baths   

Deconstruction and 

dumpsters 

$30,000    



115 

 

Table 4.1 (Continued). Cost Estimate for the Young Professionals Unit. 

 

 

 

    

Item Materials & Labor 

Estimate 

Notes Materials Labor 

Trim $18,000 New doors as needed, door casement trim, all 

new base molding 

  

Electrical $55,000 Ground work ($20K)  Heavy-up per unit ($10K) 

Rough wire ($15K) Trim & Fixtures ($10K) 

  

Deck $24,000 High end Trex (low 15-18) $8,000 $16,000 

New window $400  $300 $100 

Wheelchair lift for stairs $8,000     

Turfstone Driveway $22,000     

Total $455,800    

  

 

The estimate includes medium to high-end finishes and fixtures as well as 

custom cabinetry in the kitchens and bathrooms.  It also includes the cost and materials 

of new plumbing, hot water heaters, and high pressure HVAC systems that will be more 

efficient for the subdivided units. Material and labor costs for fire-rated partitions 

throughout the structure are also included. Fire-rated partitions are not required by code 

for congregate living facilities but do obviously create a safer dwelling. By specifying 

low- to mid-grade fixtures and finishes, the cost would be reduced by approximately 

$25,000, according to the consulted contractor. 

 Statistics provided by ZipRealty.com concerning real estate in the Rockville, 

Maryland area and its adjacent suburbs indicate that the median price per square 

footage for condominiums vary greatly from that of single family residences, as shown 

in Table 4.2.   
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Table 4.2.  Sales Trends for Rockville, Redland, Olney, North Bethesda, Brookeville, 
 Brinklow for single family residences (SFR) and condominiums (from ZipRealty.com). 

 
Property 
Type  

Q3 2007  Q4 2007  Q1 2008  Q2 2008  

SFR  $221.05  $206.39  $203.73  $184.63  

Condo  $275.18  $270.11  $262.35  $260  
 

 

Note: Green line indicates SFR, Gold indicates Condo 
 
 

 

 Based on the cost estimates shown in Table 4.2., the second quarter 2008 

median price per square foot for condominiums is $260.  Using the cost estimate for the 

young professionals unit, the total cost of the structure and renovations (for medium to 

high-end finishes) is approximately $1,450,800.  Divided between the five units, the 

average square footage of the private residences is calculated at approximately 862 

square feet, which is the figure to be used for the cost comparison.   Because this size 

is more comparable to a condominium than a single family residence, the median price 

per square foot average for condominiums is used as a comparison.  Using the average 

square footage of the individual residences and combining it with a proportion (20% for 

five units) of the common space, the comparison is based on a size of 1300 sq. ft.  After 
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these calculations are applied, the cost comes to $290,160 per unit, or approximately 

$223 per square foot. Thus, even when the dwelling purchase price and the renovation 

cost is factored in, it is more economically advantageous to inhabit a communal living 

dwelling as described in this chapter than to purchase an individual condominium in this 

geographical area. 

 Using the original cost estimate for the young professionals unit as a guide, 

reasonable adjustments have been made to the estimate for the senior unit based on 

the fact that there are fewer amenities. Once these adjustments have been made, the 

cost for the senior unit can be estimated at $1,440,000. After similar calculations 

described above, the cost per square foot is approximately $221 for the senior unit.  

Thus, the renovation described in this chapter is less economically advantageous than 

purchasing a single family dwelling, but more economically advantageous than 

purchasing a condominium.   

In the small family unit, the estimated total cost for the structure and renovations 

is $1,400,000, making the average cost per unit $466,666, or $202 per square foot.  

Because of the average size of the constructed dwellings (plus 33% of common space 

based on the three total units) is calculated at 2300 square feet, the cost comparison 

will use the single family residence median price per square foot of $184.63 (Table 

4.2.).  Therefore, the estimated cost per square foot of this study’s structure is 

significantly higher than the median cost per square foot for a single family residence in 

that area. 

 

Summary 

The previous chapters provided a foundation for the three different design 

solutions that have been presented.  These solutions create a mutually supportive 

environment for seniors, small families, and young professionals that would address the 

needs of each of the groups both collectively and individually.  Lastly, a cost comparison 

for the units was conducted with other dwelling options in the area to ascertain its 

financial feasibility and attractiveness to prospective residents.  Many challenges were 

presented and addressed throughout the study and will be further discussed in Chapter 

5.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

 

 Three different design solutions have been presented for repurposing a 

McMansion into a congregate living facility.  Each of the designs provides the intended 

residents with a customized design to accommodate the needs of the individual groups.  

The overall goal of the project was to present a solution that would create an affordable 

housing solution for seniors, small families, and young professionals while 

simultaneously providing a solution for the current housing issue of vacant homes on 

the market. The solution presents three customized designs that also take into 

consideration the benefits of a shared living situation with regard to social aspects as 

well as those of sustainability.   

  

Reflections on the Project Thesis Research and Design 

 

Updated Conditions 

 Much of the research was gathered between January and April of 2008.  It is 

important to acknowledge that over the course of the year, the economic conditions 

discussed in the review of literature continued to change dramatically.  As facts and 

figures continue to change, the challenges of the current economic conditions remain.  

The New Solutions 

Budget comparisons. The original intention of the project was to create an 

affordable housing solution that addressed the individual needs of the users and 

created a mutually supportive living environment.  The budget discussed in Chapter 4 

includes a realistic estimate of cost and additional systems that had not been initially 

considered.  Yet with such a high cost of living in the target dwelling’s area, the solution 

proved to be affordable for the seniors and young professionals units whose sizes and 

amenities were compared to condominiums in the area.  Unfortunately, this was not the 
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case with the small families unit, the cost of which was logically compared to the median 

price per square foot of single family residences.  Still, in this author’s opinion, the small 

family unit still proves to be beneficial with regard to a mutually supportive environment 

for parents and children, especially if other issues are considered in a addition to 

financial aspects.  However, it is interesting to note that within the neighborhood of the 

chosen site, one could not find a house for under $466,666 of comparable size. 

Challenges and successes of the designs.  As previously mentioned in 

Chapter 4, specifications were made to incorporate new systems in each individual unit 

that had not originally been anticipated for the budget.  These systems will be more 

energy efficient for the residents and will allow usage to be monitored more feasibly.  

The new high-pressure HVAC systems placed in each unit will allow residents to control 

the settings within their individual units and will accommodate a submeter to track their 

proportion of the structure’s utility costs.  New hot water heaters were added for each 

unit as well to accommodate the increased number of occupants. 

 During the design process, it proved difficult to maintain walls and plumbing of 

the original structure.  However, all of the baths were maintained, although some were 

slightly altered to accommodate spatial planning.  The solutions did meet with success 

in feeding off of the existing plumbing stacks within the original dwelling, thus averting 

more serious plumbing retrofit costs. 

One of the major concerns in the new designs was the challenge that acoustics 

provided.  It was important to consider acoustics between the private dwellings 

themselves as well as between private dwellings and common spaces.  These concerns 

were addressed in several ways: fire-rated partitions were constructed for new walls 

and extra drywall added to the existing walls, creating more of a sound barrier.  Also, 

the resilient materials selected for flooring likely assist sound absorption as well.  

As discussed in chapter 4, the majority of windows were maintained, preventing 

the additional cost and materials for new fenestration.  Only one window had to be 

added in both the small families and young professionals unit to accommodate the code 

for fenestration in bedrooms.  In the seniors and small families units, the screened in 

porch had windows added in order to enclose the room for additional square footage.  In 

the young professionals unit, several windows were also replaced with doors to the 
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second-story deck.  In both of these cases, the framing was already in place and little 

labor would be necessary. 

Another challenge involving fenestration was the placement of windows in the 

basement level.  As there are no existing windows on the front (west) side of the house, 

due to the slope of the site, bedrooms were not able to be placed in this area.  Because 

of the existing divisions on this level, it was difficult to convert the spaces at the bottom 

of the basement stairs into private residences.  In the seniors and young professionals 

designs, this space was used for an exercise room. Also, in all three designs, much of 

the awkward space in the basement foyer level was able to be used as individual 

storage units. 

The creation of ADA compliant spaces were also difficult, as they require much 

more space and consideration than had been originally anticipated.  The original 

staircase was redesigned to accept the wheelchair platform lift.  The lift enabled the 

dwelling to accommodate the ADA compliant units within the structure without the much 

more costly addition of an elevator. 

Reflections of the success of meeting users’ unique programmatic 

requirements.  Each of the designs is unique based on the distinct needs and 

requirements of each group.  Several of the design elements were able to be used in 

more than one of the design solutions. For example, the new staircase core in the small 

families design was carried over to the young professionals design.  This would not 

work, however, for the senior design because public access was needed to the attic, 

which the L-shaped staircase did not allow.  Thus each of the designs had to be 

customized based on the needs of the individual groups. 

The senior design includes many spaces that allow aging in place to occur, which 

was one of the main goals for this demographic.  Two ADA compliant residences have 

been created and all of the public spaces are accessible to residents who may 

experience difficulty moving around.  This will allow these residents to continue to 

socialize with one another so they would not fall into a state of isolation because of their 

disabilities. 

The design for small families accommodates many of the user requirements 

discussed in the programming chapters.  First, the layouts are open in both the 
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individual residences as well as the common areas which allow parents to keep a 

watchful eye on their children at all times.  The shared childcare area has been created 

so parents can take turns watching the children which could potentially prevent the 

great expenditures of day care.  This childcare area also creates an away place for 

children that is designed especially for them.  This space can also be seen from the 

common kitchen, dining room, and exercise space in order to allow parents to complete 

other tasks while still watching their children.  The main goal in this design was to create 

spaces where different members of the family could interact with one another even if 

they were engaged in separate activities.  By creating open layouts in both the private 

living areas as well as the common rooms, this was achieved. 

The dwelling designed for young professionals incorporates many of the design 

features that are desired by this demographic.  The designs for the common areas as 

well as the private residences include an open and casual layout and are specified with 

contemporary fixtures and furnishings.  The second story deck provides two of the units 

with a private outdoor space.  Although it may be preferable to have these spaces for 

each unit, only one deck was added in order to maintain the exterior facades that faced 

other residences.   

Many of the spaces include half walls which would allow sound to reverberate 

more easily.  This presented a challenge in selecting finishes that would overcome 

these unfavorable acoustics. Instead of using tile and hardwood flooring, which would 

contribute to sound reverberation, carpet tiles and Marmoleum flooring were specified to 

accommodate both price and acoustics.   

 

Future Avenues of Study 

 

 Sustainability was not the primary focus of the design. Therefore, further 

products and sustainable solutions should be researched in order to create a more 

sustainable living structure. The new LEED for homes rating system may be applied to 

future designs to incorporate these sustainable features.   

 By creating a congregate living facility, standard single-family residential codes 

could be applied to the design.  This avoided some potentially high-cost renovations to 
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achieving code compliance with multi-residential structures.  A congregate living 

structure, however, has an occupant capacity of only sixteen persons.  It would be 

interesting to further research how the structure could be renovated into a multi-family 

residence in compliance with multi-residential codes to accommodate more occupants. 

 The cost estimate for the small families unit proved to be less affordable than 

originally anticipated.  Further research could be completed to find a solution that would 

be more affordable for this group or prospective residents. 

One of the main goals of this study is to show one of the many uses of these 

structures and how it can be applied to create a more sustainable housing solution than 

the existing McMansion-style residence.  If repurposing these structures becomes a 

more widely-accepted solution to the current housing situation, there could be many 

possible uses for the existing structures.  In the future, perhaps these dwellings will 

become mixed-use neighborhoods and incorporate both residences and commercial 

spaces. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, community opposition to the proposed 

solution is probable.  By minimizing the changes to the exterior of the structure, the 

opposition may also be minimized.  It is important to acknowledge, however, that much 

of the opposition would be presented in the renovation stages when increased activity 

on the site would be created. If opposition can be overcome, this design solution may 

offer many advantages including affordability and socialization.  If entire neighborhoods 

were to be converted, this also may lessen the individual neighbor complaints within the 

community. 

 

Recommendations for Other Congregate Living Designers 

 

This study provided the author with much insight on the costs and responsibilities 

of residential renovations.  At the start of the design, it was decided to create a 

congregate living facility to not only benefit the residents, but to convert the space to 

abide by single-family residential codes.  As previously mentioned, this was to avoid 

potentially high costs of new systems and materials that would have to be introduced in 

order to be compliant with multi-family residential codes.  As it turns out, many of the 
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alterations made to the structure were in the direction of a multi-family structure.  This 

was mainly to accommodate more efficient egress patterns, ADA compliant residences, 

and acoustic challenges.  These changes exceeded requirements for a single-family 

structure and often met the requirements for multi-family residential codes. Few 

alterations would have to be made in order to create a multi-family structure based on 

the code requirements.  With the exception of zoning restrictions, this may be a valid 

option for future designs. 

Another major challenge for designing a congregate living structure was cost. 

Because each of the individual residences is custom and cannot fit any cookie-cutter 

shape, many of the design elements were customized including cabinetry and built-in 

features.  As discussed in the review of literature, small, customized spaces do not 

necessarily mean less expensive.  The cost estimate proved to be much higher than 

originally anticipated because of these many custom features, as well as the new 

systems for each private residence that would make the space more comfortable and 

energy efficient.  As seen in the small family solution, these customized spaces are not 

necessarily cost efficient based on the surrounding real estate.   It would be interesting 

to conduct future research to find a more economical solution for this design challenge. 

 

Summary 

 

 The author’s exploration of the research topic intends to provide an example of a 

feasible solution to the problem of the saturation of large vacant homes on the market.  

By introducing a design solution that rethinks former assumptions of occupancy, it may 

be easier for people to visualize the concept as a feasible solution. Hopefully, over time 

this type of solution may become more widely accepted as a housing option. 

Housing forecasts modeled at the Metropolitan Institute at Virginia Tech predict 

that by the year 2025, there will likely be a surplus of 22 million large-lot homes 

(Leinberger, 2008).  As this study suggests, it may be possible to craft a solution that 

can benefit both the housing market as well as groups of residents in a shared living 

situation.  The aspects of a more compact residence may prove to be beneficial for both 

the residents as well the environment. 
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