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Missing Middle Housing: Responding to 
the Demand for Walkable Urban Living

By Daniel Parolek
The mismatch between current US housing stock and shifting 
demographics, combined with the growing demand for walkalble 
urban living, has been poignantly defined by recent research 
and publications by the likes of Christopher Nelson and Chris 
Leinberger and most recently by the Urban Land Institute’s 
publication, What’s Next: Real Estate in the New Economy. Now 
it is time to stop talking about the problem and start generating 
immediate solutions! Are you ready to be part of the solution?

Unfortunately, the solution is not as simple as adding more multi-
family housing stock using the dated models/types of housing that 
we have been building.  Rather, we need a complete paradigm shift 
in the way that we design, locate, regulate, and develop homes. As 
What’s Next states, “it’s a time to rethink and evolve, reinvent and 
renew.” Missing Middle housing types, such as duplexes, fourplexes, 
bungalow courts, mansion apartments, and live-work units, are a 
critical part of the solution and should be a part of every architect’s, 
planner’s, real estate agent’s, and developer’s arsenal.

Diagram of missing middle housing types illustrating the range of types and their location between single-family homes and mid-rise buildings

Well-designed, simple Missing Middle housing types achieve 
medium-density yields and provide high-quality, marketable 
options between the scales of single-family homes and mid-rise flats 
for walkable urban living. They are designed to meet the specific 
needs of shifting demographics and the new market demand and 
are a key component to a diverse neighborhood. They are classified 
as “missing” because very few of these housing types have been 
built since the early 1940’s due to regulatory constraints, the shift to 
auto-dependent patterns of development, and the incentivization of 
single-family home ownership.

The following are defining characteristics of Missing Middle housing:

A walkable context

Probably the most important characteristic of these types of housing is 
that they need to be built within an existing or newly created walkable 
urban context.  Buyers or renters of these housing types are choosing to 
trade larger suburban housing for less space, no yard to maintain, and 
proximity to services and amenities such as restaurants, bars, markets, 
and often work. Linda Pruitt of the Cottage Company, who is building 
creative bungalow courts in the Seattle area, says the first thing her 
potential customers ask is, “What can I walk to?” So this criteria 
becomes very important in her selection of lots and project areas, as is it 
for all Missing Middle housing. 

Medium density but lower perceived densities. As a starting point, 
these building types typically range in density from 16 dwelling 
units/acre (du/acre) to up to 35 du/acre, depending on the building 
type and lot size. It is important not to get too caught up in the 
density numbers when thinking about these types. Due to the small 
footprint of the building types and the fact that they are usually 
mixed with a variety of building types, even on an individual block, 
the perceived density is usually quite lower–they do not look like 
dense buildings. 

A combination of these types gets a neighborhood to a minimum 
average of 16 du/acre. This is important because this is generally 
used as a threshold at which an environment becomes transit-
supportive and main streets with neighborhood-serving, walkable 
retail and services become viable.  

Small footprint and blended densities: As mentioned above, a common 
characteristic of these housing types are small- to medium-sized 
building footprints. The largest of these types, the mansion apartment 
or side-by-side duplex, may have a typical main body width of about 
40-50ft, which is very comparable to a large estate home. This makes 
them ideal for urban infill, even in older neighborhoods that were 
originally developed as single-family but have been designated to evolve 
with slightly higher intensities. As a good example, a courtyard housing 
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Thinking about Compatible Form First
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Walkable Context Different than Suburban Context 
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1 General/Introduction
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Novato has Great Charm:
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Adjacent retail on Grant Ave. Project Area

Amazing Location: Walkable to Many Amenities
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Amazing Location: Walkable to Many Amenities
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Providing Diverse and Affordable Housing Options
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Incompatible building scales

Parking consumes front yard

Frontage sacrificed to parking

100% lot coverage

Victims of Bad Density and Bad Design
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Primary pedestrian entrance hard to find

Mansard roof fails to reduce perception 
of building’s height and bulk.

Garage doors and drives dominate fronts

Parking dominates site

Quality Impacted by Poorly-Designed Density
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2 Photo Analysis 
Step 1: Get to Know the Place
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Capture and Understand Existing Character
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Introduction to Potential Building Types
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3
Mapping Analysis 
Step 2: Get a More In-Depth 
Understanding
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Larger Context and Existing Open Space
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Existing Number of Units
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Building Footprints
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Existing Building Heights
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Vacant Parcels: Only 1 In the Planning Area
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4
Zoning Analysis 
Step 3: Get a More Technical 
Understanding of the Rules

20



Why do we do this?

1. What does current zoning 

actually encourage vs. 

intent? (Often find there is 

a disconnect.) 

2. Getting beyond the 

numbers (density, lot cover, 

etc.) and understanding 

form the zoning is 

encouraging.
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Existing Zones
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Zoning Summary for R1-04.5
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Number of Units Allowed in the Northwest Quadrant 
Neighborhood by Different Documents
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R1-04.5 
Zone

1996 Novato 
General Plan

1977 NW 
Quadrant 

Plan

50’x150’ lot 1 2 3

100’x150’ lot 3 6 8

150’x150’ lot 5 10 12



Methodology: Modeling Potential Lot Build-Outs
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Step 1: Determine the Building Envelope Allowed
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Step 2: Determine the Limiting Factor for Development
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Step 3: Design Likely Build Out Examples



Findings

29© 2015 Opticos Design, Inc.  |

1. 1 unit allowed 

2. 3 Stories allowed 

3. If get new houses 

will likely have large 

driveways and 

garages facing the 

street 

4. Due to proximity 

to downtown, may 

eventually get really 

large, high end 

single family home 

remodel/rebuild

50 x 150 ft Lot



Findings
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1. 1 unit allowed 

2. 3 Stories allowed 

3. If get new houses 

will likely have large 

driveways and 

garages facing the 

street 

4. Due to proximity 

to downtown, may 

eventually get really 

large, high end 

single family home 

remodel/rebuild

50 x 150 ft Lot



Findings
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1. 3 units allowed. Not 

enough to 

encourage rebuild 

or major 

renovation. 

2.  3 stories allowed 

3. Likely result:  3 

detached houses 

packed onto the 

site. Parking and 

garages out front.

100 x 150 ft Lot



Findings
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1. 3 units allowed. Not 

enough to 

encourage rebuild 

or major 

renovation. 

2.  3 stories allowed 

3. Likely result:  3 

detached houses 

packed onto the 

site. Parking and 

garages out front.

100 x 150 ft Corner Lot



150 x 150 ft Lot
Findings
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1. 5 units allowed. Not 

enough to 

encourage rebuild 

or major 

renovation. 

2.  3 stories allowed 

3. Likely result:  5 

detached houses 

packed onto the 

site. Parking and 

garages out front or 

tucked under 

house.



5
Discussing Appropriate 
Neighborhood Form First: 
Introduction to Housing Types
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A Tsunami is Upon Us

Why is This Important for Your 
Community and Your Practice?
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We Have Forgotten How to Build and Regulate Density
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Lot Build-Outs Using Density Allowed by  
1977 Neighborhood Plan
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100 x 150 ft Lot 
Assumptions: 

6 units 

All 2-bedroom units 

14 parking spaces 
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(C. Nelson).

Million Unit

National Shortage of Small Lot 
 and Attached Housing Units

Shortage
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(C. Leinberger)

Gap
Between Demand and Supply  

of  Walkable Urban Living Choices

%
20-



85
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!
by 2025 

%
75-

Households 
Without Children
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!
by 2025 

%

Households 
will be Single Person



Missing Middle Housing
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Missing Middle Housing: Responding to 
the Demand for Walkable Urban Living

By Daniel Parolek
The mismatch between current US housing stock and shifting 
demographics, combined with the growing demand for walkalble 
urban living, has been poignantly defined by recent research 
and publications by the likes of Christopher Nelson and Chris 
Leinberger and most recently by the Urban Land Institute’s 
publication, What’s Next: Real Estate in the New Economy. Now 
it is time to stop talking about the problem and start generating 
immediate solutions! Are you ready to be part of the solution?

Unfortunately, the solution is not as simple as adding more multi-
family housing stock using the dated models/types of housing that 
we have been building.  Rather, we need a complete paradigm shift 
in the way that we design, locate, regulate, and develop homes. As 
What’s Next states, “it’s a time to rethink and evolve, reinvent and 
renew.” Missing Middle housing types, such as duplexes, fourplexes, 
bungalow courts, mansion apartments, and live-work units, are a 
critical part of the solution and should be a part of every architect’s, 
planner’s, real estate agent’s, and developer’s arsenal.

Diagram of missing middle housing types illustrating the range of types and their location between single-family homes and mid-rise buildings

Well-designed, simple Missing Middle housing types achieve 
medium-density yields and provide high-quality, marketable 
options between the scales of single-family homes and mid-rise flats 
for walkable urban living. They are designed to meet the specific 
needs of shifting demographics and the new market demand and 
are a key component to a diverse neighborhood. They are classified 
as “missing” because very few of these housing types have been 
built since the early 1940’s due to regulatory constraints, the shift to 
auto-dependent patterns of development, and the incentivization of 
single-family home ownership.

The following are defining characteristics of Missing Middle housing:

A walkable context

Probably the most important characteristic of these types of housing is 
that they need to be built within an existing or newly created walkable 
urban context.  Buyers or renters of these housing types are choosing to 
trade larger suburban housing for less space, no yard to maintain, and 
proximity to services and amenities such as restaurants, bars, markets, 
and often work. Linda Pruitt of the Cottage Company, who is building 
creative bungalow courts in the Seattle area, says the first thing her 
potential customers ask is, “What can I walk to?” So this criteria 
becomes very important in her selection of lots and project areas, as is it 
for all Missing Middle housing. 

Medium density but lower perceived densities. As a starting point, 
these building types typically range in density from 16 dwelling 
units/acre (du/acre) to up to 35 du/acre, depending on the building 
type and lot size. It is important not to get too caught up in the 
density numbers when thinking about these types. Due to the small 
footprint of the building types and the fact that they are usually 
mixed with a variety of building types, even on an individual block, 
the perceived density is usually quite lower–they do not look like 
dense buildings. 

A combination of these types gets a neighborhood to a minimum 
average of 16 du/acre. This is important because this is generally 
used as a threshold at which an environment becomes transit-
supportive and main streets with neighborhood-serving, walkable 
retail and services become viable.  

Small footprint and blended densities: As mentioned above, a common 
characteristic of these housing types are small- to medium-sized 
building footprints. The largest of these types, the mansion apartment 
or side-by-side duplex, may have a typical main body width of about 
40-50ft, which is very comparable to a large estate home. This makes 
them ideal for urban infill, even in older neighborhoods that were 
originally developed as single-family but have been designated to evolve 
with slightly higher intensities. As a good example, a courtyard housing 

Scale Between Single Family Housing and Stacked Flats



The “Missing Middle:” Sacramento, CA
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Fourplex

Side-by-Side DuplexBungalow Court



The “Missing Middle” in Alameda, CA
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Stacked Duplex Fourplex

Bungalow CourtFourplex



The “Missing Middle” in Berkeley, CA 
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Bungalow Court

FourplexStacked Duplex

Mansion Apartment



Courtyard Apartments
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Typical Lot Sizes Density (8 units/lot) Density (14 units/lot)

110’ x 125’ 26 DU/Acre	
 46 DU/Acre	


110’ x 110’ 29 DU/Acre	
 50 DU/Acre	

120’ x 135 22 DU/Acre	
 DU/Acre



Four/Sixplexes
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Typical Lot 
Size

Density (4 units/lot) Density (6 units/lot)

75’ x 125’ 18 DU/Acre	
 27 DU/Acre	


60’ x 125’ 24 DU/Acre	
 35 DU/Acre	


60’ x 100’ 28 DU/Acre	
 NA	




Duplexes: Stacked
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Typical Lot Size Density

60’ x 125’ 12 DU/Acre	


60’ x 100’ 14 DU/Acre	

55’ x 85’ 19 DU/Acre	




Bungalow Courts
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Typical Lot Sizes Density (5 units/lot) Density (6 units/lot)

100’ x 125’ 17 DU/Acre	
 20 DU/Acre	


100’ x 100’ 22 DU/Acre	
 26 DU/Acre	

80’ x 100’ 25 DU/Acre	
 33 DU/Acre	




Townhouse
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Typical Lot Size Density

30’ x 125’ 12 DU/Acre	


25’ x 100’ 17 DU/Acre	

25’ x 75’ 23 DU/Acre	




Missing Middle Housing © 2015 Opticos Design, Inc.  |

Mansion Apartment

51

Typical Lot 
Size

Density (8 units/lot) Density (10 units/lot)

100’ x 125’ 28 DU/Acre	
 35 DU/Acre	


85’ x 125’ 33 DU/Acre	
 41 DU/Acre	


80’ x 85’ 51 DU/Acre	
 NA	




Getting it Right: Not Just Medium Density Housing

Important Characteristics of  
“Missing Middle” Housing

52



A
It is Set in A Walkable Urban 
Context

3

“What can I walk to?”

53



Urban Amenities and the Competitive Advantage
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Live-Work: Great for Transitions from Main Streets

© 2015 Opticos Design, Inc.  |
South Main, Buena Vista, CO. Opticos Design



B
Small Footprint, Blended 
Densities

3

Mixing Housing Types

56
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What’s in Common? Small Footprint (Depth and Width)

Missing Middle Housing: Responding to 
the Demand for Walkable Urban Living

By Daniel Parolek
The mismatch between current US housing stock and shifting 
demographics, combined with the growing demand for walkalble 
urban living, has been poignantly defined by recent research 
and publications by the likes of Christopher Nelson and Chris 
Leinberger and most recently by the Urban Land Institute’s 
publication, What’s Next: Real Estate in the New Economy. Now 
it is time to stop talking about the problem and start generating 
immediate solutions! Are you ready to be part of the solution?

Unfortunately, the solution is not as simple as adding more multi-
family housing stock using the dated models/types of housing that 
we have been building.  Rather, we need a complete paradigm shift 
in the way that we design, locate, regulate, and develop homes. As 
What’s Next states, “it’s a time to rethink and evolve, reinvent and 
renew.” Missing Middle housing types, such as duplexes, fourplexes, 
bungalow courts, mansion apartments, and live-work units, are a 
critical part of the solution and should be a part of every architect’s, 
planner’s, real estate agent’s, and developer’s arsenal.

Diagram of missing middle housing types illustrating the range of types and their location between single-family homes and mid-rise buildings

Well-designed, simple Missing Middle housing types achieve 
medium-density yields and provide high-quality, marketable 
options between the scales of single-family homes and mid-rise flats 
for walkable urban living. They are designed to meet the specific 
needs of shifting demographics and the new market demand and 
are a key component to a diverse neighborhood. They are classified 
as “missing” because very few of these housing types have been 
built since the early 1940’s due to regulatory constraints, the shift to 
auto-dependent patterns of development, and the incentivization of 
single-family home ownership.

The following are defining characteristics of Missing Middle housing:

A walkable context

Probably the most important characteristic of these types of housing is 
that they need to be built within an existing or newly created walkable 
urban context.  Buyers or renters of these housing types are choosing to 
trade larger suburban housing for less space, no yard to maintain, and 
proximity to services and amenities such as restaurants, bars, markets, 
and often work. Linda Pruitt of the Cottage Company, who is building 
creative bungalow courts in the Seattle area, says the first thing her 
potential customers ask is, “What can I walk to?” So this criteria 
becomes very important in her selection of lots and project areas, as is it 
for all Missing Middle housing. 

Medium density but lower perceived densities. As a starting point, 
these building types typically range in density from 16 dwelling 
units/acre (du/acre) to up to 35 du/acre, depending on the building 
type and lot size. It is important not to get too caught up in the 
density numbers when thinking about these types. Due to the small 
footprint of the building types and the fact that they are usually 
mixed with a variety of building types, even on an individual block, 
the perceived density is usually quite lower–they do not look like 
dense buildings. 

A combination of these types gets a neighborhood to a minimum 
average of 16 du/acre. This is important because this is generally 
used as a threshold at which an environment becomes transit-
supportive and main streets with neighborhood-serving, walkable 
retail and services become viable.  

Small footprint and blended densities: As mentioned above, a common 
characteristic of these housing types are small- to medium-sized 
building footprints. The largest of these types, the mansion apartment 
or side-by-side duplex, may have a typical main body width of about 
40-50ft, which is very comparable to a large estate home. This makes 
them ideal for urban infill, even in older neighborhoods that were 
originally developed as single-family but have been designated to evolve 
with slightly higher intensities. As a good example, a courtyard housing 



!
Townhouse 
18 du/acre

Single Family 
9-13 du/acre

Courtyard 
30 du/acre

!
Mews House 
15 du/acre

Blending Density: Diff. Densities, but Compatible Forms
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C Lower Perceived Densities

3

Perception if 90% of the Issue
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This is 24 du/acre, but Looks Like a House
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Same Scale as a House
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Typical Lot Size Density

60’ x 125’ 12 DU/Acre	


60’ x 100’ 14 DU/Acre	

55’ x 85’ 19 DU/Acre	




D Well-Designed, Smaller Units

3

Trading Quantity for Quality
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Not Same Suburban Unit Type in Urban Context
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E
Off-Street Parking Does Not 
Drive the Site Plan

3

Is Possible Due to Walkable Context

64



On Street Parking Assessment
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Units Density

9 22 DU/Acre	




Otherwise You Get This
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6
Creating Regulations that  
Encourage and Incentivize  
Compatible Housing

68



First Select Mix of Housing That is Compatible
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Missing Middle Housing: Responding to 
the Demand for Walkable Urban Living

By Daniel Parolek
The mismatch between current US housing stock and shifting 
demographics, combined with the growing demand for walkalble 
urban living, has been poignantly defined by recent research 
and publications by the likes of Christopher Nelson and Chris 
Leinberger and most recently by the Urban Land Institute’s 
publication, What’s Next: Real Estate in the New Economy. Now 
it is time to stop talking about the problem and start generating 
immediate solutions! Are you ready to be part of the solution?

Unfortunately, the solution is not as simple as adding more multi-
family housing stock using the dated models/types of housing that 
we have been building.  Rather, we need a complete paradigm shift 
in the way that we design, locate, regulate, and develop homes. As 
What’s Next states, “it’s a time to rethink and evolve, reinvent and 
renew.” Missing Middle housing types, such as duplexes, fourplexes, 
bungalow courts, mansion apartments, and live-work units, are a 
critical part of the solution and should be a part of every architect’s, 
planner’s, real estate agent’s, and developer’s arsenal.

Diagram of missing middle housing types illustrating the range of types and their location between single-family homes and mid-rise buildings

Well-designed, simple Missing Middle housing types achieve 
medium-density yields and provide high-quality, marketable 
options between the scales of single-family homes and mid-rise flats 
for walkable urban living. They are designed to meet the specific 
needs of shifting demographics and the new market demand and 
are a key component to a diverse neighborhood. They are classified 
as “missing” because very few of these housing types have been 
built since the early 1940’s due to regulatory constraints, the shift to 
auto-dependent patterns of development, and the incentivization of 
single-family home ownership.

The following are defining characteristics of Missing Middle housing:

A walkable context

Probably the most important characteristic of these types of housing is 
that they need to be built within an existing or newly created walkable 
urban context.  Buyers or renters of these housing types are choosing to 
trade larger suburban housing for less space, no yard to maintain, and 
proximity to services and amenities such as restaurants, bars, markets, 
and often work. Linda Pruitt of the Cottage Company, who is building 
creative bungalow courts in the Seattle area, says the first thing her 
potential customers ask is, “What can I walk to?” So this criteria 
becomes very important in her selection of lots and project areas, as is it 
for all Missing Middle housing. 

Medium density but lower perceived densities. As a starting point, 
these building types typically range in density from 16 dwelling 
units/acre (du/acre) to up to 35 du/acre, depending on the building 
type and lot size. It is important not to get too caught up in the 
density numbers when thinking about these types. Due to the small 
footprint of the building types and the fact that they are usually 
mixed with a variety of building types, even on an individual block, 
the perceived density is usually quite lower–they do not look like 
dense buildings. 

A combination of these types gets a neighborhood to a minimum 
average of 16 du/acre. This is important because this is generally 
used as a threshold at which an environment becomes transit-
supportive and main streets with neighborhood-serving, walkable 
retail and services become viable.  

Small footprint and blended densities: As mentioned above, a common 
characteristic of these housing types are small- to medium-sized 
building footprints. The largest of these types, the mansion apartment 
or side-by-side duplex, may have a typical main body width of about 
40-50ft, which is very comparable to a large estate home. This makes 
them ideal for urban infill, even in older neighborhoods that were 
originally developed as single-family but have been designated to evolve 
with slightly higher intensities. As a good example, a courtyard housing 

Not Starting with Density or Use - Form First



Write Form-Based Regulations That Reinforce Those Types
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10-40.40.080 

10-75Flagstaff Zoning Code

T4 Neighborhood 2 (T4N.2) Standards

ROW/Property	
�   Line

Building Setback Line

Encroachment Area 
Key 

ROW/Property	
�   Line

Parking	
�   Setback	
�   Line

Parking	
�   Area	
�   

Key 

G. Required Parking

Spaces7

Residential Uses

Studio/1 Bedroom 1 space/unit min.

2+ Bedrooms 2 spaces/unit min.

Retail Trade, Service Uses

≤2,000	
�   sf No spaces required

>2,000 sf 2 spaces/1,000 sf min. 

above	
�   first	
�   2,000	
�   sf
7 Use types not listed shall meet the requirements in Table 

10-50.70.040.A	
�   (Automobile	
�   Parking	
�   Spaces	
�   Required).

Location (Setback from ROW/Property Line)

Front

Covered/Attached 30' min.

Uncovered Match	
�   front	
�   facade	
�   min.

Side Street/Civic Space 5' min.

Side 0' min.

Rear 0' min.

Miscellaneous

Linear feet of front or side 

façade that may be garage 35% max.

See	
�   Division	
�   10-50.70	
�   (Parking	
�   Standards)	
�   for	
�   additional	
�   

parking regulations.

M

N

O

P

F. Encroachments and Frontage Types

Encroachments4

Front 5' max.

Side Street/Civic Space 5' max.

Side 3' max.

Rear

Property	
�   Line 0' max.

Rear Lane or Alley 3' max.

Galleries	
�   may	
�   encroach	
�   in	
�   to	
�   street	
�   ROW,	
�   all	
�   other	
�   

encroachments	
�   are	
�   not	
�   allowed	
�   within	
�   a	
�   street	
�   ROW.
4See Section�����������(QFURDFKPHnts) for allowed 

encroachments.

Allowed Private Frontage Types5

Stoop Forecourt

Gallery6 Terrace/Lightwell6

Shopfront6 Porch
5See	
�   Division	
�   10-50.30	
�   (Specific	
�   to	
�   Private	
�   Frontage	
�   

Types) for private frontage type descriptions and 

regulations.
6Allowed only in open sub-zone(s).
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10-40.40.080  

10-74 Flagstaff Zoning Code

T4 Neighborhood 2 (T4N.2) Standards

D. Building Placement

Setback (Distance from ROW/Property Line)

Principal	
�   Building

Front1 5' min.; 12' max.

Front facade within area 50% min.

Side Street/Civic Space 10' min.; 15' max.

Side2 3' min. 

Rear 3' min.

Outbuilding

Front 20' min. 

Side 0' min.; 3' max.

Rear 3' min.
1 Setback may match an existing adjacent building as 

follows. The building may be set to align with the facade 

of the frontmost immediately adjacent property, for a 

width no greater than that of the adjacent property's 

facade that encroaches into the minimum setback.
2No side setback required between townhouse and/or 

live/work building types.

Miscellaneous

Upper-floor	
�   units	
�   must	
�   have	
�   a	
�   primary	
�   entrance	
�   along	
�   a	
�   

street or courtyard façade.

Ground-floor	
�   residential	
�   units	
�   along	
�   a	
�   street	
�   must	
�   have	
�   

individual entries.

A

B

C

D

E. Building Form3

Height

Principal	
�   Building	
�   

Stories 4 Stories max.

To	
�   Eave/Parapet 40' max.

Overall 52' max.

Outbuilding 2 Stories max.

To	
�   Eave/Parapet 18' max.

Overall 28' max.

Ground Floor Finish Level 18" min. above 

sidewalk

Ground Floor Ceiling 9' min. clear

Upper Floor(s) Ceiling 8' min. clear
3  See Division 10-50.100	
�   (Specific	
�   to	
�   Building	
�   Types)	
�   for	
�   

additional building form regulations. 

Footprint

Depth,	
�   ground-floor	
�   residential	
�   

space along primary street 

frontage

30' min.

Lot Coverage 80% max.

Miscellaneous

Mansard	
�   roof	
�   forms	
�   are	
�   not	
�   allowed.

E

F

G

H

ROW	
�   Line Street

ROW/Property	
�   Line

Building Setback Line

Building Area

Facade Area 

Key 
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Make the Zoning Code/Rules Graphic, Clear, and Predictable
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Small Footprint Urban Neighborhood  Zone
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What Mix of Housing is Right Here?
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Missing Middle Housing: Responding to 
the Demand for Walkable Urban Living

By Daniel Parolek
The mismatch between current US housing stock and shifting 
demographics, combined with the growing demand for walkalble 
urban living, has been poignantly defined by recent research 
and publications by the likes of Christopher Nelson and Chris 
Leinberger and most recently by the Urban Land Institute’s 
publication, What’s Next: Real Estate in the New Economy. Now 
it is time to stop talking about the problem and start generating 
immediate solutions! Are you ready to be part of the solution?

Unfortunately, the solution is not as simple as adding more multi-
family housing stock using the dated models/types of housing that 
we have been building.  Rather, we need a complete paradigm shift 
in the way that we design, locate, regulate, and develop homes. As 
What’s Next states, “it’s a time to rethink and evolve, reinvent and 
renew.” Missing Middle housing types, such as duplexes, fourplexes, 
bungalow courts, mansion apartments, and live-work units, are a 
critical part of the solution and should be a part of every architect’s, 
planner’s, real estate agent’s, and developer’s arsenal.

Diagram of missing middle housing types illustrating the range of types and their location between single-family homes and mid-rise buildings

Well-designed, simple Missing Middle housing types achieve 
medium-density yields and provide high-quality, marketable 
options between the scales of single-family homes and mid-rise flats 
for walkable urban living. They are designed to meet the specific 
needs of shifting demographics and the new market demand and 
are a key component to a diverse neighborhood. They are classified 
as “missing” because very few of these housing types have been 
built since the early 1940’s due to regulatory constraints, the shift to 
auto-dependent patterns of development, and the incentivization of 
single-family home ownership.

The following are defining characteristics of Missing Middle housing:

A walkable context

Probably the most important characteristic of these types of housing is 
that they need to be built within an existing or newly created walkable 
urban context.  Buyers or renters of these housing types are choosing to 
trade larger suburban housing for less space, no yard to maintain, and 
proximity to services and amenities such as restaurants, bars, markets, 
and often work. Linda Pruitt of the Cottage Company, who is building 
creative bungalow courts in the Seattle area, says the first thing her 
potential customers ask is, “What can I walk to?” So this criteria 
becomes very important in her selection of lots and project areas, as is it 
for all Missing Middle housing. 

Medium density but lower perceived densities. As a starting point, 
these building types typically range in density from 16 dwelling 
units/acre (du/acre) to up to 35 du/acre, depending on the building 
type and lot size. It is important not to get too caught up in the 
density numbers when thinking about these types. Due to the small 
footprint of the building types and the fact that they are usually 
mixed with a variety of building types, even on an individual block, 
the perceived density is usually quite lower–they do not look like 
dense buildings. 

A combination of these types gets a neighborhood to a minimum 
average of 16 du/acre. This is important because this is generally 
used as a threshold at which an environment becomes transit-
supportive and main streets with neighborhood-serving, walkable 
retail and services become viable.  

Small footprint and blended densities: As mentioned above, a common 
characteristic of these housing types are small- to medium-sized 
building footprints. The largest of these types, the mansion apartment 
or side-by-side duplex, may have a typical main body width of about 
40-50ft, which is very comparable to a large estate home. This makes 
them ideal for urban infill, even in older neighborhoods that were 
originally developed as single-family but have been designated to evolve 
with slightly higher intensities. As a good example, a courtyard housing 

Scale Between Single Family Housing and Stacked Flats



Question to Consider: Should Block Closest to Grant 
Avenue be Thought About Differently Than Other Blocks
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Q & A
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