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The content in this brief provides individuals with an 

overview of Missing Middle Housing; what it is, why it 

is beneficial, and some ideas on how to promote these 

housing types locally.  Information related to Tucson 

and Pima County has also been included to provide a 

regionally-focused perspective. More detailed information 

on this topic can be found in Missing Middle Housing: 

Thinking Big and Building Small to Respond to Today’s 

Housing Crisis by Daniel Parolek.
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The Local Housing Situation

The Tucson metropolitan area is experiencing strong growth and 
reinvestment, but it is not realizing the variety of housing choice and 
affordability that are key for the future.

The need for more housing 
choices.

Increasingly, millennials and baby boomers 

are looking for more choices and smaller 

places to live, with other components of 

their lifestyle within walking distance. The 

available choices, however, continue to be 

primarily single-family houses and large 

apartment projects. As of 2018, single-

family homes, townhouses, mobile homes, 

and large apartment complexes (20 units 

or more) accounted for 86% of the total 

housing units in Pima County1. Smaller 

apartment projects (less than 20 units) 

were 14% of the total.

Meanwhile, Pima County’s population 

continues to grow, increasing by 7% since 

20102. Over the next 10 years that growth 

rate is expected to continue, signifying 

significant growth pressure and substantial 

need for housing.

The need for regulatory change.

Too often, the types and size of new 

dwellings that the market wants are 

not allowed by local policy or zoning 

regulations. This leaves innovative 

developments needing to go through 

complex and uncertain review processes 

when they are trying to respond to the 

shifting market. Regulatory change 

is needed to make new investment 

predictable and simple.

Location of available U.S. housing 
stock.

90% of available housing in the U.S. is 

located in a conventional neighborhood 

of single-family homes, adding up to a 35 

million unit housing shortage3. 

Population projections through 
2040 for the metropolitan area.

By 2040, Pima County is projected to 

become home to an additional 144,000 

residents2. Using the average household 

size for Pima County (2.46)4, that means 

an additional 58,500 units over the next 

20 years, or an annual average of 2,925 

units.  To put this in perspective, for the 

12 months ending in March 2019, Pima 

County saw 4,225 new rental and for-sale 

homes permitted5.

Sources: 

1 https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/housing-type 
2 https://www.azcommerce.com/oeo/population/ 
3 Dr. Arthur C. Nelson “Missing Middle: Demand and Benefits”, Utah ULI Conference, October 21, 2014 
4 https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ 
5 https://www.huduser.gov/portal/publications/pdf/TucsonAZ-CHMA-19.pdf
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Population Characteristics

City of Tucson Pima County

Total Population 539,216 1,044,675

Average Household Size 2.43 2.46

Homeowners 50% 62.4%

Renters 50% 37.6%

Renter Vacancy Rate 7.2% 7.2%

Median Household Income $41,625 $51,037

Median Home Value $146,500 $173,500

Median Monthly Rent $694 $885

Total Amount of Land 241 sq. mi. -

Amount of Land Zoned for 

Multifamily Housing

24% -

Data sources: Tucson Housing Market Study, https://mapazdashboard.

arizona.edu/housing-market-study-overview and 2018 ACS 5-Year 

Estimate 

City Housing Types1

City of Tucson Pima County

Single-family Homes 62% 68%

Duplexes 3% 2%

Buildings with 3-4 Units 4% 3%

Buildings with 5-9 Units 5% 4%

Buildings >10 Units 20% 14%

Mobile Homes 6% 10%

Total 100% 100%

Data sources: Tucson Housing Market Study, https://mapazdashboard.

arizona.edu/housing-market-study-overview and 2018 ACS 5-Year 

Estimate 

Population Characteristics

Population 

by Year

City of 

Tucson

City 10yr 

Growth

Tucson MSA 

(Pima County)

MSA 10yr 

Growth

1990 408,821  668,844 

2000 489,183 16%  848,375 21%

2010 520,795 6%  981,168 14%

2019 546,576 4%  1,044,675 6%

Projections

2020 1,050,906 0.8%

2030 1,129,224 0.7%

2040 1,195,142 0.5%

2050 1,249,558 0.4%

Data source: AZ OEO Population Projections by County
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Why Missing Middle Housing 
(MMH) Is Important in  
The Future of Communities
Eight key national trends point to MMH as an essential part of 
communities' strategy for reinvestment and housing production. 

Cities Are Prioritizing Walkability 
for Their Triple-bottom-line 
Benefits

 ■ The improved physical and mental 

health of residents;

 ■ Environmental stewardship, and

 ■ Economic benefits.

Housing Choices Have Been at 
Extreme Ends of The Spectrum

For the past 75 years, we have primarily 

been building detached single-unit houses 

and mid-rise/high-rise apartments, without 

addressing the market needs between 

these two ends.

Walkable Living in Demand

 ■ There is a 20% to 35 % gap between the 

demand and supply of walkable urban 

living choices. Essentially two housing 

products, single-unit houses, and mid/

high-rise apartments are creating the 

gap, and

 ■ 60% favor neighborhoods with a 

walkable mix of houses and stores rather 

than neighborhoods that require more 

driving between home, work, and play1.
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Sources

1National Association of Realtors 
2American Planning Association 
3NAIOP Commercial Real Estate Development 

Association 
4U.S. Census Bureau 
5Home.one

Millennials and Baby Boomers2

 ■ 56% of millennials and 46% of baby 

boomers want to live in more Walkable 

Neighborhoods, and 

 ■ 59% of millennials and 27% of baby 

boomers are looking for MMH. See 

graphic below.

Office Tenants3

Office tenants prefer locations in walkable 

environments over typical suburban office 

parks by a ratio of 4 to 1.

Changing Demographics4

By 2025, 85% of households will not have 

children, but we are building as if they will. 

Further, nearly 30% of them are single-

person. Millennials, baby boomers, single-

woman households, etc. do not need or 

want a large yard or house to maintain.

10,000 Baby Boomers Retire Every 
Day5

Half of them have no retirement savings 

and depend on their social security 

payment (an average of $1,341 per month), 

requiring smaller and more affordable 

housing choices.

Shortage of 3 Million Units

Across the U.S., we are short of the 

demand for small lot and attached 

housing units.

Baby Boomers (55-64) Millennials (25-34)

27% Looking for MMH* 59% Looking for MMH*

Townhomes 11%

Condos 9%

Multifamily 7%

Mobile Homes 2%

Single Family 71%

Townhomes 34%

Condos 10%

Multifamily 15%

Mobile Homes 2%

Single Family 39%

*MMH choices include townhomes, condos, + multifamily
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Middle 
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Left: A recently-renovated cottage 

court in downtown Tucson.
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What Is Missing Middle 
Housing?

House-scale buildings with multiple units in Walkable Neighborhoods

Responding to The Demand for  
Walkable Urban Living

The mismatch between current US 

housing stock and shifting demographics, 

combined with the growing demand 

for walkable urban living, has been 

poignantly defined by recent research and 

publications by Christopher Nelson and 

Chris Leinberger, and most recently by the 

Urban Land Institute’s publication “What’s 

Next: Real Estate in the New Economy.” 

The solution is not as simple as adding 

more multifamily housing stock using the 

same housing typologies that have been 

built over the past couple of decades. 

Instead, it will be necessary to shift 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.” To that end, Missing 

Middle Housing types such as duplexes, 

fourplexes, bungalow courts, multiplexes, 

townhouses, and live-work units are a 

critical part of the solution and should be 

in the toolbox of every architect, planner, 

real estate agent, and developer.

Well-designed, simple, Missing Middle 

types achieve medium-density yields 

and provide high-quality, marketable 

options between the scales of single-

unit homes and mid-rise apartments. 

They are designed to meet the specific 

needs of shifting demographics and 

new market demands and are a key 

component in neighborhoods offering 

diverse housing choices. They are called 

Walkable Neighborhood

These are places where a person can 

easily walk or bike to home, work, or 

to fulfill most daily needs, including 

shopping and recreation. The compact 

form and mix of uses found in a Walkable 

Neighborhood are anchored by “Walkable 

Centers”: where neighborhood-serving 

retail, food, services, and employment 

are located in a pedestrian-oriented 

environment, affording multi-modal 

access throughout the area. These 

environments accommodate but do not 

depend on the use of automobiles for 

most daily needs. This was the standard 

model developed prior to the 1940s. See 

“Missing Middle Housing in Tucson” later 

in this section.

CLOSER LOOK
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“missing” because very few of these 

housing types have been built since the 

early 1940s due to regulatory constraints, 

the shift to auto-dependent patterns of 

development, and the incentivization of 

single-unit homeownership by the federal 

government. Before the 1940s, they were 

a natural part of the housing mix, helping 

to provide housing choices to people at 

a variety of stages in their life and income 

levels. Communities and organizations, 

including AARP, are realizing that Missing 

Middle Housing is important in helping 

neighborhoods thrive while providing 

housing choices as people age and can 

stay in their neighborhood.

A Walkable Context

A critical characteristic of the MMH types 

is that they are most effective when 

located within an existing or newly created 

walkable context. Buyers or renters of 

these housing types are choosing to 

trade larger suburban housing for less 

space, less yard to maintain, and proximity 

to services and amenities such as 

restaurants, bars, markets, services, and 

employment.

Medium-density but Lower 
Perceived Densities

Missing Middle building types typically 

range in density from 8 du/acre to up to 

70 du/acre, depending on the building 

type and lot size. It is important not to 

get distracted with the density numbers 

when thinking about these types. Density 

is an unpredictable factor that depends 

on many variables; see Figures 1.1 and 1.2 

as an example. Due to the small footprint 

of MMH types, and the fact that they are 

usually mixed with a variety of building 

types, even on an individual block, their 

perceived density is usually quite low—

they do not look like dense buildings.

A combination of these types provides a 

neighborhood with a minimum average of 

16 du/acre. This is generally the threshold 

at which an environment has enough 

people to be transit-supportive and when 

neighborhood-serving, walkable retail and 

services become viable.

Small Footprint and Blended 
Densities

A common characteristic of these housing 

types is their small-to-medium-sized 

building footprints. The largest of the 

Missing Middle types could have a typical 

main body width of about 50 to 60 ft., 

which is very comparable to a large estate 

home. This makes these types ideal for 

urban infill and complete neighborhoods, 

even in older neighborhoods that were 

originally developed as single-unit but 

could be designated to allow slightly 

higher intensities. 

Figure 1.1 49 units, 30 du/acre 

Building 175' x 165', 3 Stories

Figure 1.2 5 units, 29 du/acre 

Building 40' x 65', 2 Stories
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Smaller, Well-designed Units

A common mistake by architects or 

builders new to the urban housing market 

is trying to force suburban unit types and 

sizes into urban contexts and housing 

types. The starting point for MMH is 

smaller-unit sizes (500 to 1,000 sq. ft.). The 

challenge is to create small spaces that are 

well designed, comfortable, and usable. 

As an added benefit, smaller-unit sizes can 

help developers keep their costs down, 

improving the pro-forma performance 

of a project, while keeping the housing 

available to a larger group of buyers or 

renters at a lower price point.

Off-street Parking Does Not Drive 
The Site Plan

Trying to provide too much on-site parking 

can make a MMH development project not 

viable. If large parking areas are provided 

or required, these buildings become very 

inefficient from a development potential 

or yield standpoint, reducing the 16 du/

acre density threshold. As a starting 

point, these units should provide no 

more than one off-street parking space 

per unit. A good example of this is newly 

constructed mansion apartments in the 

new East Beach neighborhood in Norfolk, 

VA. To enable these lower off-street 

parking requirements, on-street parking 

is required to be available adjacent to 

the units. Housing design that forces too 

much on-site parking also compromises 

the occupant’s experience of entering 

the building or “coming home” and the 

relationship with its context, especially 

in an infill condition, which can greatly 

impact marketability.

Figure 1.3 The simple forms, 

smaller size, and compatibility 

with Type V construction help 

maximize affordability and 

investment returns, and are 

consistent with the construction 

strategies that are familiar to 

most residential homebuilders, 

as shown in this under-con-

struction MMH project in South 

Jordan, Utah.

Image Source: Holmes Homes
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Simple Construction

“What’s Next” states, “Affordability—always 

a key element in housing markets—is 

taking on a whole new meaning as 

developers reach for ways to make 

attractive homes within the means of 

financially constrained buyers.” Because 

of their simple forms, smaller size, and 

Type V construction, Missing Middle 

building types can help developers 

maximize affordability and returns without 

compromising quality by providing 

housing types that are simple and 

affordable to build.

Creating Community

MMH creates community through the 

integration of shared community spaces 

within the types, as is the case for 

Courtyard Buildings or Cottage Courts, 

or simply from the proximity they provide 

to the community within a building and/

or the neighborhood. This is an important 

aspect, in particular within the growing 

market of single-person households 

(which is at nearly 30% of all households, 

nationally) that want to be part of a 

community. This has been especially true 

for single women who have proven to be 

a strong market for these MMH types, in 

particular Cottage Courts.

Marketability

A final critical characteristic is that these 

housing types are very close in scale to 

single-unit homes and provide a similar 

user experience. For example, in these 

types, you enter through a front porch 

facing the street instead of walking down 

a long corridor or anonymous stairway to 

get to your unit. This makes the mental 

shift for potential buyers and renters much 

less drastic than making a shift to live in a 

large apartment building. This, combined 

with the fact that many baby boomers 

likely grew up in or near to similar housing 

types in urban areas or had relatives that 

did, enables them to easily relate to these 

types.

In the era of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

Missing Middle Housing offers another 

marketable benefit: it provides the right 

balance of communal living with enough 

elbow room. The individual private entries 

are preferable configurations over hallways 

and elevators common in conventional 

apartments. Courtyards, shared outdoors 

spaces, and access to walkable amenities 

allow for social interaction with sufficient 

social distancing—a combination not 

typically provided for in single-family and 

suburban neighborhoods.
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What Is A Missing Middle 
Building Type?

Why Building Types Are  
Important for MMH

In order for Missing Middle Housing types 

to fit the physical form of residential 

neighborhoods, it is important to 

understand the elements of building form 

and design that promote a house-scale 

look and feel. Building types provide a 

way to establish a common vocabulary 

that promotes house-scale building 

design. By providing this high degree of 

specificity, it is possible to promote more 

predictable outcomes in terms of what 

gets built. Higher degrees of predictability 

make it easier for the community to 

support new development projects since 

clear expectations in terms of building 

form can be set at the beginning of the 

development project.

How to Identify Building Types in Tucson

Taking an inventory of existing MMH 

types is the first step in creating building 

type standards. Many Missing Middle 

types may be non-conforming with 

existing zoning, or may have been 

converted into other uses, such as 

a single-unit home or offices, so it’s 

important to do on-the-ground research 

to avoid overlooking existing examples. 

Mailboxes, electrical and gas meters, and 

window type/composition on the facade 

can indicate a Missing Middle type. 

Existing Missing Middle types can provide 

guidance for calibrating zoning standards. 

Measuring lot dimensions, building 

footprints, frontage details, parking 

configurations, building height, location 

of units within the buildings, and location 

of building and/or unit entrances can 

help to define the unique characteristics 

of MMH types in Tucson. Photo 

documentation can also help to inform 

standards, as well as providing examples 

of intended building form and character 

that can inform new development and 

infill development.

CLOSER LOOK

Figure 1.4 MMH walking tour 

(top) and example documen-

tation of a MMH type observed 

during the tour (bottom).

16 Missing Middle Housing in Your Community — Why + How to Offer MMH Choices Tucson, Arizona —  December, 2020

Chapter 2 — About Missing Middle Housing



Sources

1Missing Middle Housing, 

Thinking Big and Building Small 

to Respond to Today's Housing 

Crisis, Dan Parolek, Island Press

Figure 1.5 Important 

features to regulate

Key

Max. Height 

Number of Units

Footprint/ Main Body 
Dimensions

On-street Parking

Driveways (if any)

On-site Open Space

Missing Middle Building Types1

Missing Middle Housing is not a new type 

of building. It is a range of house-scale 

building types that exist in cities and 

towns across the country. These types 

were a fundamental part of pre-1940s 

neighborhoods, and many examples exist 

in Tucson’s more historic neighborhoods.

All Missing Middle Housing types share the 

following characteristics:  

• Height. Two to two and a half stories 

maximum (3rd story as an exception; 

only allow with careful consideration of 

form and scale impact).

• Multiple units per building. Maximum 

of nineteen units per building, typically 

twelve units or less per building.

• Footprint. 55'–75' maximum width along 

the street. Sometimes with wings that 

takes the total width up to 85' along the 

street; 55'–65' maximum depth.

• Off-street parking. Recommend 

requiring no more than one off-street 

parking space per unit. This is viable 

when near to services, retail, and 

the availability of on-street parking. 

Detached parking structures can help 

to maintain house-scale for the primary 

building in neighborhoods with narrower 

houses.

• On-site open space. Private open 

space is not needed and should not 

be required. Shared open space exists 

in the form of a rear yard most often, 

sometimes as a side yard, or a courtyard.

• Driveways. Generally, driveway design 

for MMH types should match the 

neighborhood context on a per-lot 

basis. If no alley is present, single-wide 

driveways are recommended when 

possible to avoid building frontages 

dominated by parking. 
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Fourplex  

3-4 units; Density:  

15-35 du/ac 

Cottage Court1 

3-10 units; Density:  

18-44 du/ac

Duplex Side-by-Side  

2 units; Density:  

8-20 du/ac

The Palette of Missing Middle Housing Types

Duplex Stacked 

2 units; Density:  

11-37 du/ac

Ideal Characteristics of Missing Middle Housing Types

Vehicular Access Front Rear Front Rear Front Rear Front Rear

Max. Height (Stories) 2.5 2.5 1.5 2.5

Lot Width (ft.) 55' - 75' 40' - 70' 45' - 75' 35' - 70' 115' - 160' 100' - 150' 60' - 75' 50' - 65'

Lot Depth (ft.) 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150'

Area of Lot (sq.ft.) 5,500 - 

11,300

4,400 - 

10,500

4,500 - 

11,300

3,500 - 

10,500

11,500 - 

24,000

10,000 - 

22,500

6,100 - 

11,250

5,000 - 

9,750

1Variation: Pocket Neighborhood. The lot is the size of most of a block or up to an entire block, and the shared court is much larger, or there are several shared 

courts. The individual cottages are expanded to include a mix of duplex, fourplex, multiplex small, and courtyard buildings.

Missing Middle Housing Palette

The palette of MMH types above identifies 

the ideal lot dimensions for each type. 

The minimum is what each type needs to 

provide a high quality living environment 

for residents, and the maximum is the size 

beyond which lots become too large to 

deliver the type of compact development 

that supports walkable environments. 

These dimensions need to be adjusted 

to each community and its particular lot 

patterns. 

The resultant density is the number 

that results from designing units that 

reasonably fit in each MMH building type. 

This is different from density regulations 

that predetermine how many units are 

allowed without regard for what can 

actually fit well.

In addition, the results vary depending on 

front or rear vehicular access to parking.

Although lot area can be used as a 

regulating factor, it should not be the 

primary factor. Instead, lot width and 

the resulting building width should be 

the primary regulating factors, as these 

provide for more targeted regulations 

that have a greater impact on the quality 

of the public realm and help to deliver 

more predictable built results in terms of 

building form.

Figure 1.6 Example of current 

development in Tucson.
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Multiplex Small  

6-10 units; Density:  

39-61 du/ac

Multiplex Large  

7-18 units; Density:  

44-70 du/ac  

Courtyard Building  

6-25 units; Density:  

54-70 du/ac 

Townhouse  

1 unit; Density:  

14-28 du/ac 

Live/Work 

1 unit; Density:  

14-28 du/ac 

Front Rear Front Rear Front Rear Front Rear Front Rear

2.5 3.5 3.5 2.5 3.5

60' - 75' 50' - 65' 96' - 120' 75' - 100' 100' - 135' 85' - 125' n/a 18' - 25' n/a 18' - 25'

100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 100' - 150' 110' - 150' 110' - 150' n/a 85' - 120' n/a 85' - 120'

6,000 - 

11,250

5,000 - 

9,750

9,600 - 

18,000

7,500 - 

15,000

11,000 - 

20,250

9,350 - 

18,750

n/a 1,530 - 

3,000

n/a 1,530 - 

3,000

Figure 1.7 House-form town-

houses consist of 2-4 units and 

may be up to 2 stories tall. This 

building type is appropriate in 

lower-intensity neighborhoods 

because it maintains the scale of 

a large single-unit house.

Figure 1.8 Block-form townhouses are 

a run of a 4-8 units and may be up to 

3 stories tall. This building type is ap-

propriate in moderate to high-intensity 

neighborhoods since it is larger in scale 

than a single-unit house.

These dimensions are the results of years 

of on-the-ground research and design 

work for private and public sector clients 

by Opticos. These are meant as a starting 

point, and should be calibrated for the 

specific on-the-ground conditions and 

desired community form wherever Missing 

Middle Housing types are desired.
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Missing Middle Housing in  
Tucson

Local Examples

Like most U.S. cities built before the 1940's, 

Tucson has several areas with examples 

of Missing Middle Housing. Many can be 

found in historic neighborhoods such as 

Barrio Libre, Armory Park, and Iron Horse.

How were these built?

Most of the examples were built before 

the 1940's when previous regulations 

allowed them. Newer projects frequently 

have to use methods such as the PD or 

other zoning tools and processes because 

the zoning does not allow any or a very 

limited range of the MMH types. The most 

common barrier is that the maximum 

allowed density is too low, but parking 

and setback requirements can also rule 

out MMH types even when the resultant 

density would otherwise be permitted.

Source: City of Tucson
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Duplex (Side-by-Side)  

500 S. Convent Avenue 

2 units; resultant density: 18 du/ac

Multiplex Small  

21 E. Corral Street 

4 units; resultant density: 63 du/ac

Multiplex Small (Side-by-Side)  

601 S. Meyer Avenue 

5 units; resultant density: 45 du/ac

Courtyard Building  

3110-3124 E. 4th Street  

8 units; resultant density: 19 du/ac

Courtyard Buildings  

124 W. 18th Street 

62 units, 15 buildings; resultant density: 25 du/ac

Courtyard Building  

594-614 S. Convent Avenue 

9 units; resultant density: 24 du/ac

Townhouses  

519-527 S. Convent Avenue 

5 attached units; resultant density: 32 du/ac

Multiplex Small  

105 S. 5th Avenue 

7 units; resultant density: 32 du/ac
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Left: This building on South Scott 

Avenue in downtown Tucson is one 

potential model for new, context-

sensitive Missing Middle Housing.
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Understanding Barriers to 
Missing Middle Housing

The list of barriers to developing Missing 

Middle housing is long, which is why it is 

largely “missing” from recent construction.   

This section highlights a few of the more 

significant barriers, while the next section 

provides some guidance on overcoming 

the hurdles and pursuing actionable 

solutions.   

Planning and Zoning

Many of the neighborhoods that have 

Missing Middle types were built prior to 

the advent of zoning in the early 1900s. 

The common approach to zoning was 

created to separate different uses and to 

separate different housing types, such as 

single-family and multifamily. Zoning varies 

from city to city, but few zoning codes 

effectively enable Missing Middle Housing. 

Some of the major issues include the 

lack of zoning districts that allow Missing 

Middle, metrics in development standards 

that are wrong—such as minimum lot 

sizes that are too large, densities that are 

too low, setbacks that eat up too much 

of the site, and parking requirements 

that too high—and the fact that very little 

of the geographic area of most cities is 

zoned to allow anything but single-family 

homes. In Tucson, 59% of the land area 

is zoned for single-family only. Another 

10% allows multifamily in principle, but the 

density limits rule out anything other than 

a single-family home or duplex on a typical 

lot. Only 11% of the CIty's land genuinely 

accommodates any other sort of multi-

family or mixed-use development.

Text in this section comes from “Missing Middle Housing: Thinking Big and Building Small to Respond to 

Today’s Housing Crisis” by Daniel Parolek. More detailed information on each of these topics can be found 

in the chapter on barriers. 

Number of 
Parking Spaces 
Required

Average Monthly 
Rent Impact 
(Per Bedroom)

Income Required 
for Affordability

2 spaces $1,404 $51,000

1.5 spaces $1,195 $41,000

1 spaces $993 $36,000

2$Spaces$/$Unit

Income(required(for(affordability:($51,000(

1$Space$/$Unit

Income(required(for(affordability:($43,000(

No$OnJSite$Parking

Income(required(for(affordability:($36,000(Figure 1.9 Parking requirements increase the cost of new development substantially. Projects that would be 

feasible with lower (or no) requirements can quickly become out of reach at higher ratios. (Information in this 

table is based on the 2016 residential market in Austin, TX.)
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Community Opposition

The discussion related to new 

development, specifically around 

multifamily housing in or adjacent 

to existing neighborhoods, is quite 

polarizing. Pushback from communities 

prevents many developers, epsecially 

those who focus on delivering smaller, 

Missing-Middle-scale projects, from even 

considering building in these communities 

because of the increased time and cost 

of getting a project approved. This is a 

problem especially in cities with zoning 

that requires a public, negotiated process 

such as a use permit or rezoning, but it 

can also be a problem where the Missing 

Middle project is allowed by right, and 

yet is still challenged. A developer could 

spend years and hundreds of thousands 

of dollars on a project and not get their 

entitlement—a risk they see as too high for 

small projects. Ironically, the unintended 

consequence of this type of pushback 

is that larger projects are incentivized, 

because they are the only ones that have 

the funding and the tolerance to risk 

braving the entitlement process.

Lack of Industry Familiarity and 
Standards

Currently, there is not a single large-scale 

builder focused on delivering Missing 

Middle Housing types like there are for 

single-family homes and larger multifamily 

housing. Missing Middle types are mostly 

built by small, local builders. The primary 

reason for this is likely that opportunity 

has been limited—because these types 

have not been allowed in the single-family 

zones, and they don’t pencil out in the 

limited areas which allow multifamily 

due to the higher land cost. This carries 

through to subcontractors: these trades 

don’t straddle both sectors, and Missing 

Middle Housing is really a hybrid of the two 

in terms of construction and cost.

Additional Challenges of Small 
Condominium Projects

The greater complexity and added risk in 

building Missing Middle projects as for-

sale condominiums are primary reasons 

why few of them have been built recently 

in the United States. The challenges 

that add cost include everything from 

construction defect liability laws, difficulty 

for builders in getting financing for condo 

projects, and the cost and complexity of 

setting up a condominium association for 

small projects.

Commercial Code versus 
Residential Code Impacts

Any Missing Middle type that has more 

than two units triggers the use of the 

International Building Code (IBC) rather 

than a more lenient and more cost-

efficient International Residential Code 

(IRC). The IBC categorizes all multifamily 

buildings the same, whether they are 3 

units or 150 units. The IBC is complex, but 

the primary areas of difference between 

the IBC and IRC are in fire separation, fire 

sprinkler requirements, and exiting.
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How to Offer Missing Middle 
Housing

For every seeming barrier there is a 

potential solution.  How quickly or easily 

each barrier can be overcome depends 

on public support.  In order to build on 

or establish public support, first steps 

involve removing the fear factor of the 

unknown by building familiarity and 

showing precedents, both old and new.  In 

this way, starting from initial small steps, 

bigger items like providing incentives 

and implementing code and legislative 

changes can be tackled. Below are 

recommended actions from the most 

simple and low to no cost up to the more 

costly but most effective.  

Building Awareness and Educating 
Community 

 ■ Distribute information about 

Missing Middle Housing. Word of 

mouth from people you know is a 

powerful influencing tool. Share your 

knowledge at in-person discussions, 

on social media, and through written 

documentation.

 ■ Host walking tours. There’s nothing 

like seeing great examples to both build 

awareness and dispel misconceptions.  

Ideally there are local examples you 

can show but if not, find examples in a 

nearby community.  

 ■ Commission a Missing Middle 

Housing Scan. This analysis documents 

existing missing middle housing types 

in your community and evaluates the 

barriers to MMH that exist in your Comp 

Plan, Area Plans, and Zoning standards 

so that you can bring needed attention 

to the issues.

 ■ Develop alliances among local 

groups. Impactful ideas get more 

attention when expressed by multiple 

parties. We’re seeing that increasingly, 

broad coalitions of diverse interest 

groups that are often at odds (e.g., 

environmentalists and developers) are 

more effective at effecting change 

than just one group or individual. Local 

groups are organizing to get ahead of 

the housing conversation and using 

Missing Middle Housing to find a 

middle ground within communities to 

allow for much needed housing. See 

what alliances can be formed in your 

community. 

 ■ Communicate with local elected and 

appointed officials. Build relationships 

and credibility with Councilmembers, 

Planning Commissioners and other 

officials to let them know of these 

issues, needs and barriers that they can 

help to change. 

Intermediate Steps

 ■ Create and/or Update Housing Action 

Plans. Include MMH in your Plan and 

articulate why you’re including it so that 

it’s not confused with typical multifamily 

housing and gets the policy support it 

needs. Also, explain that it’s a housing 

strategy that is part of walkable places 

and give an example or two of such 

places in your community. This will help 

when these ideas are implemented 

through individual projects or broader 

zoning updates. The Age Friendly 

Action Plan required to become an 

AARP Livable Community is one 

example where this language can be 

incorporated.
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 ■ Develop Pilot Projects. A good way to 

test out missing middle building types 

within the local community before 

committing to any changes to existing 

zoning standards is to develop a pilot 

project. City-owned or land trust types 

of property are excellent options for 

these test fits, as low-cost land with 

stipulations can be used to encourage 

construction of a building type that 

might not be common in the industry or 

area.

 ■ Consider Code Amendments. If 

knowing the barriers and how to address 

them is enough for your community, 

with or without the pilot project 

approach, you can make changes 

to the zoning standards and other 

related standards that are currently 

limiting or preventing MMH. To make 

implementation easier, be sure not 

only to provide the new standards but 

to be clear about which of the existing 

standards no longer apply.  

 ■ Incentivize the Construction Process. 

Removing some of the barriers and 

providing carrots are effective methods 

for stimulating implementation. 

Some examples include expedited 

approval processes for specific types, 

providing pre-approved permit plans for 

accessory cottages (ADUs), minimizing 

impact fees, and building fee rebates 

once building is operational.

Biggest Impacts 

 ■ Reconsider Parking Requirements. 

As land values and construction costs 

soar, the cost of parking is one of the 

biggest barriers to providing diverse and 

affordable housing. Recommendations 

for tackling this barrier include limiting 

parking requirements to 1 space per 

unit or less, counting on-street parking 

toward prescribed numbers, and even 

eliminating requirements for sites in 

walkable communities close to high-

frequency public transportation.

 ■ Revamp Codes. For some 

communities, fixing a few standards 

here and there isn’t enough, and more 

systemic revisions are needed to fully 

enable MMH. In these cases, be sure 

to involve the public in determining 

which MMH building types are relevant 

to the different neighborhoods in your 

community, and how to customize 

them and the zoning standards to their 

needs. In 2019, the City of Minneapolis 

approved a comprehensive-plan policy 

that will allow up to three units on any 

lot in the city, including those zoned 

single-family. Ideally, the International 

Residential Building Code could be 

changed to include not just duplexes 

but small-scale multifamily building 

types. While this change would have 

a significant cost impact, it’s a big 

mountain to move, as it is regulated at 

the national level.

 ■ Implement State Legislation. A 

few states have taken this approach 

to enable MMH. This approach 

should carefully address the needs 

of different sizes of communities and 

offer incentives in order to avoid being 

perceived as a mandate without benefit. 

In 2019 the State of Oregon passed 

legislation that will allow three to four 

units on any lot in the state, depending 

on the size of the jurisdiction.
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Recently Built Examples of 
Missing Middle Housing

Above: The Daybreak Mews Homes are a successful Missing Middle Housing project designed by Opticos 

for Holmes Homes in South Jordan, Utah.
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Prairie Queen
Delivering a Missing Middle neighborhood to fill the gap for high-quality 
rental living in Papillion, Nebraska

Developer: Urban Waters | Master Planner/Design Architect: Opticos Design

This 50 acre, 747 unit project in Papillion, NE is the 

country’s first Missing Middle Neighborhood. Phase 1 with 

132 units is completed and 100% leased. The concept 

meets the growing demand for more sophisticated rental 

housing by delivering house-scale, multi-unit buildings, 

that live much like a single family home, that are oriented 

within a street-and block framework to deliver not just a 

multifamily project but rather a neighborhood.

There are six core building types with units ranging in 

size from 3,200 sf to 10,000 sf. No building has more 

than eight units. Prices range from $1,000 to $3,000/

month.  There are no shared corridors, no elevators, 

private outdoors spaces for units which make it optimal in 

response to COVID as well.  A neighborhood main street 

was created with live-work units, one of which is occupied 

by a pizza shop. The project has been built in sub-phase 

with about 40 unit in each sub-phase. 
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Conover Commons
A cottage court in Redmond, Washington

Developer: The Cottage Company | Architect: Ross Chapin Architects

The project is a pocket neighborhood that consists of two 

connected clusters of single-family cottages and houses 

built over two phases. One cluster includes twelve 1,000 

square feet cottages gathered around a shared courtyard. 

The second cluster includes thirteen homes sized from 

1,200 to 2,400 square feet (including one income-

qualified affordable home) arranged along a garden 

walkway. Each home has its own private yard. The 9.5-acre 

site includes 4.6 acres of preserved native protection 

areas containing a steep woodland ravine.

The site and each home were designed to balance an 

inviting sense of community with the need for privacy. 

The residents walk from the garage door to the front 

door, passing through a shared courtyard, private garden 

gate, and room-sized front porch—increasing the chance 

interactions among neighbors that are the seeds for 

community. The pocket neighborhood concept used 

in this project offers the flexibility to site homes on odd 

parcels with no need to bring a vehicle to each house, as 

well as the ability to locate vehicles off alley-like streets.
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Dekum/Charles Fourplex
Converting a single-family Portland, Oregon home into a fourplex with 
for-sale units

Developer: Garlynn Woodsong

Because single-family homes are ubiquitous in most 

American cities, converting them into multiplexes can 

provide much-needed housing in high-demand walkable 

neighborhoods. In Portland’s desirable Woodlawn 

neighborhood, Garlynn Woodsong, an urban planner 

turned builder and broker, wanted to illustrate the 

feasibility of this approach for delivering more affordable 

for-sale units in Missing Middle–scale buildings. The 

process illustrated how such a conversion, while physically 

possible, could face challenges and barriers that 

developers and policy makers should consider.

Woodsong converted this 1890s Queen Ann Victorian 

style home into a fourplex by digging out a basement 

unit, adding additional square footage deeper into the 

lot, and converting the attic into livable space. Each unit 

contains two to three bedrooms and one to one and a half 

bathrooms, ranging from 875 to 966 sf. The entitlements 

process was a challenge even for a seasoned professional 

planner, growing from one month to six due to the 

planning staff’s inexperience in assessing such a project.

Woodsong chose to rehab the existing building in the 

hope that this would be more cost effective, as well as for 

environmental and aesthetic reasons. The condition of the 

existing building was quite run down, requiring significant 

investment to bring it up to a habitable standard. While 

the zoning allowed for multi-family, converting the 

building to more than two units necessitated meeting 

the International Building Code rather than the residential 

code. Similarly, the Fair Housing Act required more 

accessibility improvements than if the project had been 

three units or less. For future projects by homeowners or 

small scale developers, converting the existing building to 

a duplex or creating an attached ADU would be a simpler 

solution.

Woodsong’s income amounted to $1.507 million, after 

spending $1.501 million. The four condos sold in 2016 

for between $360,000 and $395,000—delivering more 

attainable housing choices in a neighborhood where 

comparable three-bedroom single-family homes would 

have cost $430,000–$550,000.

Missing Middle Housing in Your Community — Why + How to Offer MMH ChoicesTucson, Arizona —  December, 2020 31

Chapter 3 — How to Offer Missing Middle Housing



The Daybreak Mews Homes
Rethinking the conventional town house to deliver high-quality, 
attainable homes in South Jordan, Utah

Developer: Holmes Homes | Site Planner/Design Architect: Opticos Design

The project in this analysis is a house-scale townhouse. The 

townhouses are attached and have compact footprints ranging 

from 26-feet by 26-feet to 26-feet by 52-feet. Each unit is oriented 

with the longer side facing a pedestrian passage, which is atypical 

for conventional townhomes. This allowed the units to fit on 

the narrower lot sizes that were left over after the conventional 

townhouses were laid out on the predetermined block sizes. Each 

building contains two units with some containing three units. All units 

front on dedicated pedestrian passages that have been designed 

as courts. All units have a private, fenced patio area, with tuck-

under parking accessed from an alley off the rear. The developer’s 

objective was to provide a market-rate, entry-level purchase price 

point for townhomes. The for-sale two- and 3-story units range from 

958 to 1,416 square feet of habitable space. 

32 Missing Middle Housing in Your Community — Why + How to Offer MMH Choices Tucson, Arizona —  December, 2020

Chapter 3 — How to Offer Missing Middle Housing



The Farmhouse
An attached Accessory Dwelling Unit in Portland, Oregon

Architect: Propel Studio

This new-construction, two-bedroom accessory dwelling 

unit is located in the Woodstock Neighborhood of 

southeast Portland. With housing costs in Oregon rising 

rapidly, it is extremely rare to find a detached home for 

less than $350,000, even in farther out or less desirable 

neighborhoods. In this case, the owners were able to build 

a new unit close by to house their mother—who has a 

disability—for much less than buying a new home.

The ADU is attached to an existing traditional farmhouse 

via a covered breezeway. The design represents the 

traditional, regional farm vernacular, including cedar 

siding, shingle roofing, and gable roofs. The ADU also 

has a high-efficiency building envelope, FSC-certified 

wood products, an energy-efficient, mini-split mechanical 

system, high-efficiency LED lighting, occupancy-

controlled ventilation, and low or zero VOC/Formaldehyde 

products selected throughout. The open Living/Dining/

Kitchen "great room" faces west, with a window wall and 

full-glass French doors overlooking the patio and garden. 

The slab-on-grade construction offers barrier-free ADA 

accessibility throughout the unit. 

Accessory Dwelling Units

While Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), also known as 

In-law Units, Backyard  Cottages and Carriage Houses, 

are not strictly a Missing Middle Housing type, they are 

a supplemental type. This housing type has recently 

gained a lot of traction, as it has the fewest barriers to 

getting built. As more of these units are constructed, 

more neighbors can visualize having one in their 

neighborhood or even their own backyard. They also 

provide a way for seniors to affordably downsize and 

stay in their community, combined with the possibility 

of generating some income by renting out their main 

home. For this reason, these case studies are being 

included in this document for AARP.

CLOSER LOOK
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The Duval
A detached ADU in Austin Texas through Alley Flats Initiative 

Developer: Alley Flats Initiative | Architect: ACDDC

This Accessory Dwelling Unit features an innovative 

development approach to delivering affordable units. 

The Duval project was developed through the Alley 

Flat Initiative, which began informally in 2003 with 

the idea that infill housing in Austin’s Boggy Creek 

watershed could resolve both ecological and social 

equity problems—a form of “civic environmentalism”. 

In 2014, the City of Austin Office of Sustainability 

joined the partnership to pursue the Green Alley 

Demonstration Project, which envisions affordable 

housing, alleys and small streets as ecological 

infrastructure. The collaboration continues to 

grow, tackling more barriers to affordable infill 

development. 

Alley Flats are distinct from other ADUs because they 

achieve at least a 3-star Austin Energy Green Building 

rating and participate in the City of Austin’s S.M.A.R.T. 

Housing program for the first five years after they are 

constructed. Per the program, tenants are limited to 

households with income at or below 80 percent MFI 

(Median Family Income,) and rent may not be more 

than 30 percent of a tenant’s household monthly 

income. The ACDDC functions as a developer, 

offering services to the homeowner building the ADU 

from design through construction, plus additional 

educational materials and expertise. 

The project is in the Hyde Park neighborhood, 

which is located just north of the University of Texas 

campus. It is mostly comprised of single-family 

homes, and a section of the neighborhood has been 

designated as a Local Historic District. This Alley Flat 

is occupied by a single father who is related to the 

property owner and whose extended family lives in 

the neighborhood. This two-bedroom ADU nestles 

neatly into a site that is constrained by setbacks 

and an existing heritage tree. The family-friendly 

floor plan was devised in partnership with the future 

residents to maximize privacy and functionality 

within the small footprint. Both the ADU and primary 

residence are occupied as long-term rentals.
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