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The Future of Single Family Zoning

1. Are we witnessing the end of single-
family zoning?

2. Will ending single family zoning solve the 
affordable housing problem?
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History of exclusionary housing and lending practices

Red Lining Map of Milwaukee County, WI
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Ongoing resistance to change

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/06/18/upshot/cities-across-america-question-single-family-zoning.html

Overabundance of R1 zoning

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/06/18/upshot/cities-across-america-question-single-family-zoning.html
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https://tcf.org/content/report/minneapolis-ended-single-family-zoning

Claims against R1 zoning

1. There is a market for affordable housing only if we 
could get rid of the regulatory barriers

2. Removing R1 restrictions will significantly advance 
social justice and equity. 

3. R1 zoning restrictions should be city-wide and beyond. 

https://tcf.org/content/report/minneapolis-ended-single-family-zoning


11/12/20

6

Will removing single family zoning 
restrictions foster higher density 
development in built-out areas? 

Market for Denser Housing

The NAHB trade-off question

Changing preferences over a lifetime are clearly revealed in the results
of a NAHB survey query:

Consider the following hypothetical choice: Your income is high
enough to purchase a $150,000 home. You have two options: buying
a $150,000 townhouse in an urban setting close to public transpor-
tation, work and shopping. Or, you could purchase a larger, detached
single-family home in a suburban area, with longer commutes to
work. (1999, question 27)

Overall, 17 percent of the respondents selected the town house in the
city, and 83 percent chose the detached suburban home. However, the
results vary sharply by life cycle stage (see figure 2). Among those aged
25 to 34, only 9 percent chose the town house, but at age 45 to 54, 20
percent preferred that housing, and at age 55 and older, 24 percent pre-
ferred the town house. It bears emphasizing that only the youngest age
group (25 to 34), which typically has dominated the home buyer market
in the past, reflects the often assumed, overwhelming preference for de-
tached single-family homes in the suburbs. As shown in a following
section, demographic trends have shifted strongly from this young group
toward older home buyers.

Implications for future behavior

The NAHB trade-off question takes into account housing affordability
problems that may force consumers to downscale their aspirations in

Future Demand for Denser Residential Environments 643

Figure 2. Percentage Preferring a Town House in the City

Source: NAHB 1999.
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The forecast presented here highlights a definite shift under way. De-
spite widespread awareness of the importance of the aging baby boom-
ers in the housing market, housing analysts do not seem to have grasped
the implications for building more compact cities that include walkable
neighborhoods. Very simply stated, our forecast of potential demand
rests on combining the demographic trend toward older households with
preferences surveyed in 1999 that show the preference for centrally lo-
cated town houses is more than twice as great among older households
than among younger ones. When additional trends are taken into ac-
count, we foresee the possibility that these preferences could expand
slightly and that this additional preference will add greatly to the grow-
ing market impact of home seekers who prefer compact-city alternatives.

It remains to be seen how fully these housing preferences will be trans-
lated into actual consumption. To actuate this demand will require a
suitably designed and located new supply. Well-designed new projects
in turn create new opportunities for consumers to learn about satisfy-
ing alternatives to the suburban sprawl of auto-dependent, low-density,
single-family homes. Thus, housing preferences, new supply, and actual
demand are mutually evolving, with preferences driving potential de-
mand, rising demand spurring new supply, and visible new supply po-
tentially spurring greater preference. Underlying this whole dynamic is
the inexorable aging of the baby boomers into age brackets whose pref-
erences for compact-city housing alternatives are greatest and where the
financial means to support their ideal new homes is also the greatest.

Future Demand for Denser Residential Environments 657

Figure 5. Town House Supply Lags behind Attitudes (in Percents)

Sources: NAHB 1999; U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000.
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Market for Denser Housing

Stephen L. Klineberg. The Kinder Houston Area Survey: Kinder Institute for Urban Research. May 2017

Market for Denser Housing

http://www.citypages.com/news/triplex-building-
permits-requested-in-minneapolis-this-year-3/572278171

http://www.citypages.com/news/triplex-building-permits-requested-in-minneapolis-this-year-3/572278171
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Will this improve housing equity 
and bring lower income residents 
to opportunity?

$670K vs. 2 X $400K

https://www.statesman.com/news/20160904/should-austin-block-or-welcome-development-of-new-homes-on-tiny-lots

https://www.statesman.com/news/20160904/should-austin-block-or-welcome-development-of-new-homes-on-tiny-lots
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Avoid displacement risk

Is jurisdiction-wide upzoning an 
appropriate strategy?
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Will it play in Peoria? 

Final thoughts

u Don’t stop at just ending single family zoning 

u Coordinate your efforts

u Don’t expect upzoning solve your toughest housing 
challenges 
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