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or decades, American consumers have been vying 
for more space. The U.S. Census Bureau reported 
that by 2007 the average size of a single-family home 

increased from 1,645 square feet in 1975 to a peak of 2,520 
square feet. Though the construction of large homes 
continues, a new wave of urbanism has triggered the 
emergence of a rising trend, which contradicts the notion 
that “bigger is better.” That trend? Micro-apartments.

What are micro-apartments?
Micro-apartments represent a form of housing comprised 
of less than 400 square feet of living space. Typically, these 
units are designed to address the increase in single-person 
households taking place across major cities. Developers 
and city planners have begun to embrace this form of 
living as a way to maximize profit per square foot and help 
manage urban density. In turn, residents find the new 
micro-apartments meet their demands for affordable, 
prime-location homes. 

The Millennial Shift
At present, the Millennial Generation (defined as 
individuals born between 1980 and 2000) is growing up 
and moving into cities – searching for smaller, cheaper 
living quarters in urban settings. In many cases, the 
convenience of vicinity has drawn twenty-somethings to 
city life. The influx of Millennials into cities has resulted 
in high demand for single-person units. For these entry-
level income Millennials, affordability is key, and often 
contrary to the high-priced housing resulting from high 
demand in urban areas. This means striking a balance 
between optimal location and an affordable price, which 
ultimately comes at the cost of space. Homeownership 
rates among Millennials have declined across the board, 
likely as a result of tight credit standards and onerous 
college debt burdens. Many continue to live with their 
parents, with only 36 percent of those under age 35 owning 
a home – a drop from 43 percent a decade ago. When this 
generation does enter the housing market, they are more 
likely to do so as renters, rather than buyers.

Crediting Credit
The 2007 housing bubble burst and subsequent recession 
resulted in a reassessment of risk in the housing market, 
forcing many homebuyers to look for spaces that required 

smaller investments and less risk in the long run. 
Homebuyers reevaluated the worth of big-ticket items, 
becoming more conscious of their wallets and the value 
gained from major purchases. In the suburbs, home prices 
became unfeasible for many city-workers affected by the 
recession, pushing them to the city to rent efficiencies 
and save money. With central city housing consisting 
of less than 50 percent homeownership, renting instead 
of owning a residence alleviates the stress of risky 
investments. 

The Energy Wallet
The trend of living smaller is not without energy 
conservation perks in terms of cost-cutting. Smaller 
homes mean less energy usage and thus less money 
squandered. Opower, a software and data collection 
company, reports that the largest 1 percent of homes use 
over four times as much electricity as the average family 
home. A 1,600 square foot home uses approximately 9,500 
kilowatt-hours (KwH) per year. In turn, the largest 10 
percent of homes (6,400 square feet) use 2.5 times more 
electricity (roughly 24,000 KwH) per year. Conversely, the 
energy usage of a micro-apartment is about 2,360 KwH. 
Less energy used means more money saved, furthering the 
appeal of smaller living to Millennials and those with post-
recession mindsets. 

Will less space continue to grow as a trend? 
As long as this wave of “New Urbanism” continues, 
affordable prime-location abodes will continue to be in 
demand. Census numbers predict that at current rates, 
single households will make up the largest category of 
households, likely driven by this urbanizing generation. 
Christopher Leinberger of The Brookings Institution notes 
that developers profit as well, “A bit cheaper for the renter 

— yet more profitable per square foot.” 
Housing shortages in large cities like New York become 
apparent when looking at the numbers; the city has 1.8 
million households with 2 or fewer people but only 1 
million studio and one-bedroom apartments. As cities 
continue to grow, saving doesn’t seem like a trend that will 
soon fade. ◀ 

F

The Space Race: 
From Mansions to Micro-Apartments

Ethica Burt


