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The AARP Home and Community Survey consistently 
finds that most Americans, including older adults, 
prefer to live in neighborhoods that offer a mix of 
housing and transportation options and are close to jobs, 
schools, shopping, entertainment and green spaces. 

These preferences — coupled with the rapid  
aging of the U.S. population overall, the decrease in 
households with children and the national housing 
shortage — will likely boost the demand for smaller 
homes and affordable, quality rental housing in 
amenity-rich locations. 

A neighborhood that includes Missing Middle 
Housing is well-positioned to respond. g

Because Missing Middle homes are house-scale,  
 they typically look like and are the size of a 

single-family dwelling. But inside, the house 
contains multiple homes. Among the Missing Middle 
home type’s other characteristics and qualities:

• The buildings fit seamlessly into neighborhoods, 
either because similar housing types already exist 
in the community or because the homes are 
designed and constructed to preserve or complement 
the streetscape’s appearance and character.

• The house-sized, multiunit structures can provide 
a neighborhood or community with a wider range 
of housing options, at various price points. 

• The housing types fit within — and help to 
generate — walkable, place-based neighborhoods 
with community amenities that become an 
extension of people’s homes and serve as shared 
spaces where neighbors can safely get out and 
about and gather.  

• The homes can accommodate people of all ages, 
physical abilities and life stages. 

The Characteristics  
of Missing Middle Housing

A Missing Middle Housing Sampler 

1. COTTAGE COURT 4. FOURPLEX2. SIDE-BY-SIDE DUPLEX 3. STACKED DUPLEX 5. SIXPLEX

An important point: Walkability is key to the benefits provided by Missing Middle Housing. With stores,  
services and eateries within walking distance of where people live, local businesses can thrive and car 
ownership by residents can be optional, thus reducing the need for a community or developer to provide 
parking. That, in turn, helps reduce the costs for all involved. (Learn more on pages 4 and 26.)
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p Up until the 1940s, small, multiunit buildings (such as the 
Alameda, California, fourplex pictured here) were commonly 
built on standard lots within neighborhoods to provide housing 
for moderate-income individuals and families.

p Historic Missing Middle Housing examples (like this side-by-
side duplex home in New Orleans, Louisiana) often have the 
same level of architectural refinement as single-family houses 
from the same era.

t Residential 
development since 
the mid-20th 
century has focused 
on the creation of 
detached single-
family homes or 
large apartment 
buildings. The hard-
to-find housing 
options in between 
are the “Missing 
Middle.”
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Missing Middle: “A set of residential
building types that exist in the
middle of the continuum between
detached single-family houses
and large apartment buildings.”

Quote and images from AARP and Opticos Design, 
“Discovering and Developing Missing Middle Housing.” See 
AARP.org/MisingMiddleHousing
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Developing Missing Middle Housing
As noted on page 9, several local governments and states are adjusting zoning codes and other  

 regulations to allow for Missing Middle neighborhoods and residences. Here are a few examples.

With older adults retiring and downsizing their 
homes, and a high percentage of adults living alone 
or as couples without children, Nebraska — like 
many other states — is experiencing an acute lack of 
housing choice and affordability.

In an effort to address both, in 2020 the state 
enacted the Municipal Density and Missing Middle 
Housing Act. The law requires Nebraska’s 11 largest 
cities to assess and report on the existing zoning and 
housing stock and then develop an action plan for 
implementing solutions, including Missing Middle 
Housing. 

For cities that fail to adopt a housing action plan, the 

law requires Missing Middle Housing to be allowed in 
any area zoned for single-family housing. 
AARP Nebraska worked with the targeted 
communities to provide information about Missing 
Middle Housing. Opticos founder Daniel Parolek, 
who was raised in Nebraska, shared a Nebraska-
focused Missing Middle Housing presentation for 
local leaders and residents. 

To provide Nebraskans with local examples of 
Missing Middle–style housing, the Opticos team 
created two self-guided walking tours: one in the 
historic Dundee neighborhood in Omaha (see page 
28), the other in Papillion, in a new development 
called Prairie Queen (see page 21). g
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p Lincoln Street in Prairie Queen, a Missing Middle neighborhood in Papillion, Nebraska, features live/work-style dwellings where 
the upper floors are residential and the street-level units are “flex” spaces that can be used as housing or for a business. 
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p The courtyard is an ideal environment for landscaping to 
complement the adjacent homes.

The COURTYARD BUILDING

A courtyard building is a medium-sized structure 
that consists of multiple side-by-side and/or stacked 
dwelling units oriented around a courtyard or series 
of courtyards. Often, each unit has its own exterior 
entrance, although up to four units may share a 
common stoop, staircase or entryway. 

The courtyard-accessed entries — and the views into 
the courtyard from upper-story living spaces — are 
important because the shared open space is key to 
delivering the quality of life and sense of community 
that are the housing type’s signature benefits. (A 
similarly sized building with apartments accessed 
from a common internal corridor does not meet the 
intent of this type.)

The building itself is composed of wings that define 
the courtyard. Because the wings are no deeper than 
an individual house, a courtyard building can appear 
to be house-scale despite typically occupying a larger 
lot than what’s needed for a single-family home. 

The wings surrounding the courtyard (or courtyards) 
can take various configurations: L-shaped, C-shaped, 
and O-shaped courtyard buildings are all common. 
Open-air passages through the wings can provide 
access into the courtyard or between courtyards.

The courtyard dimensions vary by climate but are 
typically about 20 to 30 feet across. Narrow 
courtyards are favored in hot climates for shading, 
while larger courtyards are suited to cooler or 
temperate climates to allow for both sun and shade. 
The height can vary in different parts of the building. gO
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See page 22 for more Missing Middle Housing types.

t Many courtyard buildings are inspired by the Spanish 
tradition, which features the type prominently.

p The layout of courtyard housing can help build connections 
among neighbors. 

p Direct access to the courtyard from the surrounding units is a 
key feature of this building type.

Accessory Dwelling Units Duplexes and Four-plexes

Courtyard

Townhouses

Live/Work
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Cottage development is a “development 
method where a group of smaller detached 
or attached single family homes are built 
together on one lot, often with shared open 
space.”

Quote: Alliance for Housing Affordability (AHA).
Image Reid’s Court in “Book of Houses” (1946) 
and missingmiddlehousing.com/types/bungalow-
court/#prettyPhoto.



Cottage development is a “development 
method where a group of smaller detached 
or attached single family homes are built 
together on one lot, often with shared open 
space.”

Quote: Alliance for Housing Affordability (AHA).
Images: Los Griegos Farm, Albuquerque, NM.
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Growing Together
Growing Together is a housing prototype suited to the family—a 
domestic and legal unit that constantly shifts in size, needs, 
and broader social and cultural definition. The project proposes 
domestic flexibility not exclusively in terms of size but also of use 
and ownership.

The prototype has been situated on Site A to demonstrate its 
suitability to the brief, but we imagine this continuous fabric 
could be sited on lots of similar widths but substantially different 
lengths. A series of terraces have been used to negotiate this 
site’s slope, but we anticipate the scheme working on diverse 
terrains.

In the case of Site A, the project begins by subdividing the existing 
lot into three parcels. A primary unit is designed for each unit, 
with one unit also including a junior ADU. The units are linked by 
a continuous hallway - a ribbon of space running down the site’s 
central axis. Owners and tenants can negotiate access between 
units at the intersection of this continuous hallway and the party 
walls. If, for example, two lots are purchased by the same group, 
the units can be easily combined across the party wall. In other 
cases, portions of the project can be easily separated and sold. 
The layout makes communal models not formalized in the legal 
code possible, with shared spaces to support domestic labor, 
including cooking, cleaning, and childcare. One day, all the 
units will be combined into a floor-through apartment of chosen 
families.

The resulting building fabric offers more access to air, light, 
and exterior spaces than its traditional neighbors, but its gentle 
massing does not offend. As a collection of spaces, the project 
doesn’t prescribe private or communal life; it is embedded with 
both possibilities equally, offering agency to users seeking to 
share new habits in domestic settings. Unit Adaptability Diagrams 

Shifting ownership, shifting needs

First prototype is launched with four units...

...two families grow...

...children grow, elders move in another...

...communal life across multi generations...

...renting out a unit for additional income...

...new arrivals need private places...

Organization Diagrams 
A prototype for gentle density

 

Access Path

Circulation Spine

Stairs

A

B

A

B

 

New lot lines

Unit primary access

Unit types

Flexibility & Specificity 
Generic building elements are scaled for 
maximum flexibility. On the left, an aging 
parent moves in, and the core is outfitted 
with an ADA-accessible bathroom. The 
dining space will serve as a bedroom. On 
the right, Units B & C are unified. A redun-
dant bedroom is converted into a shared 
work-from-home office.

Growing Together 
In this section, units can be connected or 
disconnected across party walls. On the 
left, Units A and B are unified to allow a 
young couple to support their aging-in-
place parents. On the left, Units B and C 
are unified to help neighbors share child-
care duties and turn the semi-private 
terrace into a shared space.

Ground Level Plans 
3/32” = 1’-0” -  Staggered Cut 
Flexible Party Wall Connections in Gold

Upper Level Plans 
3/32” = 1’-0” -  Staggered Cut
Flexible Party Wall Connections in Gold

Section A-A  
3/32” = 1’-0”  
Flexible Party Wall Connections in Gold

Section B-B 
3/32” = 1’-0” 

Elevation from Public Path 
3/32” = 1’-0”

 

Resilient Landscape 

Unit Terraces

Livability 
The scheme prioritizes access to air 
and light, with each unit featuring 
private and shared terraces. Rooms 
are designed for optimal daylight and 
cross-ventilation. Terraces situated 
between units provide varied privacy 
for personal and communal activities. 
The building gently slopes down 
the hill, harmonizing with nearby 
structures, while a resilient landscape 
and fire-resistant metal cladding 
reduce fire risk.

Performance and Replicability 
The proposal includes simple 
geometries ideal for modular 
construction, including CLT or SIPs. In 
instances of supply chain disruption, 
the scheme can also be constructed 
with traditional framing or block. 
Bathrooms and stairs are consolidated 
into cores that can be easily 
prefabricated. Standardized kitchens 
are included for efficiency and easy 
installation as needs shift and change.

Adaptability 
Two party walls are constructed. A 
gently sloping path offers access to 
units at the middle and rear of the lot. 
Internally, the parcels are connected by 
a circulation spine that allows tenants 
and owners to reconnect or disconnect 
units. The plans and sections on this 
board illustrate the means to open 
and close units in gold. To support 
this flexibility, each parcel includes 
independent and internal vertical 
circulation.

Maximizing Yield 
Gentle density is introduced by initially 
subdividing the existing lot into the 
maximum allowable three equal-sized 
parcels. In the arrangement illustrated 
here, each parcel includes a primary 
residence, with one parcel including an 
attached junior ADU.

Unit A
1200 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath
Unit B
1500 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Primary)
700 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Jr. ADU)
450 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 1 Full Bath

Kitchenettes

Bath/Stair Cores

TITLE

GROWING TOGETHER
CATEGORY

PROFESSIONAL

SITE

SITE A

TEAM LOCATION

COLUMBUS, OH

CONTACT

AB@OUTPOST-OFFICE.COM

OUTPOST OFFICE

Outpost Office
Growing Together, Los Angeles, CA, Small Lots Big Impact competition
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share new habits in domestic settings. Unit Adaptability Diagrams 

Shifting ownership, shifting needs

First prototype is launched with four units...

...two families grow...

...children grow, elders move in another...

...communal life across multi generations...

...renting out a unit for additional income...

...new arrivals need private places...
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New lot lines

Unit primary access

Unit types

Flexibility & Specificity 
Generic building elements are scaled for 
maximum flexibility. On the left, an aging 
parent moves in, and the core is outfitted 
with an ADA-accessible bathroom. The 
dining space will serve as a bedroom. On 
the right, Units B & C are unified. A redun-
dant bedroom is converted into a shared 
work-from-home office.

Growing Together 
In this section, units can be connected or 
disconnected across party walls. On the 
left, Units A and B are unified to allow a 
young couple to support their aging-in-
place parents. On the left, Units B and C 
are unified to help neighbors share child-
care duties and turn the semi-private 
terrace into a shared space.

Ground Level Plans 
3/32” = 1’-0” -  Staggered Cut 
Flexible Party Wall Connections in Gold

Upper Level Plans 
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Resilient Landscape 

Unit Terraces

Livability 
The scheme prioritizes access to air 
and light, with each unit featuring 
private and shared terraces. Rooms 
are designed for optimal daylight and 
cross-ventilation. Terraces situated 
between units provide varied privacy 
for personal and communal activities. 
The building gently slopes down 
the hill, harmonizing with nearby 
structures, while a resilient landscape 
and fire-resistant metal cladding 
reduce fire risk.

Performance and Replicability 
The proposal includes simple 
geometries ideal for modular 
construction, including CLT or SIPs. In 
instances of supply chain disruption, 
the scheme can also be constructed 
with traditional framing or block. 
Bathrooms and stairs are consolidated 
into cores that can be easily 
prefabricated. Standardized kitchens 
are included for efficiency and easy 
installation as needs shift and change.

Adaptability 
Two party walls are constructed. A 
gently sloping path offers access to 
units at the middle and rear of the lot. 
Internally, the parcels are connected by 
a circulation spine that allows tenants 
and owners to reconnect or disconnect 
units. The plans and sections on this 
board illustrate the means to open 
and close units in gold. To support 
this flexibility, each parcel includes 
independent and internal vertical 
circulation.

Maximizing Yield 
Gentle density is introduced by initially 
subdividing the existing lot into the 
maximum allowable three equal-sized 
parcels. In the arrangement illustrated 
here, each parcel includes a primary 
residence, with one parcel including an 
attached junior ADU.

Unit A
1200 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath
Unit B
1500 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Primary)
700 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Jr. ADU)
450 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 1 Full Bath
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Growing Together
Growing Together is a housing prototype suited to the family—a 
domestic and legal unit that constantly shifts in size, needs, 
and broader social and cultural definition. The project proposes 
domestic flexibility not exclusively in terms of size but also of use 
and ownership.

The prototype has been situated on Site A to demonstrate its 
suitability to the brief, but we imagine this continuous fabric 
could be sited on lots of similar widths but substantially different 
lengths. A series of terraces have been used to negotiate this 
site’s slope, but we anticipate the scheme working on diverse 
terrains.

In the case of Site A, the project begins by subdividing the existing 
lot into three parcels. A primary unit is designed for each unit, 
with one unit also including a junior ADU. The units are linked by 
a continuous hallway - a ribbon of space running down the site’s 
central axis. Owners and tenants can negotiate access between 
units at the intersection of this continuous hallway and the party 
walls. If, for example, two lots are purchased by the same group, 
the units can be easily combined across the party wall. In other 
cases, portions of the project can be easily separated and sold. 
The layout makes communal models not formalized in the legal 
code possible, with shared spaces to support domestic labor, 
including cooking, cleaning, and childcare. One day, all the 
units will be combined into a floor-through apartment of chosen 
families.

The resulting building fabric offers more access to air, light, 
and exterior spaces than its traditional neighbors, but its gentle 
massing does not offend. As a collection of spaces, the project 
doesn’t prescribe private or communal life; it is embedded with 
both possibilities equally, offering agency to users seeking to 
share new habits in domestic settings. Unit Adaptability Diagrams 

Shifting ownership, shifting needs

First prototype is launched with four units...

...two families grow...

...children grow, elders move in another...

...communal life across multi generations...

...renting out a unit for additional income...

...new arrivals need private places...
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Unit types

Flexibility & Specificity 
Generic building elements are scaled for 
maximum flexibility. On the left, an aging 
parent moves in, and the core is outfitted 
with an ADA-accessible bathroom. The 
dining space will serve as a bedroom. On 
the right, Units B & C are unified. A redun-
dant bedroom is converted into a shared 
work-from-home office.

Growing Together 
In this section, units can be connected or 
disconnected across party walls. On the 
left, Units A and B are unified to allow a 
young couple to support their aging-in-
place parents. On the left, Units B and C 
are unified to help neighbors share child-
care duties and turn the semi-private 
terrace into a shared space.

Ground Level Plans 
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Flexible Party Wall Connections in Gold

Upper Level Plans 
3/32” = 1’-0” -  Staggered Cut
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Resilient Landscape 

Unit Terraces

Livability 
The scheme prioritizes access to air 
and light, with each unit featuring 
private and shared terraces. Rooms 
are designed for optimal daylight and 
cross-ventilation. Terraces situated 
between units provide varied privacy 
for personal and communal activities. 
The building gently slopes down 
the hill, harmonizing with nearby 
structures, while a resilient landscape 
and fire-resistant metal cladding 
reduce fire risk.

Performance and Replicability 
The proposal includes simple 
geometries ideal for modular 
construction, including CLT or SIPs. In 
instances of supply chain disruption, 
the scheme can also be constructed 
with traditional framing or block. 
Bathrooms and stairs are consolidated 
into cores that can be easily 
prefabricated. Standardized kitchens 
are included for efficiency and easy 
installation as needs shift and change.

Adaptability 
Two party walls are constructed. A 
gently sloping path offers access to 
units at the middle and rear of the lot. 
Internally, the parcels are connected by 
a circulation spine that allows tenants 
and owners to reconnect or disconnect 
units. The plans and sections on this 
board illustrate the means to open 
and close units in gold. To support 
this flexibility, each parcel includes 
independent and internal vertical 
circulation.

Maximizing Yield 
Gentle density is introduced by initially 
subdividing the existing lot into the 
maximum allowable three equal-sized 
parcels. In the arrangement illustrated 
here, each parcel includes a primary 
residence, with one parcel including an 
attached junior ADU.

Unit A
1200 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath
Unit B
1500 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Primary)
700 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 2 Full Bath 
Unit C (Jr. ADU)
450 sq. ft. - 1 Bed, 1 Full Bath

Kitchenettes

Bath/Stair Cores
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Growing Together is a housing prototype suited to the family—a 
domestic and legal unit that constantly shifts in size, needs, 
and broader social and cultural definition. The project proposes 
domestic flexibility not exclusively in terms of size but also of use 
and ownership.

The prototype has been situated on Site A to demonstrate its 
suitability to the brief, but we imagine this continuous fabric 
could be sited on lots of similar widths but substantially different 
lengths. A series of terraces have been used to negotiate this 
site’s slope, but we anticipate the scheme working on diverse 
terrains.

In the case of Site A, the project begins by subdividing the existing 
lot into three parcels. A primary unit is designed for each unit, 
with one unit also including a junior ADU. The units are linked by 
a continuous hallway - a ribbon of space running down the site’s 
central axis. Owners and tenants can negotiate access between 
units at the intersection of this continuous hallway and the party 
walls. If, for example, two lots are purchased by the same group, 
the units can be easily combined across the party wall. In other 
cases, portions of the project can be easily separated and sold. 
The layout makes communal models not formalized in the legal 
code possible, with shared spaces to support domestic labor, 
including cooking, cleaning, and childcare. One day, all the 
units will be combined into a floor-through apartment of chosen 
families.

The resulting building fabric offers more access to air, light, 
and exterior spaces than its traditional neighbors, but its gentle 
massing does not offend. As a collection of spaces, the project 
doesn’t prescribe private or communal life; it is embedded with 
both possibilities equally, offering agency to users seeking to 
share new habits in domestic settings. Unit Adaptability Diagrams 

Shifting ownership, shifting needs

First prototype is launched with four units...

...two families grow...

...children grow, elders move in another...

...communal life across multi generations...

...renting out a unit for additional income...

...new arrivals need private places...
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Flexibility & Specificity 
Generic building elements are scaled for 
maximum flexibility. On the left, an aging 
parent moves in, and the core is outfitted 
with an ADA-accessible bathroom. The 
dining space will serve as a bedroom. On 
the right, Units B & C are unified. A redun-
dant bedroom is converted into a shared 
work-from-home office.

Growing Together 
In this section, units can be connected or 
disconnected across party walls. On the 
left, Units A and B are unified to allow a 
young couple to support their aging-in-
place parents. On the left, Units B and C 
are unified to help neighbors share child-
care duties and turn the semi-private 
terrace into a shared space.
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Livability 
The scheme prioritizes access to air 
and light, with each unit featuring 
private and shared terraces. Rooms 
are designed for optimal daylight and 
cross-ventilation. Terraces situated 
between units provide varied privacy 
for personal and communal activities. 
The building gently slopes down 
the hill, harmonizing with nearby 
structures, while a resilient landscape 
and fire-resistant metal cladding 
reduce fire risk.

Performance and Replicability 
The proposal includes simple 
geometries ideal for modular 
construction, including CLT or SIPs. In 
instances of supply chain disruption, 
the scheme can also be constructed 
with traditional framing or block. 
Bathrooms and stairs are consolidated 
into cores that can be easily 
prefabricated. Standardized kitchens 
are included for efficiency and easy 
installation as needs shift and change.

Adaptability 
Two party walls are constructed. A 
gently sloping path offers access to 
units at the middle and rear of the lot. 
Internally, the parcels are connected by 
a circulation spine that allows tenants 
and owners to reconnect or disconnect 
units. The plans and sections on this 
board illustrate the means to open 
and close units in gold. To support 
this flexibility, each parcel includes 
independent and internal vertical 
circulation.

Maximizing Yield 
Gentle density is introduced by initially 
subdividing the existing lot into the 
maximum allowable three equal-sized 
parcels. In the arrangement illustrated 
here, each parcel includes a primary 
residence, with one parcel including an 
attached junior ADU.

Unit A
1200 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath
Unit B
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Unit C (Primary)
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Unit C (Jr. ADU)
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Growing Together
Growing Together is a housing prototype suited to the family—a 
domestic and legal unit that constantly shifts in size, needs, 
and broader social and cultural definition. The project proposes 
domestic flexibility not exclusively in terms of size but also of use 
and ownership.

The prototype has been situated on Site A to demonstrate its 
suitability to the brief, but we imagine this continuous fabric 
could be sited on lots of similar widths but substantially different 
lengths. A series of terraces have been used to negotiate this 
site’s slope, but we anticipate the scheme working on diverse 
terrains.

In the case of Site A, the project begins by subdividing the existing 
lot into three parcels. A primary unit is designed for each unit, 
with one unit also including a junior ADU. The units are linked by 
a continuous hallway - a ribbon of space running down the site’s 
central axis. Owners and tenants can negotiate access between 
units at the intersection of this continuous hallway and the party 
walls. If, for example, two lots are purchased by the same group, 
the units can be easily combined across the party wall. In other 
cases, portions of the project can be easily separated and sold. 
The layout makes communal models not formalized in the legal 
code possible, with shared spaces to support domestic labor, 
including cooking, cleaning, and childcare. One day, all the 
units will be combined into a floor-through apartment of chosen 
families.

The resulting building fabric offers more access to air, light, 
and exterior spaces than its traditional neighbors, but its gentle 
massing does not offend. As a collection of spaces, the project 
doesn’t prescribe private or communal life; it is embedded with 
both possibilities equally, offering agency to users seeking to 
share new habits in domestic settings. Unit Adaptability Diagrams 

Shifting ownership, shifting needs

First prototype is launched with four units...

...two families grow...

...children grow, elders move in another...

...communal life across multi generations...

...renting out a unit for additional income...

...new arrivals need private places...
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Flexibility & Specificity 
Generic building elements are scaled for 
maximum flexibility. On the left, an aging 
parent moves in, and the core is outfitted 
with an ADA-accessible bathroom. The 
dining space will serve as a bedroom. On 
the right, Units B & C are unified. A redun-
dant bedroom is converted into a shared 
work-from-home office.

Growing Together 
In this section, units can be connected or 
disconnected across party walls. On the 
left, Units A and B are unified to allow a 
young couple to support their aging-in-
place parents. On the left, Units B and C 
are unified to help neighbors share child-
care duties and turn the semi-private 
terrace into a shared space.
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The scheme prioritizes access to air 
and light, with each unit featuring 
private and shared terraces. Rooms 
are designed for optimal daylight and 
cross-ventilation. Terraces situated 
between units provide varied privacy 
for personal and communal activities. 
The building gently slopes down 
the hill, harmonizing with nearby 
structures, while a resilient landscape 
and fire-resistant metal cladding 
reduce fire risk.

Performance and Replicability 
The proposal includes simple 
geometries ideal for modular 
construction, including CLT or SIPs. In 
instances of supply chain disruption, 
the scheme can also be constructed 
with traditional framing or block. 
Bathrooms and stairs are consolidated 
into cores that can be easily 
prefabricated. Standardized kitchens 
are included for efficiency and easy 
installation as needs shift and change.

Adaptability 
Two party walls are constructed. A 
gently sloping path offers access to 
units at the middle and rear of the lot. 
Internally, the parcels are connected by 
a circulation spine that allows tenants 
and owners to reconnect or disconnect 
units. The plans and sections on this 
board illustrate the means to open 
and close units in gold. To support 
this flexibility, each parcel includes 
independent and internal vertical 
circulation.

Maximizing Yield 
Gentle density is introduced by initially 
subdividing the existing lot into the 
maximum allowable three equal-sized 
parcels. In the arrangement illustrated 
here, each parcel includes a primary 
residence, with one parcel including an 
attached junior ADU.
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1200 sq. ft. - 2 Bed, 2 Full Bath
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Thirsty
City

For over a century, Los Angeles has been shaped by a design legacy built on the illusion of 
perfect weather and limitless expansion. But 20th-century attitudes toward architecture and 
infrastructure are no match for the 21st-century challenges of extreme weather, prolonged 
drought, devastating wildfires, and a deepening housing crisis. In response, we propose a 
resilient infill housing strategy that directly confronts the dual pressures of land and water 
management alongside increasing urban density. 
 
Our design leverages existing ADU legislation to site a main residence, a detached ADU, and 
a junior ADU on a single-family lot without rezoning. All three homes are connected by an 
elevated, accessible walkway at street level, lifting the residential program above a sloped 
landscape that serves as a working stormwater system. Minimal building footprints maximize 
pervious surface, allowing water to be directed, filtered, and treated through vegetation before 
flowing into underground cisterns. 
 
Each unit uses a standardized structural system to streamline construction. Roofs are oriented 
to channel rainwater into the site, and when deployed citywide across underutilized parcels, 
these cisterns could form a distributed water storage network—easing pressure on the city’s 
overstressed infrastructure. 
 
This model applies equally well to private or city-owned land. However, we advocate for 
public stewardship of the ground and water below, ensuring long-term ecological and infra-
structural health. The proposal is positioned to align with institutional partners like the Great-
er LA Water Collaborative, who are actively advancing region-wide stormwater capture and 
climate resilience. 
 
By embedding infrastructure into housing, this project offers more than shelter—it redefines 
how we inhabit a city facing intensifying environmental strain.

thirsty city
build me, baby

a stilt house
a dingbat 

a laurel canyon nest 
 

a storm roost 
a fire lookout 

an east side habitat 
 

an urban sponge 
a home 

times 3 per lot

Upland
Sunny

Deer grass 
(Muhlenbergia patens)

Canyon Prince Wild Rye 
(Leymus condensatus)

Desert Agave (Agave deserti)

Banana Yucca (Yucca baccata)

Santa Cruz Island Buckwheat 
(Eriogonum arborescens)

Hummingbird sage 
(Salvia spathacea)

Matilija Poppy 
(Romneya coulteri)

Western Redbud 
(Cercis occidentalis)

Midland
Shadey

Polypody fern 
(Polypodium californicum)

Western sword fern 
(Polystichum munitum)

Wood fern (Dryopteris arguta)

Sand Dune Sedge (Carex pansa)

Santa Barbara Sedge 
(Carex barbarae)

Common Rush (Juncus patens)

Tree anemone 
(Carpenteria californica)

Wetland
Wet

Iris Leaved Rush 
(Juncus xiphioides)

Seep Monkeyflower 
(Erythranthe guttata)

Scarlet Monkeyflower 
(Erythranthe cardinalis)

Douglas Iris 
(Iris douglasiana)

Western Blue Flag 
(Iris missouriensis)

Yarrow (Achillea millefolium)

Southern Maiden-Hair Fern 
(Adiantum capillus-veneris)

Scarlet Columbine 
(Aquilegia formosa)

STAYING POWER: By lifting the main house and ADUs above, extending the street level along an accessible outdoor living room in the middle, and embedding stormwater 
systems below, this model offers staying power through layered resilience—designed for the next storm, the next drought, and the next generation. Its systems scale across LA’s 
thousands of infill lots and the materials and construction methods endure decades of weather extremes (floods, droughts, fire)

RESILIENCE: micro-footprints create defensible space at the ground plane with varied side-yard setbacks to prevent 
matchbook neighborhoods. Foundation level uses highly fire-rated concrete piers and cores; upper level uses shou sugi 
ban shingles with 3-hour fire rating. Shared spaces and ecological infrastructure invite civic stewardship.

ABOVE: Site Section

REPLICABILITY: standard dimensions limit material waste and create incredibly legible construction documents 
and site placing

ABOVE: Second Level Floor Plan

PERFORMANCE: Drilled concrete piers + modular floor plate fram-
ing are slope adaptable and best for minimizing excavation, preserving 
grade and keeping the structure independent from soil movement

ABOVE: Roof Plan

ABOVE: Street Level Floor Plan

LIVABILITY: Each unit has a picture window with distant views for mental health, high ceilings for contrast to small footprints, access to private outdoor space, access to com-
munal grounds for a meandering walk, easy street access extending from the boardwalk level. Dignity and livability baked into the design.

a new vernacular for LA—something that feels of its place, attuned to reality over myth

Native fire-adapted planting that slows water flow under 
the house and stabilizes soil. Space for meandering walks

Front porch entry garden with drought tolerant, sun-loving 
plants leading to a communal boardwalk

LA cherishes its’ private outdoor space and small and big 
potted plants 

Lowland zone with inundation areas to store runoff - for 
when it really rains. Stair up to boardwalk level

ABOVE: Interior View

RESILIENCE: is built in connections, community and the rejection of a 
zero-sum game
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For over a century, Los Angeles has been shaped by a design legacy built on the illusion of 
perfect weather and limitless expansion. But 20th-century attitudes toward architecture and 
infrastructure are no match for the 21st-century challenges of extreme weather, prolonged 
drought, devastating wildfires, and a deepening housing crisis. In response, we propose a 
resilient infill housing strategy that directly confronts the dual pressures of land and water 
management alongside increasing urban density. 
 
Our design leverages existing ADU legislation to site a main residence, a detached ADU, and 
a junior ADU on a single-family lot without rezoning. All three homes are connected by an 
elevated, accessible walkway at street level, lifting the residential program above a sloped 
landscape that serves as a working stormwater system. Minimal building footprints maximize 
pervious surface, allowing water to be directed, filtered, and treated through vegetation before 
flowing into underground cisterns. 
 
Each unit uses a standardized structural system to streamline construction. Roofs are oriented 
to channel rainwater into the site, and when deployed citywide across underutilized parcels, 
these cisterns could form a distributed water storage network—easing pressure on the city’s 
overstressed infrastructure. 
 
This model applies equally well to private or city-owned land. However, we advocate for 
public stewardship of the ground and water below, ensuring long-term ecological and infra-
structural health. The proposal is positioned to align with institutional partners like the Great-
er LA Water Collaborative, who are actively advancing region-wide stormwater capture and 
climate resilience. 
 
By embedding infrastructure into housing, this project offers more than shelter—it redefines 
how we inhabit a city facing intensifying environmental strain.
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STAYING POWER: By lifting the main house and ADUs above, extending the street level along an accessible outdoor living room in the middle, and embedding stormwater 
systems below, this model offers staying power through layered resilience—designed for the next storm, the next drought, and the next generation. Its systems scale across LA’s 
thousands of infill lots and the materials and construction methods endure decades of weather extremes (floods, droughts, fire)

RESILIENCE: micro-footprints create defensible space at the ground plane with varied side-yard setbacks to prevent 
matchbook neighborhoods. Foundation level uses highly fire-rated concrete piers and cores; upper level uses shou sugi 
ban shingles with 3-hour fire rating. Shared spaces and ecological infrastructure invite civic stewardship.

ABOVE: Site Section

REPLICABILITY: standard dimensions limit material waste and create incredibly legible construction documents 
and site placing

ABOVE: Second Level Floor Plan

PERFORMANCE: Drilled concrete piers + modular floor plate fram-
ing are slope adaptable and best for minimizing excavation, preserving 
grade and keeping the structure independent from soil movement

ABOVE: Roof Plan

ABOVE: Street Level Floor Plan

LIVABILITY: Each unit has a picture window with distant views for mental health, high ceilings for contrast to small footprints, access to private outdoor space, access to com-
munal grounds for a meandering walk, easy street access extending from the boardwalk level. Dignity and livability baked into the design.
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For over a century, Los Angeles has been shaped by a design legacy built on the illusion of 
perfect weather and limitless expansion. But 20th-century attitudes toward architecture and 
infrastructure are no match for the 21st-century challenges of extreme weather, prolonged 
drought, devastating wildfires, and a deepening housing crisis. In response, we propose a 
resilient infill housing strategy that directly confronts the dual pressures of land and water 
management alongside increasing urban density. 
 
Our design leverages existing ADU legislation to site a main residence, a detached ADU, and 
a junior ADU on a single-family lot without rezoning. All three homes are connected by an 
elevated, accessible walkway at street level, lifting the residential program above a sloped 
landscape that serves as a working stormwater system. Minimal building footprints maximize 
pervious surface, allowing water to be directed, filtered, and treated through vegetation before 
flowing into underground cisterns. 
 
Each unit uses a standardized structural system to streamline construction. Roofs are oriented 
to channel rainwater into the site, and when deployed citywide across underutilized parcels, 
these cisterns could form a distributed water storage network—easing pressure on the city’s 
overstressed infrastructure. 
 
This model applies equally well to private or city-owned land. However, we advocate for 
public stewardship of the ground and water below, ensuring long-term ecological and infra-
structural health. The proposal is positioned to align with institutional partners like the Great-
er LA Water Collaborative, who are actively advancing region-wide stormwater capture and 
climate resilience. 
 
By embedding infrastructure into housing, this project offers more than shelter—it redefines 
how we inhabit a city facing intensifying environmental strain.
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STAYING POWER: By lifting the main house and ADUs above, extending the street level along an accessible outdoor living room in the middle, and embedding stormwater 
systems below, this model offers staying power through layered resilience—designed for the next storm, the next drought, and the next generation. Its systems scale across LA’s 
thousands of infill lots and the materials and construction methods endure decades of weather extremes (floods, droughts, fire)

RESILIENCE: micro-footprints create defensible space at the ground plane with varied side-yard setbacks to prevent 
matchbook neighborhoods. Foundation level uses highly fire-rated concrete piers and cores; upper level uses shou sugi 
ban shingles with 3-hour fire rating. Shared spaces and ecological infrastructure invite civic stewardship.
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and site placing

ABOVE: Second Level Floor Plan

PERFORMANCE: Drilled concrete piers + modular floor plate fram-
ing are slope adaptable and best for minimizing excavation, preserving 
grade and keeping the structure independent from soil movement

ABOVE: Roof Plan

ABOVE: Street Level Floor Plan

LIVABILITY: Each unit has a picture window with distant views for mental health, high ceilings for contrast to small footprints, access to private outdoor space, access to com-
munal grounds for a meandering walk, easy street access extending from the boardwalk level. Dignity and livability baked into the design.
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For over a century, Los Angeles has been shaped by a design legacy built on the illusion of 
perfect weather and limitless expansion. But 20th-century attitudes toward architecture and 
infrastructure are no match for the 21st-century challenges of extreme weather, prolonged 
drought, devastating wildfires, and a deepening housing crisis. In response, we propose a 
resilient infill housing strategy that directly confronts the dual pressures of land and water 
management alongside increasing urban density. 
 
Our design leverages existing ADU legislation to site a main residence, a detached ADU, and 
a junior ADU on a single-family lot without rezoning. All three homes are connected by an 
elevated, accessible walkway at street level, lifting the residential program above a sloped 
landscape that serves as a working stormwater system. Minimal building footprints maximize 
pervious surface, allowing water to be directed, filtered, and treated through vegetation before 
flowing into underground cisterns. 
 
Each unit uses a standardized structural system to streamline construction. Roofs are oriented 
to channel rainwater into the site, and when deployed citywide across underutilized parcels, 
these cisterns could form a distributed water storage network—easing pressure on the city’s 
overstressed infrastructure. 
 
This model applies equally well to private or city-owned land. However, we advocate for 
public stewardship of the ground and water below, ensuring long-term ecological and infra-
structural health. The proposal is positioned to align with institutional partners like the Great-
er LA Water Collaborative, who are actively advancing region-wide stormwater capture and 
climate resilience. 
 
By embedding infrastructure into housing, this project offers more than shelter—it redefines 
how we inhabit a city facing intensifying environmental strain.
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STAYING POWER: By lifting the main house and ADUs above, extending the street level along an accessible outdoor living room in the middle, and embedding stormwater 
systems below, this model offers staying power through layered resilience—designed for the next storm, the next drought, and the next generation. Its systems scale across LA’s 
thousands of infill lots and the materials and construction methods endure decades of weather extremes (floods, droughts, fire)

RESILIENCE: micro-footprints create defensible space at the ground plane with varied side-yard setbacks to prevent 
matchbook neighborhoods. Foundation level uses highly fire-rated concrete piers and cores; upper level uses shou sugi 
ban shingles with 3-hour fire rating. Shared spaces and ecological infrastructure invite civic stewardship.

ABOVE: Site Section

REPLICABILITY: standard dimensions limit material waste and create incredibly legible construction documents 
and site placing

ABOVE: Second Level Floor Plan

PERFORMANCE: Drilled concrete piers + modular floor plate fram-
ing are slope adaptable and best for minimizing excavation, preserving 
grade and keeping the structure independent from soil movement

ABOVE: Roof Plan

ABOVE: Street Level Floor Plan

LIVABILITY: Each unit has a picture window with distant views for mental health, high ceilings for contrast to small footprints, access to private outdoor space, access to com-
munal grounds for a meandering walk, easy street access extending from the boardwalk level. Dignity and livability baked into the design.
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For over a century, Los Angeles has been shaped by a design legacy built on the illusion of 
perfect weather and limitless expansion. But 20th-century attitudes toward architecture and 
infrastructure are no match for the 21st-century challenges of extreme weather, prolonged 
drought, devastating wildfires, and a deepening housing crisis. In response, we propose a 
resilient infill housing strategy that directly confronts the dual pressures of land and water 
management alongside increasing urban density. 
 
Our design leverages existing ADU legislation to site a main residence, a detached ADU, and 
a junior ADU on a single-family lot without rezoning. All three homes are connected by an 
elevated, accessible walkway at street level, lifting the residential program above a sloped 
landscape that serves as a working stormwater system. Minimal building footprints maximize 
pervious surface, allowing water to be directed, filtered, and treated through vegetation before 
flowing into underground cisterns. 
 
Each unit uses a standardized structural system to streamline construction. Roofs are oriented 
to channel rainwater into the site, and when deployed citywide across underutilized parcels, 
these cisterns could form a distributed water storage network—easing pressure on the city’s 
overstressed infrastructure. 
 
This model applies equally well to private or city-owned land. However, we advocate for 
public stewardship of the ground and water below, ensuring long-term ecological and infra-
structural health. The proposal is positioned to align with institutional partners like the Great-
er LA Water Collaborative, who are actively advancing region-wide stormwater capture and 
climate resilience. 
 
By embedding infrastructure into housing, this project offers more than shelter—it redefines 
how we inhabit a city facing intensifying environmental strain.
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STAYING POWER: By lifting the main house and ADUs above, extending the street level along an accessible outdoor living room in the middle, and embedding stormwater 
systems below, this model offers staying power through layered resilience—designed for the next storm, the next drought, and the next generation. Its systems scale across LA’s 
thousands of infill lots and the materials and construction methods endure decades of weather extremes (floods, droughts, fire)

RESILIENCE: micro-footprints create defensible space at the ground plane with varied side-yard setbacks to prevent 
matchbook neighborhoods. Foundation level uses highly fire-rated concrete piers and cores; upper level uses shou sugi 
ban shingles with 3-hour fire rating. Shared spaces and ecological infrastructure invite civic stewardship.
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ABOVE: Second Level Floor Plan

PERFORMANCE: Drilled concrete piers + modular floor plate fram-
ing are slope adaptable and best for minimizing excavation, preserving 
grade and keeping the structure independent from soil movement

ABOVE: Roof Plan
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LIVABILITY: Each unit has a picture window with distant views for mental health, high ceilings for contrast to small footprints, access to private outdoor space, access to com-
munal grounds for a meandering walk, easy street access extending from the boardwalk level. Dignity and livability baked into the design.
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Shin Shin Architecture
Fifty Fifty, Low Rise Housing Competition, Los Angeles, CA
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Passive cooling
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Bestor Architecture 
Frogtown Four, Low Rise Housing Competition, Los Angeles, CA
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2 | Discovering and Developing Missing Middle Housing | AARP and Opticos Design

The AARP Home and Community Survey consistently 
finds that most Americans, including older adults, 
prefer to live in neighborhoods that offer a mix of 
housing and transportation options and are close to jobs, 
schools, shopping, entertainment and green spaces. 

These preferences — coupled with the rapid  
aging of the U.S. population overall, the decrease in 
households with children and the national housing 
shortage — will likely boost the demand for smaller 
homes and affordable, quality rental housing in 
amenity-rich locations. 

A neighborhood that includes Missing Middle 
Housing is well-positioned to respond. g

Because Missing Middle homes are house-scale,  
 they typically look like and are the size of a 

single-family dwelling. But inside, the house 
contains multiple homes. Among the Missing Middle 
home type’s other characteristics and qualities:

• The buildings fit seamlessly into neighborhoods, 
either because similar housing types already exist 
in the community or because the homes are 
designed and constructed to preserve or complement 
the streetscape’s appearance and character.

• The house-sized, multiunit structures can provide 
a neighborhood or community with a wider range 
of housing options, at various price points. 

• The housing types fit within — and help to 
generate — walkable, place-based neighborhoods 
with community amenities that become an 
extension of people’s homes and serve as shared 
spaces where neighbors can safely get out and 
about and gather.  

• The homes can accommodate people of all ages, 
physical abilities and life stages. 

The Characteristics  
of Missing Middle Housing

A Missing Middle Housing Sampler 

1. COTTAGE COURT 4. FOURPLEX2. SIDE-BY-SIDE DUPLEX 3. STACKED DUPLEX 5. SIXPLEX

An important point: Walkability is key to the benefits provided by Missing Middle Housing. With stores,  
services and eateries within walking distance of where people live, local businesses can thrive and car 
ownership by residents can be optional, thus reducing the need for a community or developer to provide 
parking. That, in turn, helps reduce the costs for all involved. (Learn more on pages 4 and 26.)

Discovering and Developing Missing Middle Housing | AARP and Opticos Design | 3

p Up until the 1940s, small, multiunit buildings (such as the 
Alameda, California, fourplex pictured here) were commonly 
built on standard lots within neighborhoods to provide housing 
for moderate-income individuals and families.

p Historic Missing Middle Housing examples (like this side-by-
side duplex home in New Orleans, Louisiana) often have the 
same level of architectural refinement as single-family houses 
from the same era.

t Residential 
development since 
the mid-20th 
century has focused 
on the creation of 
detached single-
family homes or 
large apartment 
buildings. The hard-
to-find housing 
options in between 
are the “Missing 
Middle.”
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Why do we love cottage developments?

• Varied unit types and more compact 
homes can reflect the true diversity of 
households (such as elderly, single-parent, 
and chosen families).

• Shared gardens and amenities build 
community and combat loneliness while 
maintaining independence and privacy.

• Smaller homes, higher density, bundled 
infrastructure, and (some) greater 
economies of scale makes housing more 
affordable.

• Higher density enables access to stores, 
parks, schools.

• Variations within a lot or retrofits of 
existing buildings can create a contextual 
response to existing urban fabrics.

• Compact footprints and shared gardens 
can make homes more sustainable, 
energy efficient and biodiverse.
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