
W
ith the market picking 

back up, many new 

buyers are entering 

the fold. For some, the appeal of 

a massive home with all of the 

latest bells and whistles has lost 

its luster, and they are looking for 

something smaller. They are going 

micro. 

In the 2011 comedy “Wanderlust,” 

a New York City couple played by 

Paul Rudd and Jennifer Anniston 

purchase a pint-sized studio apart-

ment (Murphy bed included) that 

their agent pitches to them as a 

“micro-loft.” While this scenario 

pokes fun at the trend, it is a hous-

ing sector that, while still a niche, 

is gaining popularity. 

In July 2012, New York City  Mayor 

Michael Bloomberg released plans 

for studio apartments that 

will be between 275 and 

300 square feet—apart-

ments so miniscule they 

are technically illegal and 

require new zoning laws. 

Following suit, in Septem-

ber, San Francisco build-

ers started plans for even 

smaller micro-units—a 

precious 220 square feet 

per pad. Bloomberg be-

lieves the apartments are an answer 

to the demand for single-person liv-

ing—more than 30 percent of New 

Yorkers live alone, and many more 

units are filled with couples with no 

children, who require less space. 

But smaller homes don’t only pro-

vide habitats for the unattached; 

they create a smaller carbon foot-

print, force you to simplify your sur-

roundings and require that you main-

tain an overall thriftier way of being. 

In an era where we think “face time” 

means video chat, where we spend 

more time Tweeting than talking and 

believe multitasking is a marketable 

skillset, then perhaps some are in-

terested in simplifying their way of 

living by streamlining with a smaller 

space.

“A tiny house isn’t simply a home 

to live in, it’s a lifestyle,” says Ste-

ven Harrell, founder of the small 

space listings website Tinyhousel-

istings.com, where tiny house own-

ers and agents can list their proper-

ties. “Economic pressure for regular 

folks is a daily concern,” he notes. 

“The idea of living in a simple, 

paid-for home is very appealing for 

people willing to trade square feet 

for economic security.” It’s impor-

tant to note that while buying an 

individual small home outright may 

save a bundle, not all small spaces 

are economical. Bloomberg’s mi-

cro units will still cost just under 

$2,000 to rent, and the San Fran-

cisco spaces will go for $1,200 to 

$1,500.
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From pint-sized apartments to tiny spaces  

on wheels, Real Estate magazine explores the 

micro-home movement.
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From bare-bone basic struc-

tures to architectural artwork, 

small homes represent not 

only a downsize in space, but 

put a heavy emphasis on util-

ity and design over size. While 

many models are rustic (think 

a woodshed on wheels), some 

showcase stunning sleek de-

signs, high-tech amenities 

that seem more spaceship-

like than bucolic, and green 

features like solar paneling and 

roofs made of recycled steel. 

“Most homes in the tiny house 

category are 400 square feet or 

less, but many are around 200 

square feet,” says Pepper Clark of 

Bungalow to Go, a tiny house build-

ing and design company in Northern 

California. “The very small ones are 

tiny houses on wheels—the porta-

bility helps them evade minimum 

size issues.”

But with only 1 percent of consum-

ers living in a micro-home, will small 

spaces really be the next big thing 

in housing? “In the last year, traf-

fic to my website has grown 1,500 

percent,” says Harrell. “This, to me, 

is a good gauge for the increas-

ing popularity for small homes.” In 

2011, the average home size actu-

ally increased slightly, but overall, it 

appears as if the McMansion move-

ment is in decline. The nation’s av-

erage home size, which peaked at 

around 2,500 square feet in 2007, 

is predicted to shrink to 2,152 

square feet by 2015, according to 

the National Association of Home 

Builders (NAHB). While this is 

still a small cry from micro-home 

measurements, it does support 

the trend that some Americans are 

interested in downsizing.

So who is buying these homes? 

Tiny homes are trendy not only for 

singles, but also for couples seek-

ing mini vacation homes, empty 

nesters and those looking to down-

size in retirement. 

“The demographics of tiny house 

dwellers are really all over the 

map,” says Harrell, who lives in a 

35-foot houseboat in North Caro-

lina. “The only common factor is 

that all have recognized that living 

small means dramatically reduc-

ing their greatest expense—their 

homes.” RE
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983 square feet  

Average American home in 1950

2,480 square feet 

Average American home in 2011  

(an increase of nearly 150 percent).  

400 square feet or less  

The size of spaces that fall into  

the tiny home category 

 

10 percent  

The percentage appliances  

account for in the increase of  

house size since 1950.

1 percent  

of Americans live  

in micro-homes

15 percent 

The amount of space a garage 

takes up in the average house

$20,000 – $30,000  

Cost of average micro-home

$205,187  

Cost of average U.S. home as  

of January 2012 

$237,700  

U.S. median price of new homes  

as of October 2012

$178,600  

U.S. median home price as  

of October 2012
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