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1. Introduction to solo living

1.1. Households and housing in flux

Until the first half of the 20th century, household and family were almost inter-
changeable concepts in the West. Since the 1970s, many European countries have 
witnessed a dynamic rise in solo households. Yet it was not until the turn of the 
21st century when the rise of solo living began to more widely secure researchers’ 
attention. It was noticed that households have become more unstable as people 
have increasingly moved between different household types (Buzar, Ogden & 
Hall, 2005; Hall, Ogden & Hill, 1997; Hall & Ogden, 2003). More importantly, 
solo living has gained significance as a way of life (Molgat & Vézina, 2008).

In urban areas, the ongoing transformation is steered by major demo-
graphic changes out of which the decreased average household size is a highly 
significant trend (e.g. Buzar, Ogden & Hall, 2005; Thorns, 2002). Sociologist 
Eric Klinenberg (2012, p. 229) calls the rise of solo living an “extraordinary 
social transformation”, the far-reaching consequences of which we are only 
starting to understand after experiencing collective living for 200 000 years 
(Klinenberg, 2012, p. 185). Focusing on future housing demand, Paris & Frey 
(2018, p. 1271) as well as Raviz et al. (2015, p. 68) underline that demographic 
changes have a notable impact on housing provision. Despite these observa-
tions, housing researchers have rarely tackled the issue (Ilmonen, 2016, p. 49).

In particular, solo dwellers’ domestic space and related housing needs 
have hardly been explored; moreover, studies relevant to housing design and 
housing development are far and few in between as presented in 2.2. Research 
gap in solo dwellers’ domestic space. Thus, there is a danger that solo house-
holds’ housing issues are discussed and developed based on normative and 
possibly outdated images of solo living. In an urban context, this notion signi-
fies a need for knowledge that is applicable when setting the goals for housing 
production, also taking into account the long-term usability of the housing 
stock (e.g. Krokfors, 2017; Robert-Hughes, 2011). After all, it was already rec-
ognised some time ago that new dwellings are needed due to the decreased 
average household size regardless of any increase in population numbers (e.g. 
Ogden & Hall, 2004; Thorns 2002, 45; Williams, 2007); despite this, the kind 
of issues we ought to be aware of when designing dwellings seems to have 
eluded us. In the end, the cities should provide housing that meets the needs 
of its residents in order to flourish (see Easthope, Tice & Randolph, 2010). 
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1. INTRODUCTION TO SOLO LIVING

1.2. The growth of solo living

Already one-third of EU households contain only one person. In 2017, more 
than 40% of all households in Sweden, Denmark, Lithuania, Finland, and 
Germany were households with a single occupant (Eurostat, 2018). It has been 
estimated that between 2016 and 2030, there will be around 120 million new 
one-person households worldwide, whereas households with three and four 
persons are expected to haltingly grow (Euromonitor Research, 2017).

An extensive body of literature has discussed this phenomenon. Among 
the reasons behind it lie demographic changes, increase in gender equality, 
individualism, new forms of co-habitation and, more significantly, increasing 
wealth (e.g. Lesthaeghe, 2014; Van de Kaa, 1987; Williams, 2007; Zaidi & Mor-
gan, 2017). The meanings attached to solo living vary outside the developed 
world. In many Asian countries, living alone signifies a vulnerability caused 
by a lack of support nets outside families (Cheung & Yeung, 2015; Yeung & 
Cheung, 2015). In addition, living conditions are poor especially for internal 
migrants who live in collective households (Cheung & Yeung, 2015) and vari-
ous kinds of group quarters (Podhisita & Xenosa, 2015). On the other hand, 
pervasive family norms may hinder the development of housing options for 
single people in developed Asian countries (Ronald, 2017; Ronald, 2009; 
Ronald, Druta & Godzik, 2018; Ronald & Nakano, 2013). While the percent-
age of one-person households is low in Asian countries compared to those in 
the West, the size of population ensures that the number are notable; in 2010, 
there were already approximately 58 million one-person households in China, 
thus exceeding the total number of one-person households in the United States, 
France, and the United Kingdom (Cheung & Yeung, 2015).

Focusing on Finland, there are currently 1.2. million households equalling 
almost 45% of all households (OSF, 2020a) and 23% of the total population 
(OSF, 2019a). The decreased average household size also explains the increase 
in space per person that has escalated from 18.9 to 41 m2 since 1970, while 
the average dwelling size has increased from 60 to 79.3 m2 (SVT, 2020a). Due 
to a continuous rise of solo living (see Table 1.1.), the medium household size 
fell under two in 2018 (OSF, 2020b). By 2050, the Finnish population may be 
smaller by 100 000, and by 2040, only the region of Uusimaa is expected to 
grow due to migration gain (OSF, 2019b).
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1. INTRODUCTION TO SOLO LIVING

Year Households in total Number of OPHs Share of OPHs (%) 

1960 1 204 385 188 995 15.7

1970 1 420 723 288 970 20.3

1980 1 781 771 482 476 27.1

1990 2 036 732 646 229 31.7

2000 2 295 386 856 746 37.3

2019 2 734 219 2 221 456 44.7

Table 1.1. Finnish one-person households (OPH) between 1960–2018 (OSF, 2020c).

Statistics Finland (OSF, 2020a) show that solo living has become common 
especially among older population. In the past ten years, the fastest growing 
group of people living alone was aged 70 to 74 years old reflecting the large age 
groups born in 1945–1949. Solo living is most typical among persons over 75 
years old as almost half of them live alone. Relatively speaking, solo living has 
increased the most with those under 30 years old and, in particular, after the 
change in housing allowance in 2017. In 2019, 53% of people living alone were 
women (OSF, 2019c). 

Solo-living women are over-represented in the age cohorts under 24 and 
over 55 (OSF, 2020a). Nonetheless, the number of solo-living men has doubled 
in twenty years with, currently, the majority of solo dwellers aged 25 to 54 years 
being men (OSF, 2017, see also Ala-Karvia et al., 2018). The statistics may 
overstate the share of working-aged men insofar as in the case of joint custody, 
children’s stated address of residence is more often than not the same as their 
mothers’ (Juntto, 2010). Thus, the statistics based on household size are not 
necessarily able to reflect the increasingly varied housing arrangements since 
the individuals forming the one-person households may live alone only part 
of the week (e.g. Hall, Ogden & Hill, 1997, p. 162). Nevertheless, the statistics 
based on household units have been expected to provide more reliable knowl-
edge about housing arrangements compared to the statistics based on marital 
status (Ritamies, 1998, p. 78).

The reasons for the growth of solo living are much the same in Finland 
as elsewhere in the Western world (see Borg & Keskinen, 2016; Juntto, 2010; 
Kärkkäinen, 2010; Pitkänen & Jalovaara, 2007; Pyykkönen, 2016; Ritamies, 
1998; Terämä et al., 2018). In addition, policy may indirectly increase the popu-
larity of solo households, or at least delay couples’ decision to cohabit, as house-
hold members’ incomes are totalled when evaluating a need for transfer in-
comes (i.e. housing benefit or social assistance); for instance, two low-income 
one-person households receive higher benefits per person when compared to 
two-person households with two low-income adults (Hiilamo, 2018). It seems 
that the opportunity to live alone is one of the achievements of a welfare society.
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1. INTRODUCTION TO SOLO LIVING

1.3. Solo dwellers’ housing issues in Finland

The lack of scale benefits characterizes solo households’ consumption (Ala-
Mantila et al., 2017). In general, solo dwellers’ housing options are limited in 
comparison to two-income households which can share the expenses (Back-
man, 2015, p. 64; Hiilamo, 2018; Kauppinen et al., 2014; Peura-Kapanen, 2016; 
see also Deka, 2014, pp. 639–649; Klinenberg, 2012, p. 90 for non-Finnish 
studies). Focusing on the Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA) in Finland, Back-
man (2016a; 2016b) notes that the price per square metre is relatively high 
in small dwellings1, 2 and a one-room apartment3 is often the only possibility 
for many low-income solo households. Although solo living does not automati-
cally entail problems in one’s livelihood (Juntto, 2008, p. 59), the share of low-
income households is highest with solo households (SVT, 2020b). Terämä et 
al. (2018) assert that 30% of the Finnish one-person households live under the 
poverty line, thus corresponding to the situation in Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
and the Netherlands. In 2018, 10% of all Finnish households received basic 
social assistance; out of this group, 75% were one-person households equalling 
18% share of all household with a single resident (Kela, n.d.-a).

Income level and households’ size correlates with tenure as low-income 
households more often live in rental dwellings (SVT, 2019). In Finland, solo 
households occupy rental dwellings more than twice as often as multi-person 
households (OSF, 2018). Data collected in 2014 indicates that double income 
households are able to choose owner-occupancy when individuals’ cross salary 
is almost 40% less than in case of those who live alone (Terämä et al., 2018, 
p. 84). In addition, owner-occupancy has increased much faster among multi-
person households since the beginning of the 21st century (SVT, 2011). This 
trend is likely to cause inequality between household types since people in 

1 In this dissertation, dwelling is used interchangeably with apartment and housing unit, 

which is in line with the definition used by Eurostat (2014a): “A dwelling is a room or suite 

of rooms … in a permanent building or a structurally separated part of a building which … is 

designed for habitation by one private household.”

2 Karikallio et al. (2019, p. 8) note that small dwellings are widely discussed and yet the 

term has still not been defined. Thus, they suggest that a simple way to define a small dwelling 

could be to set a limit for space per person that could be 25 m2 for people living alone. This 

type of definition might imply that a small dwelling size is not a fixed dwelling feature, i.e. is 

defined in relation to the number of residents. 

3 In Finland, apartment types are based on the number of “habitable rooms, i.e. excluding 

kitchen, bathroom, hall, walk-in closets, etc.” (Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016, p. 232), and this 

definition is consistently used in this dissertation. Hence, the definition differs from those 

definitions that are founded on the number of bedrooms (see Williams, 2009, p. S84). For 

instance, a one-bedroom apartment is termed a two-room apartment in the Finnish context.
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1. INTRODUCTION TO SOLO LIVING

rental accommodation are less satisfied with their housing regardless of the 
dwelling type (Strandell, 2017).

Statistics on the general housing allowance stress solo dwellers’ housing is-
sues. By the end of 2018, almost 70% of the Finnish housing receiving housing 
allowance were one-person households (Kela, 2019), thus highlighting the dra-
matic shift in the assistance originally targeted for low-income families (Åhrén, 
2004, p. 179). Another point to consider is that, in recent years, the housing 
market has defined the increase of housing costs with the state compensating 
for this by providing corresponding benefits (Rossilahti, 2017). Currently, the 
Finnish general housing allowance defines the maximum housing costs for dif-
ferent household types in four municipality categories, the highest category be-
ing the city of Helsinki; within these categories, general housing allowance is 
80% of the difference between accepted housing costs and the basic deductible 
affected by monthly income as well as the number of adults and children in the 
households (Kela, n.d.-b). The system is likely to reinforce the construction of 
small apartments with relatively high price per square metre.4

Sutela et al. (2020) perceive general housing allowance as an example of 
the normative way of defining housing affordability. This notion is important 
since it underlines that on a conceptual level affordable housing has little to do 
with dwelling features5, such as floor area and small dwelling size. However, a 
search for housing affordability has resulted in decreased dwelling sizes that 
mostly benefit builders and investors (Wallin, 2017).6 These issues are globally 
urgent as pinpointed by the editorial of Finnish Architectural Review; the selling 
price of a three-room apartment in a Hong Kong suburb, constructed in 2018 
and sized only 45 m2, was 890 000 euros (Savela, 2020). 

4 The Finnish housing allowance system appears to be more flexible than the systems that 

focus on the number of rooms. For instance, in the UK, households lose housing benefits 

because of extra rooms that may balance the lack of internal space in dwelling that would not 

be suitable for large households (Morgan & Cruickshank, 2014).

5 According to Boumeester (2011), the most typically applied dwelling features in housing 

preference studies are tenure, pricing, dwelling size, private outdoor spaces (terraces, 

balconies), storage space, and architecture. Dwelling features are also called dwelling factors 

(Dekker et al., 2011) and dwelling attributes (Coolen, 2008). Coolen & Osaki (2004) divide 

dwelling features into fixed features (physical aspects), semi-fixed features (furnishings), and 

non-fixed features (activities and behaviour) when discussing the meaning of a dwelling.

6 This is not to say that certain design solutions were not more cost-efficient than others. 

For instance, Teronen, Tarpio and Hirvilammi (2018) have identified seventeen design 

principles, divided into three main categories (save, compensate, and rethink), which reduce 

building costs or housing costs during occupancy (see also Hofmeister, 2018).
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1. INTRODUCTION TO SOLO LIVING

1.4. Dissertation structure

This dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 2 presents the research topic 
and objectives, research gap, and the HMA defining the research context. Re-
search questions and short descriptions of the articles are described in Chap-
ter 3. Chapter 4 presents the research methods and data. The main results and 
related discussion are covered in Chapter 5, and the final chapter states the 
conclusions.
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2. Research topic

This dissertation is about solo living and the domestic spatial needs of work-
ing-aged solo dwellers in the Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA), Finland. This 
selected resident group has been studied less when compared, in particular, 
to elderly solo households (e.g. Bethencourt & Ríos-Rull, 2009; Dale, Söder-
hamn & Söderhamn, 2012; Forsyth, Molinsky & Kan, 2019; Gaumy, Springer 
& Stringer, 2012; Juntto, 2008; Padyab et al., 2019; van den Hoonaard, 2009). 
In an international context, the target group falls into a category of urbanites 
who with their presence enliven the cities as exemplified by the studies carried 
out in other European contexts (e.g. Buzar, Ogden & Hall, 2005; Hall, Ogden & 
Hill, 1997; Ogden & Hall, 2004).

Applying the terms solo living and solo dweller is to emphasize the aspects 
of housing, and to differentiate between living alone and being single (see 
Jamieson & Simpson, 2013; Jamieson, Wasoff & Simpson, 2009; Lapintie & 
Hasu, 2010). While both one-person household and single-person household 
is used to refer to households with only one occupant, this dissertation applies 
the former as a term used when discussing housing arrangements (e.g. Hall, 
Ogden & Hill, 1997; Wulff, Healy & Reynolds, 2004). One-person households 
and solo households are used interchangeably.

My other key term is domestic space that has been a subject of scru-
tiny in various fields, i.e. anthropology and sociology; it has been defined in 
terms of social, cultural, and political meanings, and typically paralleled with 
the home (see e.g. Bryden & Floyd, 1999; Cieraad, 2006; Johansson & Saa-
rikangas, 2009). These notions underline the somewhat relativist nature of 
domestic space. In this dissertation, domestic space is used to signify a space, 
or a collection of spaces, that fulfil daily housing requirements as defined by 
the residents. The definition signifies an approach that is contrary to the top-
down expert knowledge embedded in housing norms and regulations, which 
are vehicles of broader societal needs and policies, and as such may contain 
alternative aims other than those expressed by individual respondents (see 
Johansson & Saarikangas, 2009, p. 11). In an urban context, some of these 
requirements can be outsourced outside the private domain (Mäenpää, 2010, 
pp. 62–63; Mäenpää, 2011a, p. 67). While domestic space in its simplest form 
is comparable to the housing unit (apartment, dwelling), the notion of the ex-
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2. RESEARCH TOPIC

ternal usability of the house or apartment 7 implies that this is not necessarily the 
case (see Lehtonen, 2010, p. 13). However, the risks embedded in this external 
usability are clearly evident in new residential areas, such as Kivistö in the 
city of Vantaa, which has plenty of new apartments and few places for active 
urbanities to go beyond the home and workplace. In Oldenburgian (Olden-
burg, 1989) terms, the question is about the existence of a third place8, or the 
lack of them. The situation is not much better in the new inner-city districts 
of Kalasatama and Jätkäsaari in the city of Helsinki where one could expect to 
find mixed setting integrating housing with versatile services (see Kytösaho, 
2010, p. 405; Mäenpää, 2011a, pp. 111–112). Thus, it seems that a higher popu-
lation density might not necessarily entail a diverse supply of services, or the 
services may come later than expected by the residents – a topic thas has re-
cently and frequently been discussed in the Finnish media (see e.g. Hirvonen, 
2020; Sinisalo, 2020). The boundaries of domestic space are also encountered 
when discussing shared domestic space and facilities. In Finland, Kahri and 
Pyykönen (1984, pp. 37, 167, 365) noted almost forty years ago that collective 
housing forms are needed for several reasons including the increase in small 
households, thus emphasizing the social and emotional aspects as well as re-
lated economic benefits. Since the beginning of the 21st century, a few apart-
ment buildings based on sharing have been constructed in the city of Helsinki 
as a joint building venture (see e.g. Dahlström & Minkkinen, 2009; Paalimäki 
& Pollock, 2013), while outside Finland, the housing concepts combining pri-
vate and shared domestic spaces are more diverse (e.g. Tervo, Meriläinen & 
Pirinen, 2018, pp. 16–34).

The research topic is examined from the perspective of housing design 
interested in the residents’ perceptions and their wellbeing embedded in 
domestic space now and in the future. When domestic space is explored by 
architects and other space enthusiasts, the non-measurable architectonic attri-
butes, such as materials, details, axiality, enclosure, movement, spatial figures, 
daylight, and organisation of space, are relevant issues further illuminating 
the essence of housing design when considering comprehensive spatial expe-
riences (Nylander, 2002). Furthermore, the residents appreciate not just the 
functionality of their homes, but also the corporeal and sensory experiences 

7 The external usability of the house or apartment is a term used by Pasi Mäenpää when he 

argues that most of the “advantages of apartment in apartment block are on the outside; the 

views, services, connections and urban ambience” (Mäenpää, 2011b, p. 21).

8 Third place is a term used by Ray Oldenburg (1989) to signify “a great variety of public 

places that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of 

individuals beyond the realms of home and work” (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 16). While home and 

work are defined as the first and second places; places, such as cafes, bookstores and bistros, 

are examples of third places supporting informal public life.
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2. RESEARCH TOPIC

related to domestic spaces (Kuoppa et al., 2020). However, other dimensions 
gain significance when the aim is to participate in the discussion about the 
future of urban housing. In this discourse, the measurable dwelling features, 
such as apartment type, apartment size, and the experienced shortage of space, 
are important dimensions. In this respect, the research topic is connected to 
decreased apartment sizes in the HMA (see section 2.3.). This trend is worth 
studying as it is unlikely to support residential satisfaction and wellbeing (see 
Baker, 2008; Dekker et al., 2011; Haltia et al., 2019, p. 88; Lu, 1999), or the var-
ied domestic activities and lifestyles reflecting the amount of domestic space 
(Crosby, 2015; Robert-Hughes, 2011).

As such, the objective is to offer knowledge for the use of housing produc-
tion including new housing arrangements and options suitable for solo living. 
The actors expected to benefit from the results are architects and housing de-
signers as well as the ones who set the starting points and goals for housing 
design, and who evaluate the existing housing stock based on its long-term 
usability, i.e. policy-makers, planners, and other local authorities as well as de-
velopers and builders. Throughout this research, attention is paid to the trans-
ferability of the results in reference to the material side of housing.

The following subsections describe solo dwellers’ domestic space require-
ments which fall into multiple theoretical domains. These include at least those 
of (1) expert knowledge, (2) user roles, and (3) spatial configurations. These 
partially overlapping domains appear as a way of structuring and classifying 
the topic while their relevance for the residents participating in this study is 
assumed to be implicit.

2.1. Domestic space

Architecture is far from being neutral space. The organization of space has political, 

social and cultural effects, and thus it is always part of the fields of politics and power. 

Thus, the dwelling is not only visual or physical work of art, but it can be approached 

as a multi-layered socio-cultural construction which becomes meaningful in its use, 

in its historical and local context. The dwelling both produces and reproduces mean-

ings; it is a way of defining and regulating relations between inhabitants and their 

movements in space. In the dwelling, general cultural norms and conceptions of how 

people should and would organize their home life encounter the unique space of 

people’s everyday life. (Saarikangas, 2002, p. 558)

2.1.1. Domestic space and expert knowledge in Finland

Expert knowledge regarding domestic space can be roughly divided into two 
overlapping fields of interest. One is defined by the norms and regulations, and 
the other by cumulated knowledge related to housing design practices. 
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Focusing on Finland, Saarikangas (2002) reminds us that domestic space 
has been highly regulated since early modernism when the experts defined 
it in reference to basic dwelling functions. The new spatial order, introduced 
by Functionalism, divided domestic space into a kitchen, living-room, and 
bedroom(s), thus reflecting the main functions of a dwelling: household work, 
rest and family-life. Furthermore, each dwelling function was expected to 
require a specific space as opposed to previous multi-purpose rooms. In ad-
dition, the author (Saarikangas, 2002, p. 561) notes that equal and classless 
modern dwellings were designed for urban families; they contrasted with spa-
cious bourgeoise apartment as well as rural and worker habitation. In general, 
Finnish housing development reflected   the modernistic housing discourse 
that started in the 1920s as commented on, for instance, by Tarpio (2015, pp. 
29 –30); the aim was to define universal and objective grounds for housing 
design. Different domestic spaces were carefully dimensioned for a homoge-
neous nuclear family expected to perform measurable dwelling functions. Out 
of all domestic spaces, the kitchen experienced the most drastic changes and 
was developed into an efficient work station (Saarikangas, 2002, p. 563). Im-
portantly, contemporary building legislation and norms are, to a large extent, 
based on the importance of functionality (Pirinen, 2014, p. 133; Tarpio, 2015, 
pp. 29–30).

In addition, new spatial organisation defined the residents and their rela-
tionships to each other, and entailed new manners and habits emphasizing the 
privacy of the family as well as of its individual members (Saarikangas, 2002, 
p. 563). Apparently, the consequences were far-reaching as noted by Klinen-
berg (2012, p. 48) who asserts that both the ability and the will to be alone, as 
important elements of solo living, are connected to the historically new spatial 
concept of a private bedroom – a space that is increasingly available for the 
residents of contemporary society. Other radical innovations that accompanied 
modernism were the separation between domesticity and employment with 
certain dwelling functions being assumed to occur outside private domestic 
spaces, for instance, in schools, libraries, parks, and movie theatres, thus pav-
ing the way for the development of minimum dwelling sizes (Puustinen, 2010, 
p. 335).

New design principles were extensively adopted during the 1960–1970 
construction boom, which created new urban landscape outside the Finnish 
city centres (Huuhka, 2016). Even at the time of writing, approximately 20% 
of all Finns live in apartment buildings of this era (Huuhka & Saarimaa, 2018, 
p. 2010). Focusing on the Finnish 1960–80s housing stock, an extensive study 
covering 320 apartment buildings and 8 745 apartments observed that the apart-
ments of this period were remarkably homogeneous; in one-room apartments, 
variation barely existed when three floor plan configurations represented 80% 
of all one-room apartments (Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016).
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In Finland, the development of building norms started in the 1930s; ever 
since then, domestic space has been a subject of regulation (Saarikangas, 2002). 
Krokfors (2016, p. 199) remarks that “Finland’s housing production sector 
has been amongst the most industrialised in Europe since the 1960s and has 
carried alongside it a strong tendency towards standardisation and regulation.” 
Currently, dwellings are designed based on two types of guidance. The National 
Building Code of Finland, based on the Land Use and Building Act of Finland 
(MRL) (Ympäristöministeriö, 1999, §13), is a binding agreement while norms 
and instruction guiding housing design in general are provided by The Build-
ing Information Group (Building Information Group, n.d.). Together, these two 
bodies set the minimum criteria for new dwellings (Krokfors, 2017, p. 173). 

According to regulations (Ympäristöministeriö, 2017), the minimum dwell-
ing size is 20 m2, excepting student housing for which the units can be 16 m2 
when supplemented with shared spaces that are located in the same building 
and can be used for spending time as well as for other undefined domestic 
functions. In addition, minimum measurements are set to at least 7 m2 for a 
habitable room, for a window of at least 10% of the room floor area, and for 
ceiling height of at least 2 500 millimetres. The Building Information Group 
maintaining the RT Building Information File provides more detailed informa-
tion about the production of domestic space and, in fact, it has been observed 
by Krokfors (2017, p. 173) that it controls housing design more strongly than 
suggested by the statutory guidelines.

To ensure that dwellings are also accessible to the physically impaired, cer-
tain minimum measures have been set: Entrance areas, kitchens, as well as 
combined toilets and bathrooms must include free space with a diameter of at 
least 1 300 millimetres, and the minimum width for corridors and doorways 
inside dwellings is 800 millimetres (Valtioneuvosto, 2017). Despite this well-
intentioned goal, these regulations have tended to reduce the overall function-
ality of a dwelling, the main problem being that they focus on individual spaces 
as observed by Krokfors (2017) and Kytösaho (2010); the consequences are 
likely to be undesirable when the increased size of the entrance areas means 
decreased living areas and bedrooms, or separate toilets and bathrooms are 
replaced with one larger space. Indeed, the regulations have been defined as 
technical tools that do not necessarily result in high-quality architecture (Ver-
ma, 2019, p. 168). In addition, excessive regulations may hinder new agents 
from entering the field, narrow the available options, reduce competition, and 
increase costs (Puustinen, 2010, p. 331). These notions should not be confused 
with norm deregulation that, first, may be insensitive to the usability of domes-
tic space, and, secondly, is generally unlikely to increase the residents’ satisfac-
tion (Holmila, 2018; 2020).

At present, there is only one newly constructed apartment building in Fin-
land in which housing units are below the minimum criteria. According to the 
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rental housing provider’s website (SATO, 2017), SATO StudioHome, located in 
the city of Vantaa, consists of rental micro-apartments sized 15.5 m2 comple-
mented with common spaces (laundry room, shared living room, as well as 
a top floor sauna and terrace). Other unconventional design solutions in this 
project include a ceiling height of 3.9 metres that enables the inclusion of a 
sleeping loft of 6.3 m2 and tailored design solutions.9 The project was granted 
an exceptional permission due to the apartments’ size. The firm was required 
to monitor residential satisfaction, which appears to be at a very high level 
(Ranta, 2020). Additionally, the media returns to this concept time after time 
when interested in writing stories about new urban forms of living based on 
the interplay between small apartment size and the amenities provided by the 
city (e.g. see Riuttamäki, 2020). Here, this concept is used to exemplify the 
complex demands of regulation – a topic that has recently been debated in the 
Finnish media by academics and practitioners concerned about the quality of 
new housing production (e.g. Helander, 2020; Lylykangas, 2020; Siippainen, 
2020; Uusitalo & Valotie, 2020).

These notions mirror the expert knowledge gained by design profession-
als. In their classic textbook for housing design, Kahri and Pyykönen (1984) 
suggest that the minimum measurements should only be used in exceptional 
cases when their benefits can be clearly stated. Authors ground this recommen-
dation in the belief that the act of dwelling becomes easier when the dimen-
sions are above the minimum further supporting any alternative ways of using 
the space. In addition to sufficient spaciousness, well-tried design principles 
generally approved by the profession of architecture include optimizing the 
circulation space as well as designing balanced rooms that can be furnished in 
different ways (e.g. Kahri & Pyykönen, 1984; Kytösaho, 2010; Tarpio, 2020). In 
terms of usability, the qualities embodied in floor plans, as the representations 
of the three-dimensional space, are tested by furniture symbols (Tarpio, 2015, 
p. 39). These symbols are also used for communication between architects and 
residents (Pirinen, 2014) since we do not simply perceive the environment as 

“what it is, or what it looks like, but what it could be and what we could do with 
it” (Lapintie, 2007, pp. 45–46).

2.1.2. Domestic space and the role of users

Over the decades, the family established its position as the basic social unit in 
housing and a higher value was placed on the allocation of spaces for spending 
time together as a family (Kahri & Pyykönen, 1984, pp. 170, 211). In relation to 

9 The monthly rent of these units is 500 euros that almost equals the maximum housing 

costs in this area (Kela, n.d.-b). The rent per square metre is approximately 32 euros, that is, 

approximately 60% more than the average rent per square metre in the city of Vantaa (OSF, 

2019d).
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this, defining the design principles for good dwellings becomes an increasingly 
difficult task when a clearly marked household type, based on the number of 
inhabitants, is no longer able to represent contemporary residents. This dilem-
ma was not foreseen when the foundations for the building norms, regulations 
and standards were set at the beginning of the 20th century.

Indeed, in contemporary society, the discussion on domestic space and its 
users has become more nuanced. One of the main observations arising from 
previous research is that the basic dwelling needs have been replaced by increas-
ingly diversified lifestyles and values (e.g. Gromark et al., 2016; Ilmonen, 2016; 
Jansen, 2014; Pirinen, 2014). In this context, residents are often perceived as 
consumers who make their individually-driven choices on the housing market; 
on the other hand, these choices seem to be limited as Finnish housing pro-
duction is criticized for being monotonous and not responding to consumer 
preferences (Ahonen, 2017; Gibler & Tyvimaa, 2014; Mäenpää, 2011b; Pirinen, 
2014). The consequences are far-reaching when the lack of housing options is 
expected to be a significant reason for the popularity of detached houses that al-
low the residents to more freely make choices regarding their homes (Lapintie 
& Hasu, 2010, pp. 175–176).

How then could housing production be developed to better support users’ 
needs and desires? Challenges are likely to be encountered when the design 
criteria, based on the priority of profit, does not harmonise with the residents’ 
preferences. Visionary skills are needed since the future residents are mostly 
unknown (Krokfors, 2017, p. 117, see also Pirinen 2014, p. 22). Furthermore, 
when apartments are sold to investors, the interaction between designers and 
users is non-existent as it typically is with the residents looking for rental ac-
commodation. In the end, the challenge is “how to advocate the interests of 
all those who are not involved in these privately driven building projects but 
whose lives are strongly affected by them” (Manum, 2006, p. 168).

One option is that the municipalities participate in the development of 
new housing stock. The projects supported by Helsinki’s Re-thinking Urban 
Housing programme show the potential embedded in our design culture (City 
of Helsinki, n.d.). This programme was established in 2009 to increase the 
quality and desirability of living in apartment buildings by means of personal-
ized solutions. For instance, in Asunto Oy Helsingin Studio, built in 2012 in 
the area of Kalasatama, the residents could choose their preferred floor plan 
out of three options varying between an ordinary apartment and a completely 
open floor plan (City of Helsinki, 2019). Initiatives that allow the inhabitants 
to define domestic space according to their personal preference are especially 
needed in the rental housing market where options are particularly limited.

Another possibility for developing housing in accordance with the resi-
dents’ preferences would be to apply the results of housing studies; however, 
in growing urban areas, this possibility is hindered by both the under-supply 
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of housing and the lack of competition which do not encourage developers 
towards new product development (Lapintie, 2010a, p. 55). It has also been ar-
gued by Puustinen (2010) that building regulations have resulted in a paradox 
in which the actors in the building sector develop new solutions based on the 
authorities’ initiative and regulations instead of being motivated to satisfy their 
customers. In addition to norms and regulations related to land use planning, 
the legislation on building and housing, taxation issues, established produc-
tion processes and technologies as well as attitudes are expected to prevent ar-
chitects from developing innovative housing concepts (Puustinen, 2010). Thus, 
it seems that the user is important to like-minded researchers and architects, 
but not necessarily to developers when no additional value related to resident 
satisfaction is recognised or required by the norms. While this is natural with 
private organisations whose actions are driven by profit-making, one cannot 
help wondering who should lead development of our cities and what kinds of 
objectives is this development based on in terms of housing?

2.1.3. Non-static requirements for domestic space

Raviz et al. (2015, pp. 67–68) remark that “Housing is volatile, -subject to a 
whole range of cyclic, non-cyclic and tendency changes-, and if it is not able 
to respond to these changes it becomes at best unsatisfactory, at worst obso-
lescent. Yet, despite the fact that a dwelling is inevitably dynamic, it is often 
framed intellectually and physically as something immobile.” Currently, 
growing concerns over the long-term sustainability of the building stock has 
inspired architects and researchers to explore domestic space in terms of its ca-
pacity to adapt to social change (Femenias & Geromel, 2020; Huuhka & Saari-
maa, 2018; Kahri, 2020; Tarpio, 2016; Yunitsyna, 2014). Importantly, the social 
transformation embodies future housing needs and lifestyles that are difficult 
to predict (Krokfors, 2017, p. 103; see also Braide, 2019).

The terminology referring to adaptable housing stock is unestablished as 
observed by Huuhka and Saarimaa (2018, p. 411); the versatile use of a dwell-
ing is denoted, for instance, as adaptability, multi-functionality, and polyvalence 
while the dwelling’s potential for physical change is referred to, for instance, as 
flexibility, convertibility, modifiability, and transformability. This notion reflects 
the re-growing interest towards adaptable housing stock in housing studies.10

10 Historically, the theme of adaptability has recurred in housing discourses with different 

emphases. For instance, Milner & Madigan (2004, p. 728) recall that the UK housing policy 

in 1918 emphasized a need to construct adaptable dwellings, as opposed to minimum 

standards, to provide housing for families with changing spatial requirements regardless of 

the initial higher costs. Tarpio (2015, p. 49) notes that the discussion on flexibility entered the 

Finnish housing discourse rather late compared to many other European countries.
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Referring to flexibility as a term that is used in many different ways when 
discussing the buildings’ potential for change, Krokfors (2017, p. 21) divides 
flexibility into transformability, denoting the physical alterations of a space, and 
multi-usability as the capacity of a space to be used for different purposes (i.e. 
not just for housing) as it is. Focusing on the scale of dwelling and floor plan 
configurations, Braide (2019, p. 11 –16) applies the term adaptable apartment, 
which she explores through three concepts, generality, flexibility and elasticity. 
The concepts describe the different ways of realising adaptable dwelling spaces; 
general layout is suitable for different domestic uses (Braide, 2019, p. 22), flex-

ible layout enables changing “the room configuration, the number of rooms, 
and the room sizes within the footprint of the existing apartment” (Braide, 
2019, p. 14), and elastic layout is characterized by “expand and contract in size” 
(Braide, 2019, p. 15). 

The seven spatial logics identified by Tarpio (2015; 2016) provide an 
analytical tool for understanding flexibility on the scale of a dwelling. While 
transformable dwellings create additional challenge for the production, thus 
calling for developers ready to invest in new solutions, the tools for providing 
flexibility in the series of fixed-sized rooms (see Tarpio, 2016, p. 17–18) are 
more familiar and straightforward. This notion is exemplified in three out 
of seven spatial logics: (1) The logic of access through a hall (halli ja huoneet 

-logiikka), (2) The logic of route variation (monireittilogiikka), and (3) The open 

plan logic (avotilalogiikka) (Tarpio, 2015; 2016). The first two are characterized 
by the ways that spaces are connected to each other with the notions that the 

logic of access through a hall requires at least two rooms in addition to the 
hall, while the logic of route variation can occur in a multi-room apartment. 
It is notable that contemporary apartments with pass-through rooms and 
small bedrooms contrast with these logics (Tarpio, 2020; see also Femenias & 
Geromel, 2020). The open plan logic is comparable to a one-room apartment 
with an open plan kitchen insofar as the dwelling functions, except those con-
ducted in the bathroom, occurs in a single space; however, when so-called loft 
apartments are not included, this interpretation is likely to be false since a 
dwelling based on this logic has to be sufficiently large to ensure that “differ-
ent functions can be demarcated in an undivided space by furniture” (Tarpio, 
2016, p. 19).

At the scale of dwelling, design principles supporting multi-functionality 
can be roughly divided into the ones focusing on individual rooms, and the 
ones that take into account the whole dwelling, although they are typically 
merged when designing domestic spaces. Nevertheless, these two categories 
defined as “features internal versus external to the individual room” by Manum 
(2006, p. 54) provide a framework for analysing dwellings’ capacity for the 
change as it is, i.e. without physical alterations. Significantly, Manum (2006, p. 
138) suggest that “generality represents a potential not only for housing a wide 
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range of the existing variety of households, but also for being highly appreci-
ated by such a variety of households.”11

Finally, Tarpio (2020) shows that one of the greatest obstacles to multi-
functionality is actually the layout of the building and, in particular, the depth 
of the building mass, reflecting the efficiency requirements defined by the 
developer. It is notable that design solutions increasing dwellings’ multi-func-
tionality may not necessarily require an extensive amount of additional square 
metres; instead, attention ought to be paid, along with the shape of the build-
ing masses, to floor plan configuration and different ways of utilising the space 
as indicated by its furnishing. Moreover, combining new apartments later on 
is unlikely to result in well-functioning larger apartments (see also Kytösaho, 
2010, p. 42) as it is often with apartment building constructed during the 
1940s and 1950s (Tarpio, 2020). In the end, it is a question of the difference 
between optimizing the building envelope and optimizing the shape of apart-
ments. These notions underlined the way that the typology, i.e. how apartments 
are arranged in relation to the staircase, steers the design of apartments (Kahri 
& Pyykönen, 1984, pp. 369, 394–435).

2.2. Research gap in solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs

This section outlines the research gap related to the study of solo dwellers’ do-
mestic spatial needs that partially overlap with the above-mentioned domains 
defining the public discussion in housing design.

2.2.1. Solo living in urban areas

While solo dwellers’ preference for inner urban areas has been explored in 
the European context, these studies mainly focus on urban densification. For 
instance, Buzar, Ogden and Hall (2005, p. 414) identified solo households as 
urban agents who lead the “revitalization of inner-urban areas”. Others have 
observed solo dwellers’ heterogeneity, tenure, and social class as well as the 
rise of unrelated flat-sharing households in urban areas (Buzar et al., 2007; 
Hall, Ogden & Hill, 1997; Hall & Ogden, 2003). Referring to the patterns 
and lifestyles of changing relationships, Ogden and Hall (2004) have noted 
that the existing categories based on household size do not necessarily reflect 
the reality in which housing arrangements transpire. In Australia, Easthope, 
Tice and Randolph (2010) questioned the feasibility of urban densification 

11 Raviz et al. (2015) use the Vroesenlaan apartment block (1934–1935) designed by J. H. 

van den Broek as well as the Bergpolder apartment building (1933–1934) designed by Willem 

van Tijen, both of which are Dutch social housing projects located in Rotterdam, to discuss 

flexible housing arrangements in which apartments adjust to domestic spatial needs in terms 

of varying spatial usage.
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promoted by planners and developers without including the residents’ per-
spective. According to these authors, particular attention ought to be paid to 
the residents who have no other option than to live in apartment buildings. 
Importantly, a distinction is made between choosing and wanting to live in 
small apartments.

2.2.2. Heterogeneity and profiling

Solo dwellers’ heterogeneity is identified in several studies (e.g. Jamieson & 
Simpson, 2013; Jamieson, Wasoff & Simpson, 2009; Klinenberg, 2012). When 
this aspect is not fully acknowledged, the results tend to remain on a general 
level (see e.g. Strandell, 2017, for an example of this). Moreover, the results 
become difficult to interpret if the responses of different household types are 
not separated when discussing the results (see e.g. Chan, 1999, as an example 
of this).

In the field of housing design and housing production, resident profiles, 
also called resident segments, have been used to overcome solo dwellers’ het-
erogeneities. In one of the early studies on solo households’ housing prefer-
ences, Faessen (2002) divided the target group into three age cohorts (under 
35 years old, middle-aged, over 65 years old). Focusing on households in the 
Netherlands who were planning to move within the next two years, the results 
disclosed a marked preference for rental apartments located in multi-family 
buildings in urbanized areas. Despite this finding, it was also found that cer-
tain resident groups (middle-aged never-married, young divorcees, and never-
married in less urbanized areas) had an equal preference for owner-occupancy 
and even for single detached houses. Age-related differences were identified 
in terms of the preferred number of rooms that was on average higher than 
the current situation with younger solo households, whereas fewer rooms were 
preferred by the respondents over 65 years old.

Based on household size, age, income, tenure and the residents’ country 
of birth, Easthope, Tice and Randolph (2010) identified five resident profiles 
in Sydney and Melbourne, Australia. Solo-living residents were found in Eco-

nomically Engaged and Achieving Education referring to residents under 25 years 
old. In addition, the authors signified that there is a need to develop alternative 
housing options, such as medium density townhouses, if the aim is to support 
urban densification without sacrificing residential satisfaction.

According to Gibler and Tyvimaa (2014), the most typical variables used 
in segmentation are demographic characteristics (age, household size, educa-
tion), tenure and location preferences connected to activities, services, public 
transportation, the level of urbanity, the characteristics of neighbourhood in-
cluding community activities as well as social life and lifestyles. The aim of 
the authors was to identify segments that would help the building industry to 
develop their product; despite this, the profiles seem to be only loosely con-
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nected to aspects relevant in housing design.12 This is unfortunate since it has 
been presented elsewhere that “overall satisfaction with the apartment unit 
is significantly related to satisfaction with the living room, kitchen, bedroom, 
and storage” (Gibler, Tyvimaa & Kananen, 2014, p. 115). Nevertheless, Gibler 
and Tyvimaa (2014) shared two highly important notions regarding profiling, 
first, the importance of the context, i.e. resident profiles may not be applicable 
elsewhere regardless of the similarities in socioeconomic characteristics and, 
secondly, household size is not necessarily the most important variable. This 
accords with findings by Kyttä, Pahkasalo and Vaattovaara (2010, pp. 112–113) 
who observed that different household types do not necessarily value different 
ways of living as previously expected in housing studies.

To conclude, solo dwellers’ heterogeneity signifies a need for resident pro-
files when working with new housing options. Yet, the link between the profiles 
and the practices of housing design tends to be weak when the variables used 
in profiling are not relevant for the field. This is the case with variables, such 
as households’ socioeconomic characteristics, tenure, the characteristics of the 
residential area, and even the dwelling type. Instead, the practices of housing 
design, working with the scale of housing unit, would benefit resident profiles 
interacting with dwelling features (see Boumeester, 2011; Kuoppa et al., 2020).

2.2.3. Solo living, shared domestic spaces and the environmental impacts of solo living

A need to develop innovative resource-efficient housing alternatives, such as 
collective housing, to overcome the increasing consumption of housing and 
goods caused by the rise of solo living has been identified in several studies 
(e.g. Brandbury, Petterson & Liu, 2014; Liu et al., 2020; Yates, 2018). In the 
UK, Williams (2007) examined housing solutions based on the idea of collec-
tive housing, a term used for both collaborative housing, such as cohousing13 

12 The largest share of solo households (36%) occurred with Fun lovers who were in their 

20s and 30s, and lived in small apartments in the city centres. However, when returning to 

the aim of defining profiles that would support building industry to develop their products, 

it seems that the profiling based on lifestyles (23 leisure time activities) mainly discusses 

the desirable characteristics of neighbourhoods, thus allowing its potential exploitation in 

planning.

13 Williams (2005a, p. 163) defines cohousing as “a form of collaborative housing. It has 

both private units and indoor and outdoor common space. It combines the autonomy of 

private dwellings with the advantages of community living. It can be built at low, medium and 

high densities and in a variety of layouts, with a variety of tenure types. Communities can be 

new build or retrofit.” Depending on the context, the activities and the development of spaces 

can be led by the resident and/or the developer. In all models, the residents have an active 

role in the community.
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and communal housing14, that would enable solo households to live in a more 
environmentally friendly and socially sustainable way while simultaneously 
providing them with economic benefits. To increase the construction of inno-
vative housing solutions, planners are encouraged to support the development 
of cohousing communities with, for instance, design guidance, building de-
velopment plans and other material considerations as well as allocating sites. 
In addition, Williams (2005a; 2005b; 2007) has discussed ways of enhancing 
more environmentally friendly housing choices to tackle increasing space 
per person. These include an occupancy tax urging the households in under-
occupied dwellings to seek smaller homes and to increase the construction 
of small dwellings in urban areas. In this respect, the interviewed developers 
anticipated minimum space standards that would prevent planning authori-
ties from resisting the construction of more space-efficient accommodation. 
Whereas subsidies, such as relocation packages, encourage low-income resi-
dents in social housing sector to choose smaller homes in the UK, the situation 
is expected to be more difficult to solve with higher income households.

In Finland, Ala-Mantila et al. (2017) have called for policy actions to support 
inter-household sharing in urbanized settings and, in turn, collaborative con-
sumption which would reduce greenhouse gas emissions caused by solo house-
holds. In this respect, the authors present two important notions; first, there is a 
need to understand the varying requirements for domestic spaces according to 
life stages, thus emphasising the significance of the residents’ perceptions; and 
secondly, the actions ought to be extended to the existing urban housing stock 
and its renovations. In Finland, the renovation market for housing is already 
larger than the new construction market in Finland, hence stressing the impor-
tance of actions steered towards the existing buildings (Huuhka, 2016, p. 22).

A concept called share house has been the Japanese solution for collective 
housing since the beginning of the 21st century. According to Ronald, Druta 
and Godzik (2018) and Ronald (2017), share house signifies social transforma-
tion and a search for community-driven housing arrangements. The projects 
are mainly based on furnished rooms and joint facilities. Due to easy access, 
supported by short-term tenancy and a small deposit or none at all, share 
houses are identified as affordable housing options for urban solo dwellers rep-
resenting various life situations and lifestyles. The concept is flexible insofar as 
the quality of share houses and the ways of living in them varies; while some 
provide high-quality design solutions and stimulating social environments, 
others are of low quality, possess the minimum amount of shared facilities and 
even safety issues. Nevertheless, many share houses “seem to respond to (or 

14 According to Williams (2007, p. 342), communal housing means that households living 

in the same unit share facilities, such as the kitchen and bathroom.
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even play-on) the ontological needs of young urban singles in their search for 
an alternative to either the family home or one-person apartment as a place to 
belong and be with others” (Ronald, Druta & Godzik, 2018, p. 1037).

2.2.4. Housing unit

Existing studies on solo living provide some notions regarding housing unit. 
Indeed, a few researchers have pointed out a need for larger dwellings related 
to solo dwellers’ diversified life situations while others have assumed that their 
housing choices may be influenced by future scenarios including partners and 
families (Kala, 2015; Wulff; 2001; Wulff, Healy & Reynolds, 2004). 

In Australia, Wulff, Healy and Reynolds (2004) and Wulff (2001) have ob-
served that defining what is an adequate amount of domestic space cannot be es-
timated based on household size due to the variety of solo dwellers’ life situation. 
Furthermore, Wulff (2001, p. 475) records “that age and life course stage shape 
housing demand, while household income signifies the constraints within which 
a household makes housing decisions.” In reference to dwelling types, it is con-
cluded that solo dwellers preferred flats over detached houses, and if financially 
possible, they did not settle for an apartment with one bedroom (Wulff, 2001).

Ronald (2017) has marked that urban densification and the construction of 
more compact rental apartments for the use of one-person households have been 
interconnected in Seoul and Tokyo. The tiniest Japanese apartment type 1 K was 
considered to be more individualized and isolated than other small studio apart-
ments built around the world. The smallest units are less than 20 m2 with self-
contained bathrooms and cooking facilities for one person (Ronald, 2009). Fo-
cusing on single people aged 25 to 39 years old and living in Tokyo, Ronald, Druta 
and Godzik (2018) have noted that private rental units, particularly at the low end 
of spectrum, were rarely experienced as homes, and the visits from friends and 
family were few, while the social interaction mainly took place in third places.

Referring to several authors, Chandler et al. (2004) have observed that solo 
living is, especially with younger cohorts, erroneously considered to entail the 
lack of contacts with kin. In line with this, Jamieson and Simpson (2013) have 
asserted that solo dwellers aged 25 to 44 years old in Scotland pursued a spare 
extra bedroom to maintain meaningful relationships at home.

In Finland, two studies have discussed solo dwellers’ housing preference; 
Silvennoinen and Hirvonen (2002) have observed in the Helsinki Metropolitan 
Area (HMA) that an adequate apartment size defined by solo households was on 
average 55 m2 whereas the respondents who were not satisfied with their housing 
situation occupied on average a one-room apartment sized 35 m2. Simultaneously, 
the authors reiterated that an adequate apartment size is subjectively defined.

Focusing on the city of Helsinki, the results of a Master’s thesis written by 
Katri Backman (2015) signified that most solo respondents preferred dwellings 
with 40 to 59 m2 corresponding to two-room apartments. Nonetheless, similar 
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to other respondents representing multi-person households, many solo dwell-
ers preferred dwellings with 60 to 79 m2. In accordance with these results, 
one-room apartments were not popular among solo households; less than 10% 
of preferred the smallest dwellings sized 20 to 39 m2. The average dwelling 
size of solo households was 54.1 m2 and the median dwelling size was 47 m2. 
With other respondents, the dwelling density was on average 35.6 m2, thus 
stressing the link between the growth of solo living and increasing floor area 
per person. Furthermore, as echoed by previous studies on solo living, Back-
man (2015) observed the attraction of urban areas and apartment building that 
was the most preferred (60%) dwelling type among solo-living respondents. 
Although 75% of solo dwellers in age cohorts 23 to 34 and 35 to 44 years old pre-
ferred detached houses, a preference for an apartment building increased along 
with age equalling 75% with solo dwellers ages 65 to 74 years old. Focusing on 
dwelling types, it was noted that solo dwellers who lived in the cities of Espoo 
and Vantaa were more interested in detached houses, semi-detached houses, 
and terraced houses compared to solo-living residents in the city of Helsinki.

2.2.5. To conclude the research gap

The literature review indicated that the discussion on solo dwellers’ domestic 
space call for further investigation. In particular, there is a need for studies that 
engage with the development of urban housing stock including new housing op-
tions suitable for solo households. The following points sum up the research gap:

1. A body of literature has discussed working-aged solo dwellers’ preference 
for inner urban areas; however, little is known about aspects other than 
the location, tenure and economic dimension. In general, it is noted in 
housing preference studies that dwelling features have been studied less 
than environment features (Pirinen, 2014).15

2. Solo dwellers’ heterogeneity signifies a need for resident profiles when 
working with new housing options. However, the link between the profiles 
and housing design tends to be weak when the variables used in profiling 
are not relevant for the design. This is the case with variables, such as the 
households’ socioeconomic characteristics, tenure, dwelling type, and the 
characteristics of the residential area. Instead, the profiles ought to inter-
act with dwelling features, i.e. the activities occurring within the dwelling 
(see Boumeester, 2011; Kuoppa et al., 2020).

15 For instance, Jansen (2014) has observed that certain dwelling or neighbourhood 

characteristics, related to their values and goals, were preferred; however, the results say 

little about dwellings while focusing on environmental characteristics, location, tenure, and 

architectural style.
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3. The environmental impacts of solo living have been recognized; however, 
more information about the residents’ perceptions is needed to increase 
the desirability of environmental-friendly housing arrangements and 
successful policy implications. In this respect, several scholars have re-
marked that collective housing design provides plenty of options for solo 
households with social, environmental and economic benefits while more 
research is needed on desirable design solutions.

4. The literature underlines the significance of the context in different ways; 
although socioeconomic characteristics may be universal, often the contex-
tual characteristics, such as values, lifestyles, and ways of living, vary. This 
means, for instance, that housing concepts, such as the Japanese share 

house, are not necessarily transferable to different cultural contexts with 
unique housing questions.

5. Only a few studies discuss solo dwellers’ domestic space in terms of dwell-
ing features, such as apartment type and apartment size. The situation has 
barely changed since the beginning of the 21st century when Wulff (2001, 
p. 471) argued as follows: “Given that one person households represent a 
large and growing share of the housing market, the absence of any inves-
tigation into their housing requirements and needs is notable.” Without 
this type of knowledge, urban housing stock may be developed based on 
normative stereotypes, opinions and outdated viewpoints instead of the 
characteristics that support resident satisfaction and wellbeing.

2.3. Research context: Housing and living in the Helsinki Metropolitan Area

The Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA) is the largest urban area in Finland 
consisting of the cities of Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, and Kauniainen. The area 
covers 770 km2 (MML, 2020). Compared to other European cities (Misachi, 
2017), the cities in the HMA are sparsely populated; in the capital city of Hel-
sinki, the population density is approximately 3 000 persons per km2 equalling 
930 persons per km2 in Espoo, 980 persons per km2 in Vantaa, and 1 660 
persons per km2 in Kauniainen (OSF, 2019e). The densification of the frag-
mented urban structure is supported in planning reports and agendas (e.g. City 
of Helsinki, 2013; City of Vantaa, 2018).

By the end of 2019, the HMA population was 1.15 million (OSF, 2019f ) and 
it is estimated that by 2040, the population is 1.43 million (Aluekehittämisen 
konsulttitoimisto MDI, 2019). Out of 585 000 households, almost 45% are 
one-person households and 31% two-person households equalling 265 000 
and 359 000 residents, respectively (OSF, 2019g).

Housing stock is relatively young as apartment buildings constructed after 
the 1950s contain 77% of all apartments (OSF, 2019h). Approximately, 76% of 
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dwellings are in apartment buildings, and most households, 76% of all house-
holds and 90% of one-person households, live in apartment buildings (OSF, 
2019i). Focusing on solo households living in apartment buildings, 37% oc-
cupied one-room apartments, 47% two-room apartments, and 12% three-room 
apartments (OSF, 2019j).

The average dwelling space per person is highest in small households. In 
2017, all households in the HMA had on average 35 m2 per person equalling 
around 51 m2 in one-person households (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2017). 
Focusing on Helsinki between 1985 and 2008, Lankinen and Lönnqvist (2010, 
pp. 12–13) show that an increase in space per person is explained by a decrease 
in the average household size further emphasized by strong population growth 
and a relatively high price level.

The urgency of the research topic is stressed by the trend towards smaller 
average apartment types and sizes in the HMA. Since the beginning of the 21st 
century, the average apartment size has decreased from 79 m2 to 57 m2 (Table 
2.1.). In apartments with more than one room, the decreased average floor area 
signifies smaller room sizes that limit their use; for instance, when a bedroom 
becomes so small that a bed is the only furniture that can be fitted in, the use 
of the space is restricted mainly to the night-time (Manum, 2006). As a result, 
daytime activities are packed into a common living area, basically the combi-
nation of an open plan kitchen and a living room. When different apartment 
types are observed, the average floor area has mostly varied in one-room apart-
ments ranging from 31 to 40 m2. The differences between these floor areas are 
illustrated in Figure 2.1.

Year All apartments 1-room apart. 2-room apart. 3-room apart. 

2000 79 36 51 77 

2002 78 35 52 77 

2004 78 38 51 75 

2006 84 36 52 78 

2008 85 40 52 80 

2010 72 37 51 76 

2012 71 34 51 76 

2014 71 37 51 76 

2016 62 32 48 71 

2018 57 31 48 69 

Table 2.1. The average dwelling sizes in new apartments in the cities of Helsinki, 
Vantaa, and Espoo between 2000 and 2018 (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2019).16

16 The city of Kauniainen with less than 10 000 inhabitants is not included in these figures.
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Figure 2.1. On the left, apartments representing typical floor plan solutions of 
one-room apartments sized 31 m2 (Apartments designed by KONKRET Oy and 
Arkkitehdit Sarlin+Sopanen Oy). To visualize the variation in the average apartment 
size in one-room apartments in 2000s in the HMA, I have extended these floor plans 
by 9 m2 (grey colour). Furniture, (a table sized 1200 x 800mm and a bed sized 1200 x 
2000mm) are there to illustrate the significance of this difference in terms of daily life 
and dwellings’ usability. The measurements of the furniture may differ from the ones 
used in the building companies’ advertisement material. The floor plans are produced 
by the author based on the material derived from the ARSKA archive (Building 
Control Services, n.d.).
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A trend towards smaller apartment types and sizes has been intensely 
debated in the Finnish media by geographers, the representatives of munici-
palities’ housing sector, and economists (Kortelainen, 2017; Oksanen, 2018; 
Salomaa, 2018; Wallin, 2017). The arguments supporting this trend are based 
on housing demand; a small dwelling ought to be produced for as long as the 
residents continue to choose them regardless of their motives. In addition, the 
construction of small apartments is expected to control the increasing housing 
costs in urban centers. In contrast, a demand for small apartments is ques-
tioned since they are expected to be seldomly preferred, thus calling for dis-
cussion on the residents’ wellbeing and the quality of living further related to 
the economic competence of growing urban areas. In addition, the difference 
between buyers and end-users, i.e. inhabitants, has been discussed (Karikal-
lio et al., 2019; Taipale, 2020). The discussion extends to planning issues that 
define the preconditions for dwelling design. In this respect, Ahonen (2017, p. 
46), for instance, has asserted that detailed plans limit builders’ freedom to try 
out innovative and possibly more cost-efficient solutions. Municipalities are 
criticized, for instance, preventing the construction of micro-apartments (see 
also Gibler & Tyvimaa, 2014). If such a planning regulation exists, it serves 
other municipal governance purposes, such as a housing programme.

Focusing on the share of different newly-built apartment types, Table 2.2. 
shows that the share of one-room apartments has tripled since 2000. Haltia 
et al. (2019) observe that during the 2010s, the share of one-room apartment 
in newly constructed housing stock has notably varied in Espoo and Vantaa 
while remaining close to 20% in Helsinki. In the city of Vantaa, a decrease 
in average dwelling size and increase in small apartment types is underlined 
by the figures provided by Ranta (2020); in 2006, new one-room apartments 
were on average 41.8 m2, while in 2018, the average floor area of all new apart-
ments was 44.4 m2, and one-room apartments were on average 30.3 m2. A peak 
in one-room apartments is expected to happen at least in Helsinki where the 
building permits for one-room apartments outstripped larger apartment types 
in 2019 (Ronkainen, 2020, p. 17).
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Year Total 1-room apart. 2-room apart. 3-room apart. 

2000 8629 826 (9.6%) 2596 (30.1%) 2076 (24.1%)

2002 7134 812 (11.4%) 2299 (32.2%) 1728 (24.2%)

2004 7575 731 (9.7%) 2520 (33.3%) 1773 (23.4%)

2006 5765 710 (12.3%) 1497 (26%) 1225 21.2%)

2008 5578 429 (7.7%) 1672 (30%) 1356 (24.3%)

2010 5776 863 (14.9%) 2184 (38%) 1420 (24.6%)

2012 8567 1333 (15.6%) 3222 38%) 2053 (24%)

2014 7922 987 (12.5%) 2942 (37.1%) 2147 (27.1%)

2016 9395 1892 (21.1%) 3580 (38.1%) 2242 (23.9%)

2018 13581 3806 (28.0%) 4618 (34%) 3009 (22.2%)

Table 2.2. The number and relative amount of new apartments in the cities of Helsinki, 
Vantaa, and Espoo between 2000 and 2018 (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2019).

In a study discussing the link between the increasing share of small apart-

ments and segregation, Karikallio et al. (2019) assert that the perceptions of 
the interviewed experts working in the field of housing policy varied regarding 
the increase in small apartments in the six largest cities in Finland, and the 
political means of influencing the phenomenon were considered to be limited. 
However, some municipalities have set guidelines for dwelling distribution. In 
Helsinki, 50% of the dwellings’ net floor area must be apartments with at least 
three rooms when not building on the land owned by the city (City of Helsinki, 
2017). Vantaa has recently decided that the share of one-room apartments may 
be no more than 30% in a new apartment building, while apartments with at 
least three rooms must account for 30% (Ranta, 2020). The average apartment 
size is not regulated. 17

17 Karikallio et al. (2019, pp. 22–23), for instance, outline how planning works in line 

with housing: On a local level, the starting points for housing design are set in a detailed 

plan (asemakaava) and detailed plan provision (asemakaavamääräykset) defining such 

parameters as the outer limits of the building mass and its placement on a site, cross 

floor area, and the number of floors. When the city owns the land, it makes an agreement 

with the developer (tontinluovutussopimus) that may define the type of housing they are 

expected to build including apartment sizes. In other situations, it is possible to define 

the dwelling distribution in an agreement between the city and the landowner or developer 

(maankäyttösopimus). Typically, this type of agreement is made when there is an aim to alter 

the plan (kaavamuutos). 
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3. Research questions and summary of the 
publications

3.1. Research questions
The research gap identified in Chapter 2.2. shows that studies addressing solo 
dwellers’ domestic spatial requirements are few, especially when one is interest-
ed in dwelling features relevant to housing design as well as the ways of using 
domestic space alone and with other people. Thus, the relevance of the existing 
studies is often weak for housing design and related development and deci-
sion-making processes. Hence, there is the danger that urban housing stock is 
developed based on outdated and biased perceptions on solo living. Moreover, 
without a clearly stated need for housing options, it is likely that the new urban 
housing stock will continue to be characterised by a decreased average apart-
ment size. Consequently, the first two research questions are as follows 

Q1: How do working-aged solo dwellers define their domestic spatial require-
ments?

Q2: How is social dimension expressed in solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs 
and housing arrangements including shared domestic spaces?

The results addressing research questions Q1 and Q2 are presented and dis-
cussed in 5.1. Domestic space and 5.2. The social dimension of solo living. 

The third research question focuses on research methods and it is defined 
by the aim of producing knowledge that is relevant for architects and designers 
as well as the experts who determine the starting points and goals for housing 
design. New methods are also needed when evaluating the long-term usability 
of the existing housing stock as explained in Chapter 2 Research topic. This 
type of research setting entails a meta-level analysis in terms of the existing 
research methods and the ways of developing them in accordance with the 
pragmatic research goals. Hence, the third research question is: 

Q3: How can different methods in housing studies provide knowledge that is 
relevant for housing design and the development of urban housing options? 

The results addressing the research question Q3 are presented and discussed 
in 5.3. Discussion on the methods and research process. 
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3.2. Summary of the publications

This study has explored solo dwellers’ perspective on their domestic space with 
the aim of increasing understanding of user requirements for housing design 
purposes. This is carried out in five scholarly-reviewed publications discussing 
domestic space either in terms of housing unit and related dwelling features 
(see Boumeester, 2011), or in the wider context in which domestic space is ob-
served through its extensions. This section summarises each article and their 
link to the research topic.

1. ‘Solo living extending towards the urban fabric’ discusses the literature of 
the home and the urban forms of living in reference to the growth of solo-
living and small dwellings. Based on the literature, the main objective was 
to define the starting points for this dissertation.

2. ‘Urbaanien yksinasujien asuintilatoiveita [Housing related spatial needs of 
urban solo dwellers] asks what is the space needed for, where should this space 

be located and what explains the residents’ domestic spatial needs. The findings 
of the interview study (N = 68) were divided in to three main categories: 
(1) A need for several rooms, (2) Private space in the core of solo living and 
(3) Signals of urban life.

3. ‘Lifestyles and housing design: Case Finnish townhouse’ discusses resi-
dents’ perception towards townhouse-living as a housing option that is still 
unfamiliar in Finland. The article presented four lifestyle-based resident 
profiles that can be applied when developing the typology in question. 

4. ‘Solo dwellers and domestic spatial needs in the Helsinki Metropolitan 
Area, Finland’ focuses on the scale of the housing unit by asking how much 

space and what type of space is needed by solo dwellers in terms of dwelling 
features and the shortage of space. The results were based on a survey (N = 
1 453). The data was collected in collaboration with the leading Finnish 
newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat.

5. ‘What can we share? A design game for developing the shared spaces in 
housing’ presents a design game that enables one to study the balance 
between private domestic space and shared domestic space in the context 
defined by solo living.

Articles III and V are connected to research projects: Article III was writ-
ten as part of Habitat Components  – Townhouse study, a joint project between 
the City of Helsinki and Aalto University in the Innovative City programme, 
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and funded by the Innovation Fund. In addition, the project was supported by 
the City Planning Department and Executive Office of the City of Helsinki as 
well as the Housing Finance and Development Centre of Finland (ARA). Ar-
ticle III was based on a project called Jaetut tilat (translated as Shared spaces), 
and it was financed by the Housing Finance and Development Centre of Fin-
land (ARA), VAV Asunnot Oy, a large rental housing company owned by the 
city of Vantaa, and the city of Vantaa in the HMA. The final report is published 
by ARA (Tervo, Meriläinen & Pirinen, 2018).

35



4. Research methods and data

The methods used in this study are literature review, focus group interviews, 
individual interviews, survey, and design game. All data sets are anonymised. 
By applying various research methods, it was possible to study solo dwellers’ 
domestic spatial needs from different perspectives which emphasised the resi-
dents’ viewpoint. In addition to the literature review, all the methods applied in 
this study are developed in accordance with the goal of producing knowledge 
that is relevant for design practices and related decision-making processes as 
described in Chapter 5.3. Discussion on the method and research process. 

 

4.1. Literature review (Article I)

The first article is based on the literature discussing the definitions and the 
meanings of the home in terms of solo living. The aim was to set the starting 
points for this dissertation by focusing on urban environments in which the 
boundaries of the domestic spaces are discussed.

4.2. Focus group interviews and individual interviews (Article II)

The data collection started with focus group interviews suitable to study topics 
that are relatively unknown. According to Stewart, Shamdasani and Rook (2007, 
pp. 37, 29, 41), this type of interview is essentially close to a moderated discus-
sion and as such, the aim was to allow solo living interviewees to describe their 
domestic life in their own terms. Similar to other interview methods, the au-
thors state that a direct interaction with the respondents enables a clarification of 
the responses and gaining in-depth data. Furthermore, the data based on focus 
group interviews may be richer and thus more nuanced as it is created in a pro-
cess in which the participants share their experiences, opinions, and viewpoints. 
Since focus group interviews expose similarities and differences, tensions, types, 
and classes among the participants, it is not uncommon that the first analysis 
phase already starts during the interview session (Mäenpää, 2005, p. 57).

Interview themes and questions

Interviews were based on three themes: (1) Choosing apartment and residential 
area, (2) Home and solo living and (3) Privacy and sense of community with 
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questions (probes, see Morgan, 1998, 56) that were applied in case the discus-
sion did not cover the topics of interest. Choosing apartment and residential area 

was a typical example of housing studies interested in housing preferences. By 
the end of this theme, the interviewees were asked How would you use extra 

square metres in your current apartment? The point of this question was to study 
domestic spatial needs in terms of the interviewees’ current apartment and its 
floor plan configuration. The reasonable amount of square metres was expected 
to assure that the responses reflected the interviewees’ financial situation as op-
posed to unrealistic dreams (see Haltia et al., 2019; Lapintie, 2010b).

Data

The interview requests were sent to solo dwellers aged 30 to 64 years old liv-
ing in two residential areas in the city of Helsinki. The areas were defined by 
using postal codes roughly representing the districts of Haaga and Kallio. The 
sampling was ordered from the Digital and Population Data Services Agency 
(former Population Register Centre).

The interviews were first conducted in Haaga. One interviewee was not 
able to attend the scheduled interviews; therefore, he was interviewed on his 
own. The possibility of being interviewed individually as opposed to a group 
setting was added to the interview request posted to solo-living residents in Kal-
lio. This decision was based on the aim of balancing the participants’ gender 
distribution, and also to reach the interviewees who would not otherwise par-
ticipate without this option. Interviewees, in particular, solo-living men, were 
also recruited via Kallio library’s Facebook pages. The individually interviewed 
respondents clearly stated that they would not have wanted to discuss home-
related issues in a group for different reasons; some characterized themselves 
as private personalities; some, having recently separated or divorced, felt it was 
too early for them to talk about their living arrangements and related life situa-
tion with strangers being present.

The data consists of focus group interviews and individual interviews of 
68 solo dwellers, 44 women and 22 men, aged 30 to 64 years old. There were 
15 group sessions with 51 participants and 17 individual interviews. Accord-
ing to the original plan, each group would have had five to seven participants; 
however, due to last minute cancellations, the group size varied between two 
to seven participants. The aim was to form homogenous groups that would 
generate discussion (Eskola & Suoranta, 2008, p. 96; Morgan, 1998, p. 46). 
Thus, the interviewees were grouped based on the residential area and gender. 
In addition, they were divided into two age cohorts (30 to 45 years old and 46 
to 64 years old) (see Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2007, pp. 19–25). Focus 
group sessions lasted two to two and a half hours and were organized in public 
libraries. One-to-one interviews lasted between one to two hours. Two persons 
preferred to be interviewed in their homes.
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Interviews were conducted by the end of 2012 and at the beginning of 2013 by 
the author. The data is a self-selective sample; thus, the results cannot be general-
ized for the whole population; elderly women were overrepresented, which is often 
the case (see, for example, a survey by Terämä et al., 2018, women 165/193, also 
Mäenpää, 2005, p. 57) despite the efforts to balance age and gender distribution.

Analysis

Recorded interviews were transcribed at the latest a day after the interview. Al-
though this phase was rather mechanical, it included taking preliminary notes 
for the analysis. When all interviews were conducted, the transcriptions were 
classified with codes that were mostly derived from the interview themes. A 
need for sub-categories was soon noted and these were added next. Thereafter, 
the data was sorted in an Excel table using the codes (equal to scissors-and-
sort technique) (see Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2007, pp. 116–117). The table 
format enabled a content analysis which focused on identifying domestic spa-
tial needs in reference to the respondents’ current housing arrangements. Im-
portantly, the data allowed the author to deepen her understanding about the 
reasons behind these needs. This was enabled by the interactive nature of the 
interviews which enabled her to ask the respondents to elaborate on their an-
swers. The structured interview method also allowed an analysis of the group 
interviews and individual interviews as one data set (see Morgan, 1988, p. 79).

4.3. Survey (Article III)

At the beginning of this century, townhouse typology underwent a short-lived 
and intensive boom in the HMA. By 2013, the planned floor area of townhouse 
development was more than two million square metres in the city of Helsinki 
whereas the built examples remained as a curiosity (Sanaksenaho, 2013, p. 19). 
Several publications explored the typology that was expected to provide urban 
housing for families with a preference for detached houses (Jalkanen et al., 
2012; see also Manninen & Holopainen, 2006; Mälkki, 2010). However, the 
possible future residents’ interest towards townhouse-living was not studied.

The Finnish Dream Home (FDH) survey was part of the Finnish Dream 
Home study interested in pinpointing under what circumstances can town-
house-living meet the housing needs of different households? Thus, the study 
was not limited to families as possible future residents. In terms of research 
methods, the main challenge was to construct a research plan that would en-
able the examination of residents’ perceptions towards a typology with which 
they were expected to be unfamiliar.

A mixed-method approach, i.e. research strategy that combines qualitative 
and quantitative research methods in a single study (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 
2004, p. 17), was applied including three interrelated methods: (1) literature 
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review and expert interviews (N = 10), (2) web-based survey (the FDH survey), 
and (3) workshops. The whole process is described in the FDH final report 
(Huttunen et al., 2016).

Survey structure and questions

The FDH survey started with 16 background questions followed by four themes 
that were (1) Housing preferences, (2) Daily living and residence functionality, 
(3) Residence types and possibilities, and (4) Points of view on construction 
and wishes concerning housing. Under these themes, there were 17 multiple-
choice questions and statements, and seven open-ended questions that mainly 
provided the respondents with an opportunity to further clarify their answers. 
Respondents’ interest towards townhouse-living was not asked until the end 
of the questionnaire to avoid possible prejudices and any misunderstandings 
related to an unfamiliar typology. This also explains the choice of using the 
name of the survey referring to dream homes, instead of townhouses. By the 
end of the survey, the respondents were invited to participate in the workshops 
concerning the development of townhouse-living (Tervo & Hasu, 2017).

Questions and statements regarding the characteristics of townhouse ty-
pology were defined based on their relevance for housing design. Thus, the 
statements covered, for instance, perceptions towards a multi-storey home, 
shared domestic spaces18, and various other dwelling features (e.g. multipur-
pose space in the residence, separate kitchen and private sauna).

In terms of lifestyles, the statements shed light on the respondents’ attitudes 
towards the built environment structure (urbanity) and local community (social-
ness). The former included statements, such as I am not interested in being respon-

sible for the maintenance of a house or a garden and I would like to be able to follow 

bustling street life from my window while statements such as Socializing with the 

neighbours is very important for me and I want to actively participate in the develop-

ment of my neighbourhood were linked to the attitudes towards the local community. 
The statements enabling to study lifestyle-based values and attitudes were mostly 
based on the Resident’s Barometer (Strandell, 2011). The final report of the survey 
presents the questions and statements in detail (Huttunen et al., 2016, pp. 54–79). 
The original Finnish report was published in 2015 (Huttunen et al., p. 2015).

18 Shared spaces were defined in Article III (Hasu et al., 2018, p. 37) as “housing-related 

spaces located outside the boundaries of privately controlled domestic spaces and shared 

with a limited number of neighbours typically the members of a housing company, in various 

ways. Shared domestic spaces include facilities that can be used simultaneously with 

neighbours, such as clubrooms, as well as spaces reserved for private use of households, as 

often is the case with guest rooms and saunas. In contrast to co-housing, shared domestic 

spaces do not necessarily embody the sense of community or any other ideology-driven 

goals.” This definition is used throughout this dissertation.
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Data
Survey respondents were web panellists aged 25 to 59 (N = 1 012) and 60 to 
80 (N = 202) years old living in the HMA. The age cohort of 25 to 59 years 
old covered rather evenly solo dwellers (31%), couples (31%), and families with 
children (37%). Approximately 70% lived in apartment buildings and 30% in 
detached houses. The residents living in detached houses were only slightly 
overrepresented since apartments count for 75% of the housing stock in the 
HMA. In addition, tenure corresponded to the situation in the HMA since 
52% lived in owner-occupied residence, 42% in rental accommodation, and 3% 
in right-of-occupancy. In general, younger age groups were represented well 
whereas people over 70 years old were underrepresented probably due to the 
online survey method. The aforementioned data is explained in detail in the 
final report (Huttunen et al., 2016, pp. 26–27). The survey was conducted at 
the beginning of 2014.

Analysis

Four resident profiles that were derived from the aforementioned questions 
and statements linked to lifestyles through reciprocal correlations. Two scales 
constructed reflected attitudes regarding, first, local community termed as so-

cialness and, secondly, type of built environment referred to as urbanity. Then 
the profiles were compared to answers that were about the desired characteris-
tics of townhouse.

4.4. Survey (Article IV)

The survey focused on deepening the knowledge gained in the interview study in 
terms of apartment types and sizes, and floor plan configuration. The data was 
collected via an Internet-based questionnaire, i.e. open web survey, published in 
the leading Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, in October 2016 (N = 13 381). 
The survey link was embedded in an article, a kind of teaser, in which the inter-
viewed sociologists, a representative of a multinational furniture company, and 
architect (i.e. the first author of Article IV) shared their viewpoints regarding 
the Finns’ homes and everyday life (Berner & Nykänen, 2016). The comments 
related to housing design were mainly framed in reference to the growth of solo 
living. Altogether 3 000 solo dwellers (N = 3 071) answered the survey. 

Themes and questions

Data is based on a questionnaire that covered everyday life and routines in 
home environments divided into eleven themes with 42 questions (mainly 
multiple-choice questions). The themes were (1) Home routines, (2) Eating 
habits, (3) The use of social media at home, (4) Work and home, (5) Visitors, (6) 
Pets, (7) The power of decision, (8) Satisfaction towards home, (9) How is it at 
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your home? (10) How do you experience your home (an open-ended question)? 
and (11) Dream home. 

The data applied in Article IV consists of four questions and one claim 
sentence under the last theme, Dream home. The first two questions covered 
ideal apartment type and apartment size as the most typical dwelling features 
utilized in housing preference studies (see Boumeester, 2011, p. 30):

1. What would be the ideal number of rooms needed by your household? 
Give the number of rooms excluding the kitchen.

2. What would be the ideal apartment size needed by your household?

The third and fourth questions were derived from the interview study 
(Article II), the results of which indicated their usefulness in reference to the 
practices of housing design:

3. What kitchen type do you consider to be the best? Multiple-choice ques-
tion (separate kitchen that is sufficiently large to accommodate a dining 
table, open plan kitchen connected to the living room or other space and 
kitchenette).

4. If you would receive an additional ten square metres in your current dwell-
ing, how would you use them? Choose all the spaces in which you would 
use these extra square metres. Multiple-choice question (living room, 
kitchen, dining space, bedroom, work space, bathroom, sauna, hallway, 
walk-in closet or other storage space, and I do not need extra space).

In addition, the survey contained a claim sentence: I experience a shortage 
of space at home. Five-level scale ranging from Completely agree (value 1) to 
Completely disagree (value 5).

Data

Results are based on a sample that includes solo respondents aged 20 to 69 
years old in the HMA (N = 1 453). The data is self-selective sample; thus, the 
results cannot be generalized for the whole population. For instance, the re-
spondents under 40 years old were overrepresented and the respondents 
over 50 years old were underrepresented. The age group of 40–49 correctly 
represented the HMA population. In addition, solo-living residents in the city 
of Helsinki were overrepresented whereas the ones living in the cities of Es-
poo, Vantaa, and Kauniainen were underrepresented. In addition, women were 
overrepresented. On the other hand, the majority of solo respondents (85%) 
lived in apartments consisting of one or two rooms.
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Analysis
The analysis was based on simple statistical methods (calculating means, me-
dians and other statistics) and cross tabulations in which background informa-
tion (age, income, apartment size/ floor area, apartment type/ the number of 
rooms kitchen excluded, household size and kitchen type) were set against 
desired dwelling features (apartment type, apartment size and kitchen type), 
the use of ten extra square metres and, the experienced shortage of space. Thus, 
the analysis enabled an identification, for instance, of the differences between 
current and desired dwellings features (see Boumeester, 2011, p. 32) as well 
as an examination of the experienced shortage of space in reference to floor 
plan configuration. In order to understand the unique features of solo living, 
some results were compared with the responses of the representatives of multi-
person households (N = 4 401) named as a reference group.

4.5. Design game (Article V)

The design game combined solo living, affordable rental housing, and shared 
domestic space in an urban context as defined by the city of Vantaa. The aim 
was to develop a method that would enable the study of residents’ perceptions 
regarding shared domestic spaces in a manner that would provide concrete re-
sults for the development of urban housing.

In this respect, the challenges were similar to the FHD survey (Article 
III) exploring the potential linked to housing options that were not part of 
the mainstream housing production. In addition, the results of the interview 
study (Article II) signified a need to develop participatory design methods that 
would enable the resident to test and visualize the utilization of shared spaces. 
The benefits of game methods are described in detail, for instance, by Sanoff 
(2000) who affirms that games assist in complex decision-making processes.

The game was developed based on the results of two preceding phases, that 
of comparing international case examples representing new approaches to the 
shared use of spaces and then inviting residents to participate in a web-based 
survey exploring their attitudes and perceptions towards shared domestic spaces 
(N = 170). The survey was also used to recruit participants for the game sessions.

Data

The survey link was delivered to solo-living residents in two districts, Koivukylä 
and Hakunila, via the customer database of VAV Asunnot Oy. While 75 work-
ing-aged respondents expressed that they were interested in the game sessions, 
only ten residents confirmed their participation. Thus, new invitations were 
sent to the residents in the five remaining districts. In the end, there were 56 
confirmed participants; however, due to last-minute cancellations, the number 
of participants decreased to 22. Three game sessions were organised in Octo-
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ber and November 2017. The data consisted of individual game boards. The 
only background information was the respondents’ year of birth.

Game method

The game had three levels for placing shared spaces in relation to the partici-
pant’s own apartment which was located in an apartment building: (1) own 
floor (i.e. close to one’s own apartment), (2) own apartment building (i.e. fur-
ther away from one’s apartment, on a different floor), and (3) block in which 
the apartment building was located (moving between buildings was expected). 
These levels radiated from the core of the game board, which was reserved for a 
private housing unit sized 20 m2. In addition, the game board was divided into 
two parts, which indicated different ways of sharing: (1) Shared space in private 
use (own shift) and (2) Shared spaces in communal use (used together with 
others). Furthermore, the game contained 32 tokens with a variety of dwell-
ing functions and home-related spaces as well as one empty token that was 
reserved for undefined spatial demands.

The participants were provided with an imaginary monthly rent of 500 
euros out of which 300 euros was allocated for private domestic space. The 
remaining 200 euros could be used to compensate the small private dwelling 
with spaces located outside its boundaries or by expanding one’s own dwell-
ing. The game board included prices that varied based on the distance of one’s 
own home and the type of sharing. Spaces that were added to private dwelling 
were the most expensive ones (100 euros). The game was played by placing the 
tokens on the game board and their own dwelling. Figure 4.1. presents a game 
board completed by one of the respondents.

Figure 4.1. A participant’s game board (Article V).
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The game sessions included a short introduction and a warm-up task fol-
lowed by the game rules, then playing the game for 25 minutes. A game twist 
that raised the monthly budget by 100 euros was introduced at the end of the 
game. This could be used to acquire extra spaces or services which could be 
chosen from an additional list.

Analysis

The game boards contained material that was possible to analyse in different 
ways. First, the data enabled us to identify the shared spaces and functions in 
which the participants were most interested in as well as their distance from 
their own apartment and way of sharing. Secondly, the spaces chosen in the 
game could be grouped together allowing interrelated spaces, i.e. spaces that 
benefit from the proximity of other spaces, to be identified as space bundles. 
Thirdly, the material enabled identifying resident profiles after gathering all the 
participants’ choices into a diagram.

Due to the small number of participants (N = 22), the results of the analysis 
cannot be generalized for a larger resident group. Nevertheless, the sample was 
sufficiently large to enable a reasonable analysis of the game method, i.e. how 
the game can be used and further developed. The outcomes of this analysis are 
presented in Chapter 5.3. Discussion on the methods and research process.
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5.1. Domestic space
This section presents the results related to the research question Q1: How do 
working-aged solo dwellers define their domestic spatial requirements? The 
question is addressed in Articles I, II, and IV.

5.1.1. Solo dwellers’ domestic space – Type, quantity and quality 

A prevailing tendency in this research is that when the residents have the 
opportunity to share their thoughts, a match between solo households and a 
small apartment is unlikely to occur. The tension between household size and 
apartment type was first identified when solo-living interviewees (Article II) 
presented the ways in which they would like to use ten extra square metres 
in their current dwellings. Out of the 24 interviewees who lived in one-room 
apartment, 18 would rather have a two-room apartment instead of a larger 
one-room apartment. The respondents who lived in one-room apartments are, 
due to their personal experience, considered the most reliable sources in this 
respect.

The web-based survey (Article IV) confirmed the results of the aforemen-
tioned interview study by indicating a discrepancy between solo respondents’ 
current and ideal apartment types in the following manner; although 42% lived 
in one-room apartments, this apartment type was considered ideal by only 3%. 
Therefore, the results explicitly state that apartments with two or three rooms are 
likely to satisfy solo dwellers’ housing needs. These results accord with previous 
studies observing that there is no notable preference for one-room apartments 
among solo households (Backman, 2015; Silvennoinen & Hirvonen, 2002).

In contrast, 44% of the survey respondents (Article IV) cited a three-room 
apartment as their ideal apartment type although this type was inhabited by 
only 12%. In an optimum situation, 48% of solo respondents would have had 
one extra room and 17% even two rooms more. On the other hand, 25% al-
ready occupied dwellings with an ideal number of rooms, and 57% of these 
respondents lived in two-room apartments. In terms of the reference group 
(i.e. respondents belonging to multi-person households), a need for one extra 
room was identified; however, it is notable that in this case, one room balanced 
a dwelling that is shared with other people as the respondents were asked to 
consider their answers in reference to their household.
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In addition to apartment types, ideal apartment sizes were discussed (Ar-
ticle IV); with solo respondents, the mean value was 69 m2 and the median was 
60 m2. These figures were in line with the current apartment sizes of those 
solo respondents who indicated that they do not need extra space (13%), thus 
validating the results. Interestingly, the difference between the current and 
ideal apartment size was the same for both groups; on average 20–21 m2 were 
desired. These results suggest that the gap between the current and ideal apart-
ment size is larger with solo households. On the other hand, the results of the 
FDH survey (Article III) signified that the question of domestic space is not 
that simple as there were residents who considered smaller dwellings as an 
option in a situation when they could have access to various kinds of common 
facilities located outside the boundaries of the private domestic spaces (see also 
Haltia et al., 2019, p. 77).

When measured in room numbers, the survey respondents (Article 
IV) who were satisfied with their current apartment types had on average 
2.5 rooms. These results signify that the stated ideal apartment types and 
sizes were reasonable, which is expected to be explained by the question that 
advised them to consider ideals in terms of domestic spatial needs. For those 
who lived in micro-apartments, i.e. apartments sized 20 m2 or less, the ideal 
apartments were on average 23 m2 (median) larger than their current apart-
ments.

As expected, there was a correlation between the survey respondents’ net 
income and apartment size (Article IV). For instance, solo dwellers with the 
net income of 2 000 to 3 499 euros lived in apartments that were on aver-
age 50 m2 whereas the average apartment size of those with the net income of 
3 500 to 5 999 was 67.2 m2. Additionally, the ideal apartment size and income 
level correlated, thus implying that the answers were based on the respondents’ 
economic resources. These results signify that space per person is likely to 
increase if solo households’ financial resources increase. On the other hand, 
the interview study (Article II) underscored the significance of financial con-
straints; a small dwelling is likely to be considered adequate when there is no 
likelihood that the respondent’s financial situation will improve.

In addition, there was a correlation between the survey respondents’ age 
and their current apartment size (Article IV). Solo dwellers under 30 years 
old had on average 1.3 rooms equalling 2.4 rooms with their peers aged 60 
to 69 years old. This could be explained by older respondents’ higher income 
level, accumulated housing wealth, and a desire to age in place (Abramsson 
& Anders son, 2016; Severinsen, Breheny & Stephens, 2016). Despite this, an 
interesting age-related difference occurred in terms of ideal apartment sizes; 
although the variation in the ideal number of rooms was only 0.3 between dif-
ferent age cohorts, the ideal apartment size for the youngest solo respondents 
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was 9.2 m2 smaller than with the oldest respondents.19 Thus far, the results 
indicate that there is no clear correlation between the ideal apartment type and 
apartment size, further suggesting that there is a demand for apartments of dif-
ferent size in each apartment type category. While stating this, it should be rec-
ognized that when spatial differentiation, i.e. having more than one room, and 
the limited number of square meters are combined, the rooms become easily 
small and can be designed for only one purpose, i.e. they cannot be furnished 
in different ways, which is a prevailing tendency not only present in Finnish 
contemporary housing (see 2.3., also Femenias & Geromel, 2020).

5.1.2. Domestic space in urban context

A significant aspect concerning domestic space definition was related to the 
fact that some of the daily needs of residents may be fulfilled outside the pri-
vate domain. Therefore, some activities relevant in the discussion on domestic 
space can be considered either as an essential part of an apartment or alter-
natively understood as apartment external services. The question is obviously 
more relevant in the urban context in which the affordances outside the apart-
ment are more numerous (Karikallio et al., 2019, p. 85). This aspect was ini-
tially discussed in the early-phase paper (Article I) where the aim was to explore 
the ways in which solo dwellers’ homes could extend towards an urban fabric. 
On the conceptual level, the question concerned flexible housing arrangements 
based on private domestic space as well as the individually chosen combination 
of spaces and services outside its boundaries.

This topic was tested with solo dwellers living in two densely populated ar-
eas, Haaga and Kallio, in the city of Helsinki (Article II). When the interviewees 
were asked to describe any influences the residential area had had on their way 
of living and housing choices, it was in particular the residents in Kallio who 
discussed active lifestyles and the appreciation of versatile amenities located in 
the vicinity of the home. They also noted more often that their social life ex-
tended outside private domestic space. However, the way of living in urban area 
characterized by the interplay between domestic spatial needs, small apartment 
size, and the affordance outside the private spheres was recognized only in a few 
cases. The respondents with limited financial resources partly explained these 
results; even though the interviewees felt that both areas offered varied options 
to spend time outside homes, including libraries and recreation areas free of 
charge, it was also stressed that local services are not necessarily available for 
all. Therefore, the renewal of urban housing ought to account for the residents’ 
purchasing power and the price level of services if the aim is to include these 

19 There is an unfortunate typo in Article IV as it incorrectly stated that the ideal apartment 

size is 9.2. square metres MORE for younger respondents.
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dimensions in the concept of domestic space (see also Puustinen 2010, p. 327). 
Otherwise, researchers, developers and policy-makers could find themselves 
supporting idealized solutions that look completely different to the residents.

5.1.3. The experienced shortage of space

The results discussing the experienced shortage of space deepens our under-
standing about solo living. The survey results (Article IV) revealed that 50% 
of all respondents experienced a shortage of space when space per capita was 
20 m2 or less. Importantly, the ratio between apartment size and the shortage 
of space differed when the space per capita increased; when space per capita 
was 26–30 m2, still almost 50% of solo respondents, but only 20% of the refer-
ence group, experienced this shortage of space. These results are expected to 
be explained by domestic spaces that are shared in multi-person households, 
for instance, kitchen, bathroom and entrance, the size of which may not sig-
nificantly differ in different apartment types and sizes. It should also be em-
phasized that almost half of solo respondents experienced the shortage of space 
in one-room apartments whose size was equal to the average dwelling size of 
newly constructed one-room apartments in the HMA (see Section 2.3.), thus 
stressing the challenges related to urban densification (Easthope, Tice & Ran-
dolph, 2010; Wulff, Healy & Reynolds, 2004).

Focusing on apartment types, it was observed that the shortage of space is 
less likely to be experienced in dwellings with more than one room – an issue 
that is typically not discussed in terms of solo living. Although space standards 
are not expected to reflect subjective spatial experiences, the results question 
the use of Norm 4 with solo households.20 Moreover, the correlation between-
the amount of domestic space and household size maintains a one-sided per-
ception of housing demand. This also holds for overcrowding measures, such 
as person-per-room (PPR), used elsewhere (e.g. Cable & Sacker, 2019, p. 2). 
Misunderstandings are likely to be encountered when these measurements are 
used by the institutions and organizations, then transferred into policies and 
practices. Hence, the results suggest that the norm used by Eurostat (2014b) 
better reflects the reality stating that the number of rooms is sufficient when 
there is one room for the household and one room for each single adult. With 
solo dwellers, this would mean a two-room apartment (i.e. one-bedroom apart-
ment). These notions are supported by Manum (2006, p. 129) who, referring 
to Ole Gulbrandsen’s (1973) study in Oslo, remarked that one-room apartments 
may be acceptable as temporary residences whereas adults in more permanent 

20 According to Norm 4 applied in Finland, a household is considered to be living in an 

overcrowded dwelling when the number of residents exceeds the available number of rooms 

(Source: OSF). This basically means that the housing situation of solo households is not 

perceived or followed.
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life situations are unsatisfied with homes that do not have separate bedrooms, 
thus preferring more space than the norm measuring the appropriate size of a 
dwelling indicates.

Furthermore, the survey results (Article IV) indicated a link between the 
experienced shortage of space and floor plan configuration, especially with 
regard to kitchen type. Focusing on solo respondents who lived in one-room 
apartments, the shortage of space was experienced by 36% of those who had 
an open plan kitchen, and only 19% of those who had one room and a separate 
kitchen (also called dining kitchen). It is noteworthy that the difference was not 
completely explained by floor areas as one-room apartments with open plan 
kitchens were on average 32 m2 equal to 38 m2 in apartments with separate 
kitchens. Figure 5.1. demonstrates that a small difference in floor area can 
clearly count in terms of the experienced shortage of space.

Figure 5.1 Floor plan diagrams of one-room apartments illustrating the difference 
between an open plan kitchen and a separate kitchen (Article IV).

5.1.4. Kitchens and other spaces

The significance of the kitchen types was first observed in the interview study 
(Article II). Several interviewees discussed a need for a separate kitchen that was 
sufficiently large to fit a dining table. In addition, the interviews revealed that 
the preferred kitchen type is a key to ideal floor plan variation. The notions are 
based on the responses where, with the help of imaginary ten square metres, 
open plan kitchens and kitchenettes were transformed into separate kitchens, 
thus further presenting that a one-room apartment with a separate kitchen 
would be an attractive option for contemporary solo dwellers. In terms of floor 
plan solutions, these results signify an apartment that is divided into at least two 
spaces. Corresponding dwellings are encountered in older housing stock dating 
back to the first half of the 20th century housing in Finland (see Figure 5.2.)
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Figure 5.2. Example of a one-room apartment with a separate kitchen: 39.5 m2 built in 
1925 in Vallila in the city of Helsinki. The floor plans are produced by the author based 
on the material derived from the ARSKA archive (Building Control Services, n.d.).

Exploring kitchen types continues in the survey (Article IV). While an open 
plan kitchen was defined as an ideal kitchen type by 56%, almost 40% stated 
that their ideal kitchen type was a separate kitchen with a dining table. The pre-
ferred kitchen types were partly explained by solo respondents’ age; over 60% 
of the respondents aged 20 to 40 years old preferred an open plan kitchens, 
whereas open plan kitchens and separate kitchens were almost equally popular 
with the solo respondents over 40 years old. The significance of the kitchen 
type is highlighted by the results according to which 44% of solo respondents 
living in one-room apartments with a kitchenette would have used extra square 
metres to expand their kitchens. With two-room apartments and kitchenettes, 
the figure reached 54%. The corresponding numbers with apartments contain-
ing open plan kitchens was 23% (one-room apartments) and 21% (two-room 
apartments), and with apartments including separate kitchens, 18%, and 22%, 
respectively.

Hence, it is suggested that constructing apartments with separate kitchens 
would increase housing options with respect to the residents’ preferences. In 
accordance with this, a survey conducted by the Helsinki Housing Produc-
tion Department observed that separate kitchens and open plan kitchens were 
equally popular among the residents while simultaneously noting that the ef-
ficiency of an open plan kitchen explains its prevalence (Kytösaho, 2010). Con-
sequently, an open plan kitchen appears to be an example of a dwelling feature 
that is primarily valued by the architects and developers as also observed in 
other cultural contexts (Gao et al., 2013). Similar patterns may occur with other 
dwellings features that may be otherwise taken for granted. This is one argu-
ment for housing preference studies continuing to actively sound out residents 
in addition to observing them.
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Furthermore, the results suggest that the kitchen has remained one of 
the most important design question regarding the scale of dwelling since the 
rise of Functionalism (Saarikangas, 2002, p. 261). Simultaneously, it is impor-
tant to notice the culture-related differences have an impact on the preferred 
kitchen types (Findlay, 2011; Gao et al., 2013; Hofman, Halman & Ion, 2006), 
thereby stressing the significance of appreciating the context in which housing 
issues are explored.

Based on the aforementioned notions, it is argued that the kitchen-related 
findings demonstrate that the established apartment type categories, typically 
used in housing preference studies, are not able to reflect the floor plan con-
figurations. In other words, the relevance of these categories to the practices 
of housing design is not as significant as it could be; it would be important to 
know more than just the number of rooms in order to design dwellings that 
better accord with the residents’ desires. The number of rooms (i.e. apartment 
type) is among the most utilized dwelling features in housing preference stud-
ies (Boumeester, 2011), thus underlining the significance of this notion.

Simultaneously, it is noted that discussing domestic spatial needs is often 
future-oriented and as such may shadow the fact that these needs are encoun-
tered in the existing housing stock. In this respect, the findings suggest that the 
most typical apartment type in the Finnish housing stock constructed between 
1960s and 1980s, i.e. a two-room apartment with a separate kitchen originally 
targeted for families (Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016), is suitable for current solo 
households. In addition, mirroring the social and cultural transformations, the 
results exemplify the observations stating that solo living is retrofitting to the city 
(Väisänen, 2015). These notions signify that dwellings may possess a completely 
different value for different households (Boumeester, 2011, p. 31), particularly 
over time. Moreover, the residents with a similar background variables may have 
divergent housing preferences, and vice versa, the residents with differing back-
ground variables may share similar housing preferences (Jansen, 2014, p. 255).

When all dwelling spaces were considered, space was most often placed in 
walk-in-closets (Article IV). This is in line with previous Finnish studies (Gibler 
& Tyvimaa, 2014; Gibler, Tyvimaa & Kananen, 2014; Juntto et al., 2010) and 
may be a result of decreased apartment size further suggesting that the design 
guidelines for storing domestic items in dwellings are outdated. In addition, 
more than one fifth would use at least some of their extra square metres in 
bedrooms (28%), kitchens (25%), work spaces (24%), and living rooms (20%), 
respectively. When solo respondents’ choices were set against the reference 
group, only minor differences were noticed; the respondents belonging to 
multi-person households would have only slightly more often added space 
to walk-in closets and work spaces, and in contrast, slightly less often to bed-
rooms, kitchens, and living rooms. These notions support the need to discuss 
the similarities between solo households and other household types.
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When it is blindly assumed that people who live alone are not exposed to 
distractions, such as those caused by co-residents sharing the same domestic 
space, the interest displayed by survey respondents in separate work spaces was 
unexpected. As such, it is assumed that having rooms for different purposes is 
based on a desire to have separate spaces as opposed to the multiuse of space 
(Williams, 2009, p. S89). It is notable that this interest is not satisfied in a one-
room apartment with an open plan kitchen. In addition, the results suggest that 
the value related to separate rooms may not be an indication of a desire for pri-
vacy (see e.g. Coolen, 2008; Coolen & Hoekstra, 2001; Coolen & Ozaki, 2004, 
for an example of this) as we have learnt to define in reference to multi-person 
households. In the end, the observations exemplify that we may more or less 
unintentionally find ourselves suggesting that a one-room apartment is suit-
able for a person living alone when a need for privacy and the number of rooms 
are coupled. Therefore, it is important to discuss norms and design guidance, 
and the possibly stereotypical and outdated perceptions transferred by them.

5.2. The social dimension of solo living

This section presents the results related to the research question Q2: How is so-
cial dimension expressed in solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs and housing 
arrangements including shared domestic spaces? This question is addressed in 
Articles I, II, IV, and V.

5.2.1. Home for one

The findings in this research indicate (Article I) that when the home contin-
ues to be normatively defined, the home for one is fundamentally different 
compared to other homes; in other words, it differs in terms of the presence 
of other people, typically family members. A reference to families should be 
regarded as highly noteworthy since the notions of the home carry symbolic 
meanings that are likely to overlook solo living. Even unintentional attempts to 
parallel home and family question the existence of solo dwellers’ home on its 
own terms. While the connection between home and family can be understood 
in the historical context dating back to the dominance of the nuclear family (see 
Mallet, 2004), applying family-centred definitions in these times may maintain 
perceptions that do not necessarily reflect societal changes. In addition, Mallet 
(2004, p. 66) posits that building industry as well as the governments of some 
capitalist countries have pursued economic efficiency and growth by actively 
supporting the linkage between house, home, and family. Thus, the values and 
norms embedded in the concept of home are of importance when discussing 
the rise of solo living.

The results of the interview study (Article II) revealed that the social 
dimension is also an important element in solo living and related domestic 
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spatial needs. In this respect, referring home as “a spatial and social unit of 
interactions” is able to include solo dwellers’ homes further pointing out that 

“kinship system has arguably declined in significance as a structuring principle 
of social life” as stated by Saunders and Williams (1988, p. 82). Space was sim-
ply needed for other people visiting. Sometimes the issue was about mundane 
domestic activities, such as eating together with friends and family members. 
These notions were often connected to a desire for a better kitchen and large 
dining space. Other notions pointed out the significance of a sleeping area 
(bedroom, alcove) that is physically and visually separated from living spaces 
for reasons of privacy, thus signifying a need for spatial separation that is dif-
ficult to attain in a one-room apartment.

Similar notions arose in the game sessions (Article V) when solo-living resi-
dents talked about their close and intimate relationships, as was the situation, for 
instance, with working-aged participants who cared for their grandchildren at 
their homes. These observations accord with those of Fox (2009) who has stated 
that close and intimate relationships are, in equivalence to multi-person house-
holds, important for solo dwellers; however, these relationships require active 
maintenance. Therefore, the results indicate that household size is not neces-
sarily a key to housing development as it does not explain the uses to which 
domestic space are applied with other people (see Juntto, 2010, pp. 263–264) as 
was also observed by Jamieson and Simpson (2013, pp. 5–6). Simultaneously, it 
is noted that the presence of other people did not characterize all the solo inter-
viewees’ domestic life since their social life did not necessarily transpire at home.

On the other hand, the social dimension of solo living was visible when 
the interviewees (Article II) expressed their need for privacy. The opportunity 
to control one’s domestic space was described by using terms, such as territory, 
haven, and own space – all typical characterizations of the home (see Mallet, 
2004). Many interviewees simply declared that they enjoyed their life situa-
tion. As such, having the opportunity to live a free and independent life was 
in general recognised as one of the best sides of solo living. In this respect, it 
is obvious that a home for one is free from negative issues related to domes-
tic life with others, such as oppression and violence (see e.g. Vetere, 2012). 
According to Klinenberg (2012, pp. 111–112), solo living may be rewarding for 
those who are financially better off, experience a busy schedule, and possess 
a tight social network that provides access to privacy, recovery, and personal 
development. For those whose life situation is worse, solo living may lead to 
antisocial behaviour and isolation.21 In terms of difficult relationships, solo 

21 In Finland, solo living has been extensively studied in terms of social isolation, loneliness, 

marginalization, and psychological and medical issues (e.g. Junttila et al., 2016; Kauppinen et 

al., 2014; Kärkkäinen, 2010; Mäkinen, 2008; Ojala & Kontula, 2002; Pulkki-Råbäck et al., 2012; 

Ritamies, 1998; Saari, 2009).
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living may provide a way out of that misery. On the other hand, it should be 
acknowledged that a preference for solo living does not necessarily mean that 
space is not needed for other people This “both–and” is part of the diversity 
embedded in solo living.

In terms of privacy needs, it is noteworthy that a room dedicated to one’s 
private use was not necessarily considered to provide the desired level of priva-
cy at home (Article II). This resonates with the notions according to which the 
experienced shortage of space is caused by the presence of other people (Tuan, 
1977, p. 59). The notion of sovereignty can be applied to the interviewees who 
experienced solo living as the one and only way of living for them. According to 
Lapintie (2008, p. 37), sovereignty, i.e. self-autonomy concerning both mental 
and physical space, is one of the core meanings of the home. In this respect, 
sovereignty is interpreted as a social category since the home is founded on 
the possibility of regulating social interactions. Mäenpää (2011a, p. 56) echoes 
this sentiment noting that the ability to control distractions lies at the heart of 
sovereignty. Jamieson and Simpson (2013, p. 96) have addressed that the sense 
of control is valued over other important aspects, such as solitude or having 
the opportunity to dedicate time only to oneself, when solo-living residents are 
asked to identify the advantages linked to their housing arrangements. 

Home-related privacy issues were further encountered when the interview-
ees (Article II) shared their thoughts and experiences regarding the relation-
ships and especially living apart together relationships (LAT) referring to couples 
who do not practise co-residency (e.g. Levin, 2004). LAT relationships were 
more often experienced by older interviewees, i.e. in the age cohort of 46 to 64 
years old, who also felt more positively about them. According to Jamieson and 
Simpson (2013), age explains the popularity of LAT with women when they no 
longer expect to have children. In addition to privacy needs, LAT relationships 
were chosen by the interviewees due to various issues, such as partners who 
lived together with their underaged children, work-related distances, different 
perceptions regarding cleaning and aesthetic taste, as well as stress caused by 
work that was balanced by the time spent alone. Simultaneously, it is important 
to emphasize that solo living is enabled by financial independence and mental 
wellbeing as mentioned by a few female interviewees.

In the end, it is notable that the interviews (Article II) also provided a view 
into domestic spatial needs explained by psychological reasons; one room 
is insufficient when changing one’s place inside a dwelling is considered an 
important part of wellbeing. Research-wise, these notions underline the varia-
tion in the individuals’ abilities to identify and further verbalize home-related 
perceptions in a given research setting (interview). Moreover, it is the latter, 
i.e. wanting something that is not justified by practical reasons, such as living 
alone while sharing the home with children on a regular basis (shared custody), 
that is possibly at odds with our rational design tradition (see Pirinen, 2014, 
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p. 133). Therefore, research may be tempted to operate using objectively identi-
fiable and measurable housing needs instead of discussing senses and feelings, 
wants and desires. As a result, we may waste the opportunity to gain a deeper 
understanding of the dwelling features that are of great significance for the 
residents.

5.2.2. Shared domestic spaces

While the idea of sharing domestic spaces is the most natural thing to do in 
families, it becomes reinterpreted when explored in terms of solo living. From 
a domestic space perspective, shared spaces are positioned somewhere be-
tween privately owned apartments and public domain services as discussed in 
Article II, III and V.

The interviews (Article II) revealed that housing arrangements which in-
cluded shared spaces were mostly of interest to elderly females, of whom some 
had contemplated living with friends. This type of community was assumed 
to create a natural social environment, increase security, and provide help 
when feeling unwell. However, managing shared spaces and shared economic 
responsibilities caused doubts. Indeed, more often than not, shared domestic 
spaces were connected to unpleasant experiences of student dormitories and 
communes. This is in line with Puustinen (2010, p. 339) who has observed 
that housing concepts containing common spaces may collide with privacy 
and familism as traditional values in Finland. In addition, shared kitchens 
and other living space may carry negative historical connotations related to 
working-class housing conditions as well as housing arrangements which were 
experimented with in socialist countries. Sandstedt (2010, p. 87) adds taboo as-
pects, such as free sex and liberated living, and issues in housing for the elderly 
on the list when discussing the undesired aspects of cohousing. Moreover, the 
fear of losing one’s privacy was an issue for the interviewed solo dwellers when 
discussing the opportunity of sharing home-related spaces. Hence, it is clear 
that attention ought to be paid to design solutions that allow the residents to 
seek a balance between private and shared domestic domains. These notions 
were exemplified by the comments on co-housing as a housing arrangement 
that raised concerns about losing one’s privacy and being forced to participate 
in the daily routines of the community.

On the other hand, the results stress the difference between resident 
knowledge, typically based on their own housing histories, and expert knowl-
edge including housing arrangements that are not part of the housing options 
available to the residents in the housing market (see e.g. Hasu, 2017). There-
fore, even though shared domestic spaces were not particularly popular among 
solo-living interviewees, due to the scarcity of housing options based on shared 
domestic spaces, the data does not allow one to argue that solo dwellers would 
be uninterested in them in the future. As such, there seems to be a mismatch 
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between the residents’ and researchers’ perceptions in regard to the benefits 
linked to sharing domestic space as exemplified, for instance, by Sandstedt 
(2010) who considers emancipation, autonomy and civic consciousness as the 
outcomes of cohousing. As such, communal living is not necessarily opposed 
to private domestic living but an optional extension of it22 – a pattern that could 
also support the wellbeing of solo-living residents, such as the interviewees 
(Article II), who highly valued the privacy supported by their housing arrange-
ment. In relation to this, a new perspective was provided by an interviewee 
who described himself as an established solo dweller (pinttynyt yksinasuja); the 
boundaries agreed on with other residents enable communes or equal housing 
arrangements whereas couples usually share all dwelling spaces.

A willingness to have shared spaces as part of one’s housing arrangements 
was also examined in the FDH survey (Article III). These results showcased 
that half of the respondents, including socially-minded residents, would be 
interested in shared spaces only if these spaces could be reserved for private 
use. Thus, it was concluded that it is essential to distinguish between a sense of 
community and the use of shared spaces when working with housing concepts 
and spaces that are expected to be used among non-household members.

Exploring solo living residents’ interest towards shared domestic spaces 
continued in the survey preceding the development of the design game. The 
survey was about the utilisation of shared spaces among working-aged solo-
living residents (Article V) (see also Tervo, Meriläinen & Pirinen, 2018, pp. 
37–51). When the answers were compared with the respondents’ current usage 
of shared spaces (laundry room, sauna, and clubroom as the most typical spac-
es shared with other residents) it was observed that people who already used 
these spaces were also more interested in using them in the future including 
unconventional options, such as a shared living room. On the other hand, 40% 
agreed fully or somewhat fully with the statement according to which shared 
spaces would interest the respondent only when they could be booked for pri-
vate use, thus emphasising the importance of privacy issues. 

5.3. Discussion on the methods and research process

This section presents the results related to Research question Q3: How can 
different methods in housing studies provide knowledge that is relevant for 

22 Based on the interviews of the residents living either in cohousing units or small-

scale communes in Stockholm, Sweden, Törnqvist (2019) observed that the blending of 

individuality and collective lifestyles characterized the residents’ positive experiences 

regarding their housing arrangements. Importantly, the residents felt that communal living 

provided them with a more flexible form of being together with other people in comparison 

to living with family members.
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housing design and the development of urban housing options? This question 
is addressed in Articles II–V. The main motivation of developing the research 
methods was due to the uncertainties of respondents’ domestic space defini-
tions to meet the demands of housing design. The residents’ perspective char-
acterises all methods.

5.3.1. The interviews and use of ten square metres

How would you use ten extra square metres in your current apartment? turned 
out to be the most informative interview question for more than one reason 
(Articles II and IV). First, it enabled us to identify the shortcomings of the cur-
rent apartment instead of discussing housing on a more general level. Secondly, 
the question assisted the respondents in dealing with floor plan solutions in a 
manner that is relevant for urban housing design practices as explained when 
discussing, for instance, layouts in relation to kitchen types. Simultaneously, 
it is noted that the interviewees’ current housing arrangements defined the 
outcome; this is exemplified by the residents who lived in small one-room 
apartments and were not able to alter their homes into three-room apartments 
despite their interest in dwellings with more than two rooms. Thirdly, by pro-
viding a reasonable increase in floor area, the results were likely to accord with 
the residents’ financial resources as a point that should not be underestimated 
when the aim is to work within the framework in which housing choices are 
made (see Lapintie, 2010a).

In terms of future housing studies, it would be important to also explore 
specific dwelling features other than kitchen type in accordance with apartment 
types and sizes. This type of detailed knowledge would enable the architect to 
vary the floor plan solutions of the established apartment types. The following 

examples show possible applications of the question covering the use of ten 
extra square metres: (1) The informants draw extra square metres (see Feme-
nias & Geromel, 2020) and other possible changes (see Manum, 2006) into 
the floor plans of their current apartments. This would allow research to gain 
a deeper understanding about specific room sizes and shapes as well as related 
circulation and openings; or (2) Respondents are provided with similar floor 
plans and asked to modify them with the chosen number of square metres. 
When all options are available to the residents, the hand-drawn images suit this 
purpose well with the acknowledgment that the data analysis phase becomes 
time-consuming. When larger samples are preferred, it is better for the tools to 
be digitalised.

5.3.2. Developing web-based survey based on the interviews

The question concerning the use of ten extra square metres was included in 
the web-based survey (Article IV); thus, it was tested employing a different 
method and larger sample. Since the background information included respon-
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dents’ current apartment type and apartment size23 as well as the kitchen type, 
the data allowed an examination of the interdependencies not just between the 
current and ideal apartment types and apartment sizes, but also in terms of 
floor plan configurations. When these dimensions were examined in reference 
to the experienced shortage of space, it was possible to gain a much deeper 
insight about the floor plan configuration.

Simultaneously, the results highlighted that the established apartment 
type categories, based on the number of rooms, are overly abstract and generic 
when the aim is to create knowledge that can be applied in housing design or 
related decision-making processes. Therefore, it would be important that hous-
ing studies operating with apartment types would also pay attention at least 
to kitchen type. The web-survey presents an easy way of achieving this. While 
saying this, it is noteworthy that kitchen type is not necessarily among the 
most frequently applied dwelling features in housing preference studies (see 
Boumeester, 2011). On the other hand, when the results discussing apartment 
types and apartment sizes are explored by an architect about to design apart-
ments, the multiplicity of design solutions characterized, for instance, by the 
site, detailed plan, and the customers’ interests, stress the context-dependent 
requirements in housing design practices that cannot be fully covered by any 
type of research method. While saying this, it would be important to develop 
this type of method with the aim of enabling an understanding of the reasons 
behind the stated preferences (Jansen, 2014, p. 260). The importance of this 
notion is underlined by design processes in which specific goals, for instance, 
the need for a separate workspace, may have alternative solutions.

Instead of asking about the ideal number of rooms and ideal apartment 
size needed by the respondents’ household, it would have been simpler to ask 
about the preferred number of room and apartment size. This is an example 
of the likelihood of a terminological choice potentially causing problems, par-
ticularly when working in two languages (the survey was in Finnish). While the 
current housing situation, i.e. the choices made in the housing market, repre-
sent revealed housing preferences (Jansen, 2014, p. 260), using the term ideal 
complicated the use of stated preferences. Nevertheless, Boumeester (2011, pp. 
29–30) has remarked that in the over-heated housing market, as is the situation 
in the HMA, the stated preferences mirror housing preferences better than the 
revealed ones despite the former preferences proving to be unrealistic.

The decision to focus on the scale of the housing unit meant that some 
aspects are not discussed, such as the environment features (e.g. location), or 

23 It is assumed that the respondents know their apartment size since, in Finland, buildings 

and units that are sold for residential purposes have to include the size measured in square 

metres (Valtioneuvosto, 2001), and also rental announcements typically provide this figure.
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values and attitudes that channel housing preferences (Hasu, 2017; 2018; Ilmo-
nen, 2016; Jansen, 2012). Nonetheless, it was considered important to focus on 
privately controlled domestic spaces due to the lack of this type of knowledge 
in a situation defined by insufficient housing stock, the increasing construction 
of small apartments, and the lack of residents’ perspective in related matters. 
This point is highlighted by housing preference studies that have typically fo-
cused on the characteristics of residential areas and neighbourhoods (i.e. en-
vironment features) while dwelling features (i.e. apartment types, apartment 
sizes, and floor plan solutions) are seldom explored (see Pirinen, 2014).

It should also be noted that the survey did not consider any multi-locality 
caused, for instance, by job-related reasons (Lapintie, Di Marino, & Lilius, 
2018) or, in general, second homes that are part of housing choices made in 
other locations (Hasu, 2012). Regardless of this aspect, it is assumed that solo 
households are less often multi-local when compared to other household types 
because upkeeping more than one dwelling is expensive due to the lack of 
scale benefits in housing as discussed in the introduction. Moreover, the cost 
of having two dwellings is relatively high since a person who does not have a 
partner or under-aged children is not entitled to tax deduction in terms of job-
related secondary residence unless they have jobs in both locations (Määttä & 
Knuutinen, 2019).

In the end, it is noted that although the results justify criticising the con-
struction of small one-room apartments, the data does not allow a criticism of 
small studio apartments with tailored design solutions, which are marginal in 
Finland, simply because the data reflected the residents’ perception in regard 
to the existing housing stock and offering. In addition, other new housing op-
tions for short-term living cannot be discussed with this data. Thus, it would 
be important to find ways to study new and unconventional housing options to 
understand the variety that exists in desired housing arrangements. This is one 
juncture at which architects and builders could fruitfully collaborate.

5.3.3. Studying the use of resident profiles

In the field of housing, solo dwellers’ heterogeneity, identified in several studies 
(e.g. Jamieson & Simpson, 2013; Jamieson, Wasoff & Simpson, 2009; Klinen-

berg, 2012), signifies a need to define resident profiles that help discern the 
factors that assist in developing housing according to residents’ values, needs, 
and wants. The profiles are usable when they are based on the factors that are 
relevant in terms of their intended use.

When the aim is to introduce a new housing concept or way of living for 
the residents, the importance of the country-specific context is also emphasised 
in the research methods. This means that in the Finnish Dream Home (FDH) 
survey (Article III), it would have been possible to apply a simpler research 
strategy and survey structure if the study would have been conducted in one of 
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the countries where townhouses are among the traditional dwelling types. In 
reference to the Finnish context, in which townhouses barely exist, it was con-
sidered important to start by identifying lifestyle-based resident profiles. These 
profiles were based on two scales mirroring the respondents’ perceptions of 
the density of urban structure and the sense of community, i.e. a willingness 
to engage with the local community, with social-minded and private-minded 
(anonymous) residents at opposing ends of the axis. The profiles were named 
combining these two scales as Subsocials, Urbsocials, Subnymous and Urbny-

mous. Importantly, it was observed that solo households were included in all 
four profiles. Although the share of solo-living residents was higher in the 
profiles connected to a dense urban environment (Urbsocials and Urbnymous), 
the results indicated that household size and life stage were not emphasised in 
these profiles (Kyttä et al., 2010). Furthermore, they provided an alternative for 
the categories typically used in housing preference surveys which tend to be 
too generic to benefit the design (Lapintie, 2010a, p. 54).

The most heterogeneous group was Urbsocials, signifying socially-minded 
residents who preferred living in dense urban environments, out of which 37% 
were families, 31% couples and 32% solo dwellers. These residents were likely 
to be interested in the social aspects of life, such as seeing bustling street life 
from their windows and participating in the development of their neighbour-
hood. While most respondents belonging to Urbsocials lived in multi-storey 
buildings, approximately 60% considered residency in a townhouse as a viable 
living option for them.

Concerning the Finnish planning discussion on townhouses at the time 
of conducting the survey, the results showed that solo households were also 
interested in townhouse-living that had thus far only been discussed in refer-
ence to families. This notion is in line with Faessen (2002) who observed in 
the Netherlands that solo-living residents, especially the middle-aged never-
married, young divorcees, and the never-married in less urbanized areas, had 
a preference for detached houses traditionally considered suitable for multi-
person households. In general, the results based on the Finnish Dream Home 
(FDH) survey suggest that it is unreasonable to develop new housing options 
with only one target group in mind, especially when the aim is to construct 
larger volumes.

Next, the profiles were studied in reference to the respondents’ perceptions 
regarding the dwelling features characteristic to townhouse typology, for in-
stance, defining the spaces in which one would like to have access to the yard or 
balcony, or evaluating the advantages and disadvantages related to a residence 
with several floors (see Huttunen et al., 2016, pp. 70, 76). In this way, informa-
tion was provided with which to develop the Finnish townhouse typology.

The examples chosen for Article III focused on private outdoor areas and 
related privacy issues as well as a willingness to share certain spaces with 
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neighbours. Shared domestic spaces were included in the survey since they 
were expected to provide new material for the development of the small-scale 
typology in question. In addition, sharing was linked to potentially more sus-
tainable housing options. Similar research settings have been applied else-
where (e.g. Ala-Mantila et al., 2017; Sandstedt, 2010; Williams, 2007). It was 
observed that the respondents who belonged to the socially-oriented profiles 
(i.e. Subsocials and Urbsocials) were more responsive to housing options with 
shared domestic spaces, such as having space for hobbies close to one’s apart-
ment. On the other hand, it was noted that the sense of community and an 
interest towards shared spaces were not in accordance. In this respect, 50% of 
the respondents in all four profiles stated that they would only be interested 
in shared spaces if they could use them privately for their own turn. Based on 
the previous data collection phases, it was expected that this could be partly ex-
plained by the fact that the shared spaces currently available to the residents are 
mainly the ones that are used privately (e.g. sauna, laundry room). On the other 
hand, Urbsocials approved of shared domestic spaces insofar as more than one 
fourth stated that they would be willing to live in a smaller apartment if various 
kinds of shared space were available to them.

5.3.4. Developing the game method for domestic space extent

While housing preference studies often consider residents as the experts of 
their own housing, it has been observed that laypersons’ responses are restrict-
ed by their personal housing history. Thus, it is only natural that discussion on 
housing choices reflects the options available in the housing market further 
signifying the context in which housing is studied (e.g. Clapham, 2005; Gibler 
& Tyvimaa, 2014; Hasu, 2010; 2018; Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016). There-
fore, new research methods are needed when exploring residents’ perceptions 
regarding unfamiliar housing options and their possible desirability in the 
housing market. Otherwise, any suggestions of increasing housing options are 
easily rejected.

The game method (Article V) was developed to study the circumstances 
under which solo dwellers would be interested in sharing home-related spaces 
and, most importantly, ways in which the combination of private and shared 
spaces could create novel housing options. In this respect, the game included a 
dimension that enabled the examination of the external usability of a domestic 
space.

The game, described in Section 4.5., was developed based on the previ-
ous data collection phases (Articles II and III) that informed two aspects; first, 
there is a need for a tangible research method that enables the residents to test 
sharing and, secondly, it is vital to distinguish between the spaces that are used 
together with others and spaces that can be booked for private use. Article V 
focuses on the method and its evaluation.
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As intended, the game functioned as a tool for laypersons to clarify their 
perceptions towards shared domestic spaces in relation to a private housing 
unit; the participants found it easy to understand the game logic and the mate-
rial provided for them was fun to use (Figure 5.3.)

When compared to interviews, conversations, and other forms of commu-
nication operating with subjectively perceived terminology, the visual material 
enabled all parties involved to better understand each other. Innovative hous-
ing concepts can be hindered by several obstacles, not least, by the perceptions 
of the decision-makers (Puustinen, 2010); thus, the opportunity of using the 
game to build consensus between different parties is considered to be an im-
portant aspect for the field of housing studies. In this respect, the game allows 
developers, municipalities, housing associations, and other interest groups to 
experiment with the attractiveness of housing options with common spaces 
and facilities as well as related social and economic benefits (see Gram-Hans-
sen, Scherg & Christensen, 2009).

The budget (500 euros) provided an economically realistic framework for 
the game. It also ensured that spaces and services were compared and carefully 
chosen. However, it is assumed that the economic variable may have oversim-
plified the choices made in the game. This is more likely to be a problem with 
research projects that are connected to a concrete participatory design task with 
future residents.

By having the minimum-sized studio apartment of 20 m2 at the core of 
the game, the method was connected with the housing discourse on decreased 
apartment sizes and micro-apartments (Figure 5.4.). In this respect, it was con-
sidered important that the game tokens, representing shared spaces and facili-
ties, could also be used to improve the possible shortcomings of private domes-
tic spaces, i.e. apartments, hence increasing the reliability of the methods. In 
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from a game session 
presenting the unfinished 
game board and the 
tokens (Article V).
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other words, the game did not “force” the participants to create their own hous-
ing arrangements which included a shared dimension. Two participants chose 
to use the entire budget to expand their own dwellings. These solo dwellers 
were later profiled as Private when testing the way the data could be analysed.

The data collected with the game can be analysed from different perspec-
tives. First, it assists in understanding the most desired shared spaces and 
facilities. This type of knowledge can be applied when interested in designing 
innovative housing concepts or reprogramming the existing housing stock 
(see Ala-Mantila et al., 2017). When location and resident profiling is included 
in these procedures, the results benefit specific design processes. Secondly, 
for architects and designers familiar with spatial design, the choices made 
in the game can be categorized into space bundles representing the collection 
of space whose use is supported by their proximity. For instance, the larg-
est space bundle consisted of a guestroom, playroom, kitchen, dining room, 
and living room that were chosen altogether 36 times by 22 informants. It is 
noteworthy that these spaces could as well be chosen by families, thus under-
lining solo dwellers’ heterogeneity and varied domestic spatial needs. Thirdly, 
the data allows the identification of profiles when each participant’s choices 
made in the game are collected into diagrams (Figure 5.5.) that exemplify (1) 
the relationship between shared spaces and spaces added to private housing 
units; (2) the way of sharing reflecting a preference for communal and private 
use; (3) a willingness to use part of the budget for services instead of physical 
spaces; and (4) the type of space, i.e. practical choices (e.g. laundry room) vs. 
luxury (e.g. spa). Based on this categorization, four profiles were identified: 
Private, Communal, Service-oriented, and Practical. It is noteworthy that the 
results were not restricted by the housing options available in the housing 
market.

Figure 5.4. Micro-apartment, 
i.e. a minimum-sized one-room 
apartment, that was a starting 
point in the game method 
(Article V).
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Figure 5.5. Examples of resident profiles with varying perceptions of domestic space 
boundaries. Above, a profile representing a service-oriented resident and, below, a 
profile representing a communal resident (Article V; Tervo, Meriläinen & Pirinen, 
2018)
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As the game can be adjusted to serve different purposes including design 
cases with real clients and locations, it has proven itself to be a flexible data 
collection method. Applying the game would be easy, for instance, in infill de-
velopments as well as when renovating the existing building stock with several 
stakeholders including the existing residents as well as future ones (see Ala-
Mantila et al., 2017). This type of situation is increasingly common in the HMA 
(Puustinen, 2020) and the questions to be answered may simply be: What are 
the common facilities the residents are most interested in, where should they 
be located, and what are the rules for their use. In addition, the three scales em-
bedded in the game – (1) own floor, (2) own apartment building and (3) block 
in which the apartment building was located – enable one to study the use and 
location of shared spaces in accordance with new design guidelines, such as 
the ones used by the City of Helsinki (2015). The variables used in the game, 
including the budget, can be easily adjusted according to the goals of a specific 
design project or study. The game can also be played together with household 
members or other communities. The game can also be used to study the desir-
ability of micro apartments in specific urban contexts recognizing the demand 
for this type of living.
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This dissertation discussing solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs started with 
the understanding that there are different overlapping discourses which per-
ceive and value domestic space on different terms. When working-aged solo 
dwellers living in the HMA were listened to, the variety in housing arrange-
ments and related spatial needs became apparent. This variety is characterised 
by the social dimension including the ways of using domestic space alone as 
well as with others. How solo dwellers like to interact with other people in a 
given context, and what are the spatial and temporal variations related to these 
patterns, call for new approaches in housing studies. For those interested in 
deepening their understanding of housing demand and applying this under-
standing when developing housing, the social dimension of solo-living provides 
a rich and still unexplored area from which one can draw material for various 
aspects, such as resident profiles and apt housing concepts. When relying on 
the human-centred foundation of housing design, the first step would be learn-
ing to address this dimension in a natural and unbiased manner.

Another important conclusion is that household size poorly measures 
domestic spatial needs. Related to this, there seems to be hardly any reasons 
other than financial ones for the popularity of small one-room apartments 
among the target group of this study. It is notable that the shortage of space 
is most often experienced in this apartment type – a dimension that is rarely 
discussed in terms of solo living. Moreover, when the experienced shortage of 
space is explored, it is evident that living alone requires more space per person 
when compared to multi-person households. This is an issue that ought to be 
acknowledged when one is concerned about the environmental issues charac-
terised by the increased space per person caused by the decreased household 
size. Consequently, when discussing housing demand, attention ought to be 
paid to the argumentation; solo-living residents in growing urban areas may 
need small dwellings because that is all they can afford thus signifying that 
the economic aspect is likely to overshadow the spatial qualities and wellbeing 
embedded into domestic spaces. These remarks are considered to hold impli-
cations for policy-making, calling for a re-evaluation of the setting in which 
urban housing issues are discussed.

In terms of the categories applied in housing studies, this dissertation as-
serts that the established apartment type categories, based on the number of 
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rooms, are overly generic when the aim is to provide knowledge that is relevant 
for housing design practices and related decision-making processes. Instead, 
we should know more about the preferred floor plan configurations within 
these categories. In this respect, when discussing preferred apartment types, 
it is concluded that it would be useful for future housing studies to cover at 
least the kitchen type as a dwelling feature that greatly impacts the residents. 
The significance of these findings is stressed by the identified link between the 
kitchen type and the shortage of space that was experienced less in apartments 
with separate kitchens, i.e. apartments which are rare in the contemporary 
Finnish housing production.

Another important methodological innovation for housing studies, the 
one that enabled this identification of apartment types’ shortcomings, was to 
challenge the residents to consider the use of ten square metres in their cur-
rent dwellings. While the limited amount of space ensured that the residents’ 
demand remained close to the respondents’ financial realities, the question 
enabled access to the floor plan variation inside each apartment type. These 
results are used to support the argument stating that architects and other de-
sign professionals working with the domestic space possess knowledge and 
skills that are underused in housing studies with pragmatic goals. Further-
more, the design game developed to study the balance between private and 
shared spaces supports these conclusions. In the wider context, the method-
ological findings signify that those who will use the data, i.e. architects and 
other designers, are also the ones whose expertise is needed when developing 
these methods. This is far from a trivial notion when returning to housing 
studies and their relevance for housing design practices as indicated by the 
research gap. 

However, when operating in the context of industrial housing production, 
distorted towards measurable qualities, technical innovations, and norm-
orientation, a mismatch is likely to occur between the implementation of the 
research results, and the production lines and official design apparatus behind 
it. The current state of housing production shows that architects and housing 
researchers interested in the residents’ perceptions and the wellbeing rooted 
in design solutions have little chance to influence this; no matter how much 
the residents’ opinions are collected, domestic space studied, and new housing 
concepts developed, new ideas collide with the established structures in which 
any change is synonymous with extra costs. For these reasons, the final words 
of this dissertation are targeted at the policy-makers who, when renewing the 
guidelines concerning housing design and production, ought to set the targets 
sufficiently high, not just in quantitative terms, i.e. supporting the increase in 
the construction of new apartments, but also in terms of the latest research 
results and expert knowledge on housing preferences, thus signifying a shift 
towards resident-driven urban areas.
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Consequently, it is suggested that a demand for multi-functionality  – a 
term considered here as being a subcategory of an adaptable dwelling – will 
be considered as a dwelling feature defining the design of new apartments as 
well as the renovation of the existing housing stock. This would basically mean 
investing in design solutions enabling the varying use of an apartment with-
out a need for physical alterations. Importantly, a call for this type of adaptable 
housing supports the variety of design solutions instead of increasing detailed 
regulations, and norm controls hindering the development of new spatial in-
novations.

Using one-room apartment as a case example, there are several ways to 
increase multi-functionality. It could be required that the apartments can be 
used, and furnished, in at least two alternative ways. Other possible means are, 
for instance, applying tailored design solutions, such as transformable built-in 
furniture, allowing separate kitchens which support spatial differentiation, or 
developing housing concepts with shared spaces and facilities. A demand for 
multi-functionality would even open the way to the controversial micro-apart-
ment; here, the issue would be the way that domestic space extends outside 
the private sphere in a given urban context, thus addressing questions, such as 
where are these extensions, who is responsible for providing them now and in 
the future, and how much their use would cost the residents?

In the end, a domestic space which is usable in different ways stands for 
a resilient future in which otherwise healthy houses are not demolished or re-
built only because they no longer serve their purpose. While the mushrooming 
of solo living has already demonstrated that social and demographic transitions 
can surprise even the professionals working in the field of housing studies, the 
on-going COVID-19 pandemic stresses the importance of an adaptable housing 
stock that is able to meet sudden changes in our daily domestic life. As such, 
adaptability is considered to be the capacity of the housing stock to correct the 
misjudgements we may make at this point in time in regard to long-term do-
mestic spatial needs. 

These are the lessons learnt from this study that focused on solo dwellers’ 
domestic spatial needs in terms of urban housing design practices while simul-
taneously emphasising the significance of the residents’ perspective. It seems 
evident that the goals of urban housing design will be re-evaluated when they 
are examined in terms of the residents’ perceptions and demands. 
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