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Abstract: The main objective of this research was to investigate what older adults think about the idea
of living in micro-housing as an affordable housing option in Salt Lake City. By conducting interviews
with 20 individuals over 65 years old, we discovered that they prefer Accessory Dwelling Units
(ADUs) and micro apartments. Participants expressed concerns about tiny homes. The participants
highlighted the importance of having a sense of community and access to amenities when choosing
their housing. Additionally, they still preferred single-family homes because of space and financial
factors. These findings offer insights for housing developers, architects, and policymakers who aim
to create cities that are both sustainable and livable for people of all age groups.

Keywords: older adults; housing affordability; sustainability; accessory dwelling units; tiny homes;
micro-apartments

1. Introduction

In the 1950s, the American dream was to buy a big home in the suburbs, and it
was even considered an ideal place for individuals aged 65 and over [1–3]. But today,
many older adults across the globe are choosing to downsize, move into more sustainable
urban environments in cities, and live in spaces that are easily maintained with amenities
and services close to home, such as public transit, supermarkets, pharmacies, and senior
centers [4–6]. According to a study by the Conference Board and Nielsen, 42 percent of
older adults would prefer to live in a smaller home [7].

While older adults might prefer to live close to transit, grocery stores, and restau-
rants located where they live, there are other socioeconomic considerations that might be
influencing these preferences [5]. For example, for older adults with fixed incomes, the
rising costs of homeownership, healthcare, and living expenses can be a major determinant
in downsizing and choosing to live in more livable communities [8–10]. Moreover, it is
expected that by the year 2030, all Baby Boomers will be 65 or older, and 1 in 5 of all U.S.
residents will be of retirement age [11].

There is an increased interest in focusing on this population not only because of its
growth percentage-wise, what has been called the “grey tsunami”, but also because older
adults may face challenges that make them more socially vulnerable. For instance, the
Centers for Disease Control reported that 2 out of 5 older adults have a disability related to
mobility, hearing, memory loss, or a debilitating health condition [12]. What is more, the
challenges that come with aging put older adults at risk of having limited social networks,
being taken advantage of financially, having limited technology skills, experiencing poverty,
abuse, discrimination, etc., contributing to their social vulnerability. Demographic and
economic changes and challenges might result in a critical mass of older adults moving into
small units in more compact and amenity-rich neighborhoods closer to healthcare, people,
and the resources they need to thrive [13].

It is in this context that the micro-housing movement has gained popularity as an
alternative housing that is affordable and environmentally friendly and allows its dweller to
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maintain their independence in the form of more disposable income, car-free environments,
and amenities nearby [14]. In other words, micro-housing can make our cities smarter.
In this article, we define “smart cities” as “a city striving to make itself ‘smarter’ (more
efficient, sustainable, equitable, and livable)” [15]. By sustainability, the article means the
“triple bottom line” approach—that is, environmental, social, and economic [16]. Although
small living is mostly associated with Gen Z, as 90 percent of them in surveys have reported
valuing sustainability [17], many older adults have historically used them as a way of
downsizing, embracing sustainability, having fewer commodities, and at the same time
gaining a higher quality of life [18].

This article will present an overview of several models of micro-homes for older
adults—from ADUs to tiny homes to micro-apartments—ranging from 72 to 1000 square
feet. A fact that the movement towards building small often points out is that homes
have increased in size from 1000 feet in 1950 to 1660 square feet in 1973 to 2598 square
feet in 2015 [19]. The size of homes is associated with energy consumption, which comes
largely from coal, increasing the carbon footprint both during contrition and lifecycle
maintenance [20,21]. Meanwhile, there has been a decrease in the number of people per
household—from 3.01 in 1973 to 2.54 in 2015 [19].

These micro-units, on average, might cost between $200 and $400 per square feet
(sq. ft) or $50,000 and $100,000 for 250 sq. ft to build [22]. In the quarter of 2023, the U.S.
Census Bureau and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) reported
that the median price for homes in the U.S. stood at $495,100 [23]. Compare this to $23,339
in 1950, which, adjusted for inflation, would be $300,518 in 2023, according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) inflation calculator [24]. This means that people are paying 49 percent
more in 2023 than they did in 1950. One of the reasons that the U.S. is experiencing a
housing crisis is that while people are making less, the basic staples, like housing, cost
more, and people have accumulated more debt [25].

This article has the following main objectives: (1) provide a background on different
forms of micro-housing and (2) present evidence that older adults are at least open to the
idea of living in some forms of micro-housing. Within the large umbrella of smart cities, this
article seeks to offer a contribution to the literature on sustainable and affordable housing,
particularly small, tiny, and micro-homes. Although growing, there is still a shortage of
academic articles on micro-housing. As of right now, most of the literature comes from
media coverage. In addition, many popular articles have proposed micro-housing as a
solution for workers that could work from anywhere, student housing, vacation stays,
guest homes, hotel accommodations, rental homes to generate extra income, transitional
housing to save money for a down payment, housing for the homeless, and a solution to
overcrowded urban areas such as Tokyo, Japan. There are not a lot of new articles that
address how micro-housing might represent an opportunity specifically for older adults.

The article is organized as follows. The literature review has two sections. The
first section, “Meeting the Housing Needs of an Aging Population”, discusses their desire
to remain in their own homes as they age but also their financial challenges and overall
well-being. The second section, “Alternative Housing Types and How They Might Support
Older Adults”, discusses ADUs, tiny homes, and micro-apartments. As Table 1 shows, the
literature review will discuss what we know and do not know about housing preferences
for older adults. For example, we know that many older adults are opting to downsize
and relocate to areas. The rising costs of homeownership, healthcare, and daily expenses
play a role in influencing their decision to downsize. Overall, micro-housing has become
increasingly popular as a housing option, and it offers the opportunity to promote sus-
tainability, equity, and livability. Building micro-units can be an alternative compared
to traditional homes. To better understand the preferences and opinions of older adults
regarding types of micro-housing, like accessory dwelling units (ADUs), tiny homes, and
micro apartments, it is crucial to gain insights into how they perceive the challenges and
opportunities associated with living in such spaces. Furthermore, the literature review
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establishes how comprehending the factors that influence adults’ housing preferences and
decision-making processes is important.

Table 1. What is already known and unknown. Source: Author.

What Is Already Known: What Is Unknown:

- Many older adults are opting to
downsize and move into urban areas.

- The increasing expenses related to
homeownership, healthcare, and daily
living can significantly influence seniors’
decision to downsize.

- Micro-housing has gained popularity as a
housing choice.

- Micro-housing has the potential to make
cities smarter by promoting efficiency,
sustainability, equity, and livability.

- Building micro units can be a
cost-effective option compared to
traditional homes.

- We need insights into the preferences and
opinions of older adults regarding
various types of micro housing such as
accessory dwelling units (ADUs), tiny
homes, and micro apartments.

- It is important to understand how older
adults perceive the challenges and
opportunities associated with residing in
micro-housing.

- Understanding the factors that influence
older adults’ housing preferences and
decision-making processes is crucial.

The next section gives a background of Salt Lake City to understand our case study city.
This section is followed by the methods that seek to answer the following research question:
What are the perceptions and preferences of older adults regarding their current living
situation, challenges related to aging, desired future living arrangements, and attitudes
towards ADUs, tiny homes, and micro-apartments, including their perceived challenges
and opportunities?

The methods section is followed by the findings and discussion. The interviews
uncovered that older individuals have a preference for aging in their homes or living near
their families. They had a positive outlook on ADUs due to their potential for generating
income or providing caregiver support, but they found the permitting process daunting and
were uncertain about what they would do to property values. While tiny homes were seen
as intriguing, there were concerns about being more like RVs. Older adults like the idea of
micro-apartments but are uneasy about the space they offer if amenities are not shared or
nearby. Overall, developers, architects, policymakers, and other individuals engaged in the
creation of affordable housing solutions for older adults can greatly benefit from this article
as it offers insights into the various factors that influence their housing preferences.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Meeting the Housing Needs of an Aging Population

The current trend of demographics in the U.S. places older adults, those aged 65 and
over, as a rapidly growing percentage of the population [26]. According to the U.S. Census,
in the next decade, 1 in 5 people will be of retirement age [27]. Older adults face many
problems unique to their age group when it comes to housing. For example, they report
wanting proximity to various resources, such as stores, transportation, and other services
that are vital to promoting quality of life and maintaining an active role in the community,
which is vital for a sustainable smart city [28,29].

However, mixed-use communities often come with a heavy price tag, as a large
percentage of low-income older adults must forgo various of their necessities, such as food
or health care, to maintain housing in amenity-rich areas that are gentrifying [5,30]. Couple
this with the prevalent preference of older adults who do not live in retirement communities
but live on their own, and you have millions of single-household older adults who sacrifice
amenities daily and decide to age in a suburban or rural community instead [13,31].

About a quarter of people aged 65 and over live alone, and the overriding preference
of these adults is to age in place [32]. Most older adults living on their own often pay more
than 30 percent of their income on housing, some of which is ill-suited for their needs [33].
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It is well understood by policy and advocacy groups that the burden of housing has a
direct effect on financial security and quality of life [34]. According to a report from the
Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, cost-burdened households ranked
in the bottom quartile spend over 40 percent less on food and nearly 60 percent less on
healthcare necessary for quality of life [26].

What is more, many in the tiny house and minimalist movement have argued that
independence could be defined in terms of not having debt [35]. According to the “The Tiny
Life” survey, 68 percent of tiny homeowners don’t have mortgages, while just 29 percent of
all U.S. homeowners are living mortgage-free [36]. Independence in micro-housing also
relates to where the home is located and the ability of residents to recreate, socialize, and
access healthcare and other services within walking, public transportation, or short driving
distances [37]. Many of these micro-housings could be built or placed in the backyards of
family members. Thus, they can become an alternative to assisted living [38]. This article
departs from the premise that housing that is accessible to amenities is an important and
essential element for increasing the quality of life of older adults [39].

While the average homeowner has the wealth to afford nursing home costs for multiple
years and an abundance of non-housing wealth, the median renter cannot even afford
one month in a nursing home [40]. Quality of life for the growing older adult population
depend on their ability to age-in-place and living in neighborhoods in where they can
receive support for the vulnerabilities of old age and be psychosocially resilient [41].

With the increasing number of older adults, there is a growing emphasis on creating
age-friendly smart cities that can adequately cater to the needs and requirements of
this demographic group [42]. Many communities, policymakers, and advocates have
already begun developing the infrastructure to support the needs of older adults and
considering the affordability of their housing. Foresight is required for older adults;
seeking traits such as location, type of housing, and future home changes is vital to their
future quality of life. Housing types, such as ADUs, tiny homes, and micro-apartments,
might represent an alternative to meet their needs. This is the topic of the next section of
our literature review.

2.2. Alternative Housing Types and How They Might Support Older Adults

Compact living in a modern context could be traced to Frank Lloyd Wright and his
book “The Natural House”, published in 1950 [43]. Allan Wexler created the “Crate House”
in 1990—a compact home with four crates of eight square feet [44]. These small homes are
surrounded by nature, providing an oasis from suburban sprawl [45].

More recently, Jay Shafer, the founder of Tumbleweed Tiny Homes, wrote and pub-
lished several books on the matter including, “The Small House Book” (2009) [46] and
“Tumbleweed DIY Book of Backyard Sheds and Tiny Homes” (2012) [47] where he shared
stories about living in small houses dealing with regulations and creating compact living
spaces [46]. Other authors of micro-homes, including small apartments, space-saving floor
plans, and tiny prefabricated cabins, include Lloyd Kahn (2012; 2022), Manuel Gutierrez
Couto (2016), Richard Allen (2022), and Derek Diedricksen (2018) [48–51], to mention a few.
All these authors spoke about simplifying their lives to spend and consume less—which is
tied to eco-affordability.

Housing for older adults comes in many forms, from mother-in-law apartments to en-
tire communities of condominiums for people aged 65 and over. Typically, qualified senior
housing facilities require 80 percent of units to be rented to individuals 55 or older [52]. This
article’s main recommendations are geared towards fitting into the transit station area and
related developments. Some pros to housing for older adults are affordability, connection
to other older adults, activities, and sometimes healthcare on-site [53]. Housing designed
specifically for older adults can reduce the stress of maintenance that single-family homes
create [54]. Some cons to older adults’ housing can range from “vanilla style of design”
(boring) to hidden costs and fees [55].
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Furthermore, traditional communities for older adults can isolate older adults from
diversity and younger community members. Some authors have proposed avoiding
some of the negatives of single-family housing by using a mixed-use approach and
keeping older adults connected to the broader community [28,53]. Availability of transit
creates ease of mobility for older adults [56–58]. In addition, more dense neighborhoods
allow older adults to age in place by providing activities and walkability for older
adults [59–62].

This type of building would improve urban areas’ density and sustainability—
contributing to the smart city movement [63–65]. Mixed-use offers improved accessibil-
ity [61,66,67]. The density makes it possible for older adults to experience sustainable
lifestyles while enjoying a life strongly connected to the community they love [68]. In
mixed-use apartments, for example, they can access businesses without leaving the prop-
erty while staying close to their friends [5]. Housing for older adults is an important part of
the bigger picture as it plays a key role in supporting and sustaining older adults’ sense of
well-being [37,69]. Below, the literature review explores three types of small units—ADUs,
tiny homes, and micro-apartments—and how they can accommodate the quality of life
among older adults.

2.2.1. Accessory Dwelling Units

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs), also commonly known as in-law units, companion-
unit, caregiver dwellings, granny flats, outlaws, accessory apartments, backyard cottages,
casitas, etc., are a detached, attached, or interior unit (Figure 1) between 500 to 1000 sq
feet and cost on average around $180,000 to build [70]. The concept has been around
for decades, as evidenced by the City of San Francisco’s program developed in the late
1980s called the “Double Unit Opportunity” [71]. But more recently, it has gained new
popularity as demonstrated by the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) and
the American Planning Association report titled, “Expanding ADU Development and
Occupancy: Solutions for Removing Local Barriers to ADU Construction” [72].
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Figure 1. Types of accessory dwelling units. Source: images created by author.

These units are generally made in surplus space of the home through renovation,
or they may be attached to the garage [38]. Some ADUs are also built as stand-alone
or detached units, while some are in the interior of the home, as Image 1 shows. The
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home is typically segregated into two units, both having self-contained areas, including a
kitchen (the secondary is relatively smaller than the primary), bathroom facilities, and a
distinguished entrance [73,74]. Residents live separately; however, oftentimes, the energy
connections, parking area, and water units are shared.

Fundamentally, an ADU gives older adults the opportunity to co-live with other
people, such as caregivers, domestic employees, their families, or renters, while maintaining
some level of privacy and independence [75,76]. Many people are constructing new houses
with in-built designs for accessory units to support older parents [77]. These secondary
dwelling units are advantageous in the following situations: (1) supporting older adults
with disabilities with independent living facilities within the shared housing arrangement,
(2) renting accessory units or primary units to people in blood relation or adoption, and
(3) homeowner, whether older or young, can live in main portion and share the dwelling
units with caregivers [78,79].

2.2.2. Tiny Homes

Tiny homes are exploding in popularity, as demonstrated by several TV shows such
as Tiny House Nation, Tiny House Big Living, Tiny House Hunting, Tiny House Hunters,
Tiny House Builders, and Tiny Luxury. People adopt tiny homes for reasons similar to
those of ADUs: they are affordable, sustainable, and allow for independence [80]. There’s
no industry definition of tiny homes, but most commonly, they’re less than 400 square
feet [51,81]. Tiny homes have electricity, water, and sewage hook-ups, so it’s easy to connect
to existing residential, RV, or campsites. However, most tiny homeowners are off the
grid—installing freshwater tanks and solar power. And the tiny house movement is really
pushing to achieve net zero energy status [21].

The prices for a tiny home could be anywhere between $4000 (mostly shells) and
$379,000 (fully finished 2 beds), with an average of $160,000 [82]. The price is much lower
when it is self-built. Some are stationary and attached to a concrete foundation [83]. Most
are mobile and built on a flatbed trailer; in this article, we will concentrate on the latter
type [84]. Mobile tiny homes normally produce and store their own power, and their waste
is self-contained and disposed of in the same fashion as recreational vehicles [85].

Older adults might use tiny homes in different ways. Given that their children might
live in different states, they might park them in a family member’s backyard and then
move it to another location—that way, dividing where they spend their time. In addition,
they might travel to simply enjoy themselves in a new stage of their lives when they
have more time to travel. Being on wheels allows older adults to move cross-country and
possibly around the world. The website “Tiny Home Tour” featured John and Linda Ericson
(Figure 2), a couple from Alaska in their mid-70s who have driven over 133,000 miles in
a tiny home they built in four weeks in Arizona [86]. They have traveled all over the
U.S., Canada, Mexico, and South America and planned to take their “Adventurer House
Truck” to Russia and Mongolia. Their home is completely sustainable, it filters rainwater,
has a propane stove, solar panels, and generator, and can store food and diesel for over
one month. The Tribune of San Luis Obispo featured Bette Presley, who is 72 years old,
who bought a 166-square-foot off-the-grid Tumbleweed Tiny Home because she wanted
to downsize and live a minimalist lifestyle [87]. Similarly, Merly’s daughter built her
in the year a tiny home on wheels in accordance with the Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA) by installing custom low-cupboards and countertops, a wheelchair-accessible
bathroom, and a ramp (Figure 2). Alice, who was experiencing homelessness, moved into
an Opportunity Village in Eugene, Oregon (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. (Top) John Ericson in front of “Adventurer House Truck” which he remodeled with his
wife Linda. Source: Tiny House Giant Journey (2015) [88], screenshot at 31th seconds. (Middle)
Merly’s ADA-accessible tiny home on wheels. Source: Living Big In A Tiny House (2019) [89]
screenshot at 16:39’s minutes. (Bottom) Alice, who was homeless, moved into an Opportunity Village
in Eugene, Oregon. Source: Tiny House Expedition (2020) [90], screenshot 2:40’s minutes. The use of
the screenshots in Figure 2 is believed to be a fair use under U.S. copyright law, as they are included
for educational purposes and to provide visual representation of the concepts being discussed.

Trying to ameliorate their homelessness crisis, some cities across the U.S. have actually
created publicly funded tiny home communities for the unhoused [91]. Cities like Austin,
TX; Olympia, WA; Salt Lake City, UT; Nashville, TN; and Eugene, OR have created tiny
home villages for the homeless in city-owned lots. These villages often support 20 units
per acre. Underused parking lots are often converted inexpensively to support dozens
of mobile tiny homes in a small space. One of the most famous developments is Dignity
Village in Portland, which started in 2000 as a homeless camp. The city is considering a
10-year lease of government public land. The best location for tiny homes is within a mile
of a transit station, but unfortunately, many homeless villages are miles away from transit
as land is expensive, and there is a lot of opposition against them [92,93].
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Some places have a market for tiny homes, and realtors will show listings in Portland,
OR; Seattle, WA; Austin, TX; Oakland, CA; San Francisco, CA; Denver, CO; Memphis,
TN; San Antonio, TX; Aurora, CO; Nashville, TN. Some cities permit them as conditional
uses [94].

2.2.3. Micro-Apartments

Like most apartments, this type of housing is designated mainly for individuals who
live independently. Most micro-apartments are built on a regular foundation but could
also be built on a pad or on wheels; we will concentrate on those that have a foundation.
Although some of them can be condos, the majority are rented [95]. These units have full
utilities (electricity/water/sewage) and living facilities (kitchen/restroom/bedroom), with
less than 200–400 square feet per person [96]. Additionally, creative installation methods
and techniques are typically used to make smart, convertible, multi-purpose furniture and
adapt spaces like living rooms used for work and bedrooms combined.

Micro-apartments have been offered as an affordable housing solution in many large
cities and metropolitan areas around the United States [94]. As Riggs points out, there are
many reasons behind the new trending concept of micro-apartments. First, there’s a lack
of space in huge metropolitan areas such as New York, Seattle, San Francisco, and Salt
Lake City. Second, the cost of construction and rent has increased significantly, combined
with an increase in millennials entering the workforce and beginning to form households.
Third, to find a reasonable solution for the soaring population in those metropolitan areas,
planning commissions have tried to increase the density per acre in those residential areas
and combine that with smart growth strategies that would include mixed-use development
like Transit Oriented Development (TOD).

Many consider micro-apartments as a launch pad for new careers and a lifestyle that
accommodates being close to transportation, hospitals, restaurants, stores, etc. [95]. Because
of this, the targeted market audience for micro-apartments is young professional singles or
newly married couples without children [95].

Micro-apartments, like any type of housing development, have positive and negative
characteristics. However, most of its negative characteristics are associated with them
being rental units. Gabbe (2014) [97] highlights the existence of regulations that impose
unit size requirements, which can restrict the availability of rental units because they are
associated with lower-income tenants. Because of the number of complaints and tenant
violations, the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston did a study to delve into how market forces
and investor behavior impact the quality and upkeep of rental properties, implying that
policy interventions are necessary to safeguard the welfare of residents [98].

2.2.4. Comparing ADUs, Tiny Homes, and Micro-Apartments

This section offers a comparison of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), tiny homes,
and micro-apartments (Table 2). When it comes to size, ADUs generally have footage
ranging from 500 to 1000 sq. ft. [70]. Tiny homes can be as small as 72 sq. ft. but usually
less than 400 sq. ft. [51]. Micro-apartments typically offer around 200 to 400 sq. ft of space
per person [96]. The foundation type differs for each of these housing options. ADUs
are constructed, and micro-apartments are usually built on fixed foundations, while tiny
homes are often built on trailers that can be moved around [70,84].

Table 2. Comparisons between ADUs, Tiny Home, and Micro-apartments. Source: Author.

Comparisons ADU Tiny Home Micro-Apartment

Square Footage Most cities create regulations for
500 to 1000 sq. ft.

Could be as small as 72 sq. ft. but
less than 400 sq. ft.

Between 200–400 sq. ft.
per person

Fixed or moveable
foundation Fixed foundation Most often built on a

moveable trailer
Most often on a

regular foundation

Tenancy Owner Owner Renter
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Table 2. Cont.

Comparisons ADU Tiny Home Micro-Apartment

Pays taxes Yes

If a recreational vehicle (RV), it
doesn’t pay property taxes, but it

might pay fees related to
registration and usage

No because it is mostly
for renters

Allowed in
residential areas

Depends on local laws and
regulations, allowed with

conditional uses

Often not allowed in residential
areas, allowed as conditional uses

for RVs or villages

Depends on local laws and
regulations, usually in dense

downtown areas

Could live full-time Yes
Most municipal ordinances
prohibit individuals to live

full-time in an RV
Yes

Building permits
Building codes such as setbacks,

heights, unit size, and
permits apply

If a tiny home is classified as an
RV and meets the legal

requirements for an RV, such as
size and mobility criteria, then it
may not require a conditional use

building permit

Yes, building permits generally
apply to micro-apartments as

they do to other types of
housing units

Cost and Price

Usually around $60,000–$225,000.
Banks will lend for this type of
structure; if well-design, it can

increase the value of the property

The least costly at around $4000 to
$379,000 or more, depreciates

with time

Depends on the location, but
rents are about 25% more

affordable that
traditional apartments

Lending
Many banks are lending money
for ADU’s, there are also grant

available in some cities

Personal loans, RV loans, or
construction loans; hard to

find financing

If built by a developer, there are
conventional grants and loans;
if individually financed, then
personal loans are more likely

Selling Cannot be sold individually If it wheels, it could be
sold individually Mostly for rent

Renting

Some cities might have
restrictions on renting the ADU,
including Airbnb. In many cities’

the owner needs to live in the
property even is rented
(restrictive covenant)

Some areas may have zoning laws
or regulations that restrict or

prohibit renting out tiny homes

Often, developers build these in
mass to be rented; if developed
by an individual as a single unit,

some cities might not allow
these to be rented

The ability to own is another factor to consider. ADUs and tiny homes are usually
owned by the occupants themselves, but micro-apartments are rented [95,99]. ADUs are
subject to property taxes, whereas tiny homes often fall under the recreational vehicle
classification and may not have property tax obligations but might have other fees. Micro-
apartments do not pay property taxes since they are primarily intended for renters.

Regulations concerning areas play a role in where these housing options can be
located. The permissibility of ADUs in areas depends on laws and regulations and may
vary from place to place [72]. The three types of housing face restrictions in areas and
may require conditional use permits, particularly if they are classified as RVs (recreational
vehicles) [50,100]. Micro-apartments generally find acceptance in populated downtown
areas but still need to adhere to local laws and regulations [95]. Living in ADUs and
micro-apartments is suitable for full-time living, unlike RVs or tiny homes, which may have
restrictions on full-time residency in most urban jurisdictions [101,102]. Building permits
are required for all these types of housing, but particularly for ADUs and micro-apartments.
RVs may not need building permits [93,102].

Regarding financing options many offer loans for ADUs or owners can refinance their
home and some cities also provide grants for this purpose [103]. Tiny homes may require
personal loans, RV loans or construction loans [104]. Developers can typically finance
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micro-apartments through grants and loans such as Low-Income Housing Tax Credits from
the U.S. Housing and Urban Development [105].

In terms of building costs (not including land), ADUs tend to range from $60,000 to
$225,000 [106]. Banks are more willing to provide loans for ADUs due to their property
value increasing over time [103,107]. Tiny homes range from $4,000 to $379,000 or more [82];
however, they may depreciate in value over time. Micro-apartments vary in rent depending
on the location but usually are about 25 percent less than traditional apartments [108].

ADUs cannot be individually sold unless the land is segregated from the primary
unit, unlike tiny homes that can be sold individually if they are built on a trailer. Micro-
apartments are primarily meant for rent. Renting ADUs may have restrictions in most cities,
including limitations on Airbnb rentals [109]. In most cities, it is required that the owner of
the ADU resides in the property even if it is rented out (due to covenants)—but there are
federal lawsuits against this policy based on the Fair Housing Act, so that might have to
change in the future. Tiny homes may also be subject to laws or regulations that impose
restrictions or prohibitions on renting them out. Developers often create micro-apartments
for the purpose of renting them, but the developments could be sold.

3. Background on Salt Lake City

It is important to provide some information about Salt Lake City (SLC) (Figure 3)
to further support why this case study was chosen. SLC serves as both the capital and
largest city of Utah in the United States. Being home to an economy, SLC thrives through
sectors such as healthcare, education, technology, government, and outdoor recreation, all
contributing significantly to its growth and to rising housing prices. This influx of people
has presented the city with the challenge of urbanization and development pressures while
striving to maintain a quality of life. In response to these challenges, SLC has undertaken
initiatives dedicated to promoting more affordable housing. In 2016, the SLC Planning
Commission started a process to revise the Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU) ordinance,
and in 2022, the city got approval from the City Council to build its first tiny home village
to address homelessness. In addition, in 2021, SLC approved its first micro-unit building,
and since then, more have been approved by the Planning Commission.
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In addition, SLC has been trying to increase density to address the issue of having no
land to develop further within the downtown and nearby areas. The city has been encour-
aging the expansion of its public transit system known as the Utah Transit Authority (UTA),
which offers improved transportation options for residents while reducing reliance on
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vehicles. The UTA operates a network consisting of rail lines and buses that have alleviated
traffic congestion and enhanced air quality in the city—which has been a historical problem.
During the winter season, the distinctive geographical features of the Wasatch Front result
in temperature inversions, which create a situation where cold air gets trapped beneath a
layer of air, trapping polluted air over the Salt Lake Valley. Considering aspects such as the
city’s population growth challenges related to housing affordability and its commitment to
sustainability efforts such as increasing density and improving public transportation, SLC
presents itself as a subject for investigating how older adults perceive micro-housing.

4. Methods

The main research questions this study asked are: What are the perceptions and
preferences of older adults regarding their current living situation, challenges related to
aging, desired future living arrangements, and attitudes towards ADUs, tiny homes, and
micro-apartments, including their perceived challenges and opportunities? The research
included a group of 20 older adults (65 years old or older) residing in Salt Lake City. They
were invited to participate in community council meetings. They were all citizens with
some knowledge of housing units like tiny homes, accessory dwelling units, or micro-
housing. They came from different backgrounds and living arrangements—but 90% were
homeowners. Two were Latino, one Asian and the rest were white. Thirteen were women,
and seven were male (Table 3).

Table 3. Participant demographics. Source: author.

Participant Demographics No. %

Tenure

Homeowner 18 90%
Renter 2 10%

Race & Ethnicity

Latino 2 10%
Asian 1 5%
White 17 85%

Gender

Women 13 65%
Men 7 35%

Lived in 14

A detached home 19 95%
Apartment 1 5%

Wants to

Age-in-place 17 85%
Move with a family member 3 15%
Move to a smaller home or apartment 9 45%

Interested in

ADUs 6 30%
Tiny-homes 4 20%
Micro-apartments 6 30%

Prefer

Detached homes 11 55%
Apartment or condo 3 15%
Micro-housing 6 30%

ADU 4 20%
Tiny-home 0 0%
Micro-apartment 2 10%
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The author conducted interviews with participants at local community centers before
or after community council meetings in 2017. At the time, the city was considering an
ADU ordinance, and the author wanted to know if older adults supported these types
of small units. These interviews took place face-to-face and lasted about 20 min each. A
semi-structured interview guide was used to maintain consistency throughout the process.
The questions included: (1) Can you tell me about where you live right now and what
you like or dislike about it? (2) Have you experienced any challenges related to aging?
(e.g., mobility, health, financial, etc.) (3) As you age, where would you like to live and why?
(4) Would you consider moving into an ADU, tiny home, or micro-apartment? Why or why
not? (5) Do you perceive any challenges or opportunities related to ADUs, tiny homes, or
micro-apartments?

All interviews were recorded with participants’ permission and were transcribed.
Two interviews were conducted in Spanish, and the rest in English. Thematic analysis was
employed as a data analysis method for analyzing transcripts [110,111]. This involved steps
including familiarization with the data, coding it accordingly, and identifying recurring
themes and patterns. In terms of ethics, the author obtained approval from the institutional
review board.

5. Results: Perceptions of Older Adults

This research study explored the preferences and considerations of 20 older adults in
SLC regarding different housing options, including ADUs, tiny homes, and micro-units.
Table 3 shows that 85% of the participants expressed a preference for staying in their
homes as they age, while 15% indicated a desire to relocate with a family member—either
to their homes or an ADU. When it comes to housing choices, 45% of the respondents
showed an interest in downsizing to a house or apartment. In terms of housing prefer-
ences, 30% of the participants showed interest in both ADUs and micro apartments, while
only 20% expressed enthusiasm for tiny homes. Regarding housing types, most (55%) of
participants favored detached homes, whereas 15% preferred apartments or condos. The
remaining 30% indicated an interest in micro-housing options like ADUs, tiny homes, and
micro apartments.

5.1. Accessory Dwelling Units

One older adult liked the idea of potentially building a unit in his backyard that
is accessible,

“If I were to build an ADU it would be accessible. A good bathroom, no bathtub, and
places to hang-on railing in the bathroom, around the house and to get out the house to
walk in the yard with the walker. I do that on normal days when I feel good. I do not walk
around in the neighborhood.”

An older adult thinking about downsizing said, “If I had an ADU, I would live on it and
then would like to rent my house to a nice family. I would really like a smaller, more manageable
space.” Another older adult echoed this sentiment,

“I appreciate the room and privacy my home provides, but as I age, it becomes more
demanding to upkeep in terms of the things I must do around the house, but also just the
cost of utilities. The staircase has become quite a hurdle for me to the point I do not use
the second floor at all. Only my kids go up there when they visit.”

Most (17 out of 20) of older adults interviewed embrace the idea of either aging-in-
place or being close to family like an older woman who commented,

“I do not want to go anywhere. We would like to stay here until we can’t anymore. I
probably would like if I can live with my daughter. Maybe she could build one of those
ADUs and I can go live with her. She could also live here but her work is in California.”
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Another participant expressed the idea of renting it for extra income or just to have
help living with them. But they also have concerns about how expensive they might be
to build,

“I had never thought about building an ADU. I do not have a car anymore, so I could
convert the garage. I had to get a second loan in my house to cover for medical bills. If
I had a little house, I could have rented that out or even get a nurse to live, therefore,
free; that would have helped me. I could not take another second mortgage to build an
ADU now.”

Similarly, another older adult likes the idea of renting the ADU,

“I have made many repairs since I bought this house. I have done so many repairs! I had
to pay for a new roof in my house and the garage recently. It was expensive, and I had to
pay it out of pocket. An ADU seems expensive but also could offset the many expenses of
owning your home by being able to rent it.”

Another older adult said that it could “give me the opportunity to accumulate more value
on the home and potentially sell it at a time should I decide to do so.” An older adult expressed
concerns about the permitting process and neighbor opposition,

“I know that in some neighborhoods is harder to build an ADU because in some are
accepted in the ordinance, and in other one you must go through a permitting process,
which could be costly. It could be that your neighbors fight with you, and you lose all the
money you put in in the pre-development phase.”

Finally, a participant was worried about the resale value,

“We do not know much about ADUs; how do we know that people are willing to pay what
we put in? Let’s say I invest $100,000 on it. Would I get that money back when I sell the
home, or would it depreciate the value of the property? Now, let’s assume that everyone
in the neighborhood put an ADU, does that mean that our neighborhood would depreciate
because is perceived as overcrowded for renters, for poor people, multigenerational families
or whatever? I do not think we know enough, and I do not want to take that chance.”

5.2. Tiny Homes

Four older adults were interested in tiny homes as a way of simplifying their lives,

“I find the idea of downsizing and simplifying my life very appealing. Another great
advantage is that I can easily take my home with me wherever I go, whether it’s for travel
purposes or if I decide to move to a place, even visit different family members across
the country.”

For these older adults, the idea of a home on wheels sounded like an adventure, “I
wish I could have a tiny house. I could get rid of my big house, save money, and see places.” Another
participant added, “Having the ability to conveniently relocate my residence whenever I desire a
change of scenery would be a benefit. While it may not increase in value like an accessory dwelling
unit, the reduced expenses associated with construction and upkeep make it a viable choice for me,
especially if I just sell this home.” Others were not entirely convinced. One participant stated,

“I don’t go anywhere very much, but I am fine driving. I would take it a couple times a
year and that’s about it. The tiny house doesn’t seem convenient. I would worry about
parking. It would be convenient if you can park it in your yard and rented out to someone
else or use it as a guesthouse for family, but Salt Lake City doesn’t allow that. I would
have to park it in a mobile home park when is not used. This would add to my expenses.
The only nice thing I see is if my grandkids visited me more and they could stay there.
That would be nice!”

Another skeptical participant added, “Tiny homes may be trendy, but they lack the space
and amenities that I need.” Most (16 out of 20) older adults do not seem to like as much the
idea of having a home on wheels as one participant explained, “I don’t go anywhere because
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I’m afraid to leave and fall. I never have used an RV either or gone to places. I don’t really go
out. I would like to get out more, but I cannot really because of my legs.” Another older adult
commented, “I had to get rid of my car because I could not see anymore. I do not take the bus or
ride with other people. Once I took a taxi. People come to me. I cannot drive in one of those RVs.”
Another older adult agreed with the sentiment, “It is hard for me really hard to raise my legs so
I do not think I would be able to get into a trailer at all. I cannot go and up own stairs.” Others
were much harsh on the idea, “I can’t really grasp the charm of tiny homes. They feel like mobile
homes rather than long-term residence.” Finally, someone commented, “I do not see myself in a
tiny home, I do not think they provide quality of life. I believe that these very small houses provide
more an alternative for people who find themselves without a home, like very young people, maybe
even students, or homeless people.”

5.3. Micro-Apartments

Older adults prefer staying in their current home or close to family and having access
to caregivers/nurses. “I would not want to move from my house. If I had to because of health
issues I probably would not mind living in a small apartment as long as is close to family and they
had nice nurses or caregivers.”

Six older adults seem to have a desire for micro-apartments if they provide services or
amenities. For example, an older adult mentioned, “I like the idea of living in a community
and having access to building amenities like a fitness center or a rooftop garden. It feels like a more
social and vibrant living experience where I can socialize, because I do not see my family that often.”
Another older adult added, “I would look for housing that provides food or some kind of service. It
seems that the price for a small apartment is not affordable.” Participants had an appreciation for
the compactness and accessibility of micro-apartments, but this doesn’t seem to be enough
of a driver; they really desire a sense of community,

“I think a micro-apartment with a very compact space truly enhances accessibility. But
what I would like is if there was a sense of community. In some apartment people do not
know each other and there are not sharable spaces, I do not think I would like that.”

Similarly, another older adult expressed an interest in shared living spaces and easy
access to amenities, “If you share space like a kitchen and restroom, it should be small and
inexpensive. I never have seen one, but it seems it would be easy to walk and go to the grocery store.”
A participant added,

“This home is too big for me now so I think a small apartment would allow me to have more
financial flexibility and enjoy the city. If I moved to the apartment, they are proposing
Downtown, I would go to the library, which is right there and the community center
down the street. Plus, the train is just in front.”

It seemed that older adults were willing to exchange their single-family homes as long
as they were closer to amenities, including transit, and were more affordable. As someone
explained, “I do not mind small places. I do not need a lot of space. I could see myself living in a
small apartment near transit and that is low price. I would still prefer to stay here if I am able.”

Other older adults prefer single-family homes, and a main driver seems to be the
ability to build equity,

“I like a single-family home; it provides more than an apartment. We have plenty of land,
so I do not get why not smaller single-family homes. Everyone could pay even a little for
a mortgage and earn some equity. The small units seem good for renters, younger people,
and students that come and go.”

Others expressed needing larger spaces, “Personally, I find micro-apartments a bit restric-
tive, for my taste. I prefer having a large living room and dining room to navigate and entertain
visitors. It just doesn’t align well with my lifestyle where I like to entertain.”
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6. Discussion: Understanding Older Adults’ Housing Preferences

The insights gained from interviewing older adults about their housing preferences
reveal information about what they need and want in terms of alternative housing options.
As the literature already shows, most (17 out of 20) of the participants expressed a desire to
stay in their homes or live near their families, which aligns with the concept of aging-in-
place [19,60,61]. Independent of the type of housing, older adults believe that affordable
housing options are a priority. In addition, having affordable housing, amenities, and
services is crucial for older adults to maintain a good quality of life [37].

Six participants showed interest in ADUs, and the same six participants showed
interest in micro-apartments, while five out of the same six showed interest in tiny homes.
The idea of constructing an ADU in the backyard received the most positive feedback from
participants—four out the six people who might be interested in micro-housing would
prefer ADUs if given the choice. They were drawn to the accessibility features and the
option to rent out their house for extra income or have a caregiver or nurse reside there if
needed. However, four participants voiced concerns about the affordability of building an
ADU, the permitting process, and neighborhood opposition. Though the construction of
ADUs has minimal (or no) impact on the neighborhood, neighbors can still protest (against
the construction), arguing that it devalues other dwelling quarters. However, current
research does not demonstrate any devalue implications [107].

Opinions on living in a tiny home on wheels were mixed among participants already
open to the idea of small living. Out of the six participants who might consider micro-
housing alternatives seriously, four viewed it as an opportunity for adventure and flexibility
for those who enjoy traveling. Others expressed reservations about space, amenities, and
potential mobility issues that could make it challenging to use. The majority thought they
were more like RVs than homes. Six participants also considered micro-apartments. It
seemed like affordability and convenience were the driving factors rather than the small
size of the space. They mentioned the importance of having housing that offers service,
amenities, and a sense of community. Older adults expressed concerns about the lack of
shared areas and the potential for isolation in apartment complexes. These individuals
believed that micro-apartments and other small housing options were better suited for
younger people, students, or people experiencing homelessness.

Moreover, the study underscores the significance of incorporating accessibility fea-
tures, amenities, and services in housing solutions for adults as part of any smart city
considerations. Many older adults aspire to age in their homes while having easy access to
necessary support systems that enable them to maintain their independence and enhance
their quality of life. Ensuring affordability along with access to amenities and services that
promote well-being is crucial when designing housing options for this demographic.

Finally, the research sheds light on barriers and concerns those older adults face when
contemplating micro-housing choices. Affordability issues, complex permitting processes,
opposition from neighborhoods, and potential mobility challenges. These challenges must
be addressed effectively to make alternative housing options more feasible and appealing
for older adults.

7. Conclusions: Meeting the Diverse Needs of Older Adults

This study contributes to the field of housing studies by offering perspectives on what
older adults prefer and need when it comes to sustainable and affordable housing. The
findings emphasize the importance of providing a range of housing options that can meet
the desires and requirements of older adults.

The question this study sought to answer was: What are the perceptions and prefer-
ences of older adults regarding their current living situation, challenges related to aging,
desired future living arrangements, and attitudes towards ADUs, tiny homes, and micro-
apartments, including their perceived challenges and opportunities? One notable aspect
of this research was its exploration of housing choices, such as accessory dwelling units
(ADUs), tiny homes, and micro apartments. These alternatives could contribute to creating
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cities by offering housing solutions that enable adults to downsize, live in comfortable
communities, and reduce their living expenses. The positive reception toward ADUs, in
particular, highlights their potential for providing income or caregiver support. However,
concerns were raised about affordability, indicating the need for investigation into making
these options more accessible for adults.

The participants also emphasized the significance of aging-in-place, allowing older
adults to stay in their homes or reside near their families while maintaining independence.
This underscores the importance of developing housing choices that facilitate aging-in-
place while ensuring support systems and amenities are in place for adults. Policymakers
and developers should consider these preferences when planning housing developments.

The small or tiny housing movement holds promise as a solution to the challenges of
urbanization. This study contributes to our understanding of how it can benefit older adults.
By creating housing communities that promote downsizing and foster social connections,
we can build cities that meet the housing needs of older adults while also addressing
urbanization issues.

Although this study provides insights, it has some limitations to consider. The sample
size of 20 participants is small, so the findings may not be representative of all adults.
More quantitative studies would be needed. Additionally, the study focused on Salt Lake
City, but preferences for housing among older adults may vary in different regions as
well as different socio-cultural groups. Future research can build on these findings by
including a more diverse sample to gain a comprehensive understanding of older adults’
housing preferences.

In conclusion, this study emphasizes the importance of offering affordable and varied
housing options that cater to the preferences and needs of adults. By incorporating hous-
ing solutions supporting aging-in-place initiatives and considering older adults’ specific
requirements in housing planning and development, we can contribute to their well-being
and improve their quality of life as they age. This study lays the groundwork for investi-
gation and efforts to guarantee that housing choices remain sustainable, affordable, and
available for individuals of all backgrounds.
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