
Missing Middle Housing
Shifting from usage-based zoning codes to form-based codes allows
for the integration of multi-unit housing types in walkable
neighborhoods

Triplex stacked, a type of missing middle housing (Photo courtesy of Missing middle housing.com)

The Impact
Missing middle housing — a range of house-scale buildings with multiple units that are

compatible in scale and form with detached single-family homes — increases the affordability and
availability of housing, reducing the stress of the worsening housing crisis on moderate-income buyers.
It does so while maintaining the "small town feel" that current residents hope to preserve.

Description
Missing middle housing addresses the shortage of housing options for moderate-income buyers

by offering duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, bungalow courts, townhomes, etc. in neighborhoods. These
types of housing support walkable cities, local retail and public transportation services. They are
low-rise, reducing the impact on current neighborhoods in terms of view and atmosphere. They are
offered at a price level between single-family houses and mid- to high-rise apartment buildings. 

Municipalities should consider loosening zoning regulations to allow for more middle density
housing. Additionally, communities could switch to form-based codes, as an alternative to conventional
(euclidean/usage based) zoning that prevents the integration of middle housing. Form-based codes use
the physical form of structures, rather than the usage, to determine the zoning laws.
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Where It's Been Implemented 
In December 2018, Minneapolis, Minn., approved the Minneapolis 2040 Comprehensive Plan,

which rezones parts of the city to allow for more “middle” housing to be built by eliminating single-family
zoning requirements, along with making other land use reforms. After this policy was implemented, the
Missing Middle Housing Pilot Program began taking requests for proposals (RFPs) for middle housing
developments to be financed through the city. 

In September 2021, California legislators passed two controversial housing bills aimed at
increasing middle housing developments: one that curbs single-family zoning in most neighborhoods
statewide and another that allows local governments to build up to 10 units on single-family lots near
public transit. Senate Bill 9 allows as many as two duplexes (two houses with attached units),
increasing density to as much as four units on single-family lots throughout California, without local
approval. Senate Bill 10 allows environmental review to be expedited for multi-unit projects near transit
hubs or in urban developments. Assembly Bill 2345, which took effect on January 1, 2021, allows
residential projects in California with on-site affordable housing to get a density bonus (the maximum
allowable development on the site) of up to 50%. It also lowered the below-market-rate thresholds for
“concessions and incentives” from zoning and development regulations that would make a project more
expensive to construct. In addition, density-bonus projects within one-half mile of a major transit stop
with direct access to the stop may be able to avoid minimum parking requirements.

Key Drivers
As the middle class grows, especially with a younger generation looking for first homes, the high

cost of housing often puts home ownership out of reach. Increasing the diversity of housing types is
essential when considering the diversity of occupations, backgrounds and incomes today. In addition,
many people are looking to live in walkable neighborhoods without the stress of purchasing and
maintaining a single-family house. An increase in the availability of middle housing also allows for
shorter commutes for some workers who are forced to live outside the city due to increased housing
costs. Additionally, housing closer to jobs lowers carbon emissions.

Key Factors for Success
Missing middle housing needs the support of current residents. As single-family homes continue

to escalate in value, a significant portion of the population has fewer housing options, and many
workers are forced into longer commutes. Over time, if enough workers move away from a city, the
businesses employing them may leave, too.

Proper financing of middle housing developments needs the support of a city. The community
benefits because many people in jobs that are essential to the functioning of a city (such as education,
service and retail) make moderate incomes and cannot afford single-family homes.

Key Obstacles
Conventional zoning is a principal obstacle to the integration of middle housing. It is regulated

primarily by land use, distinguishing single-family from multifamily and commercial. Zones are also
defined and controlled by additional factors, such as the floor area ratio (ratio of building area to lot
size), setback requirements (distance a building has to be from the lot line), and minimum parking
mandates. These regulations often make mixed middle housing in neighborhoods infeasible even if
they are not strictly zoned for single-family homes. Low-rise residential neighborhoods are typically
zoned as single-family zones, which prevents structures from being converted to duplexes, triplexes,
etc., in these neighborhoods. 
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Other obstacles include current homeowners and residents in single-family neighborhoods.
They are comfortable with their current locale and may fear any change in density or the number of
cars on their street. Developers are also working on creating more side-to-side twin homes and
triplexes to avoid challenges posed by homeowners’ associations (HOAs). However, this approach can
create additional issues related to splitting lots and property identification numbers. 

Return on Investment
As of June 2020, the program in Minneapolis had three developments underway and planned to

open another RFP application by the end of summer 2020. However, the rental pilot ultimately ran out
of funding, and all three of the developments were delayed due to the pandemic (as of 2024, they have
yet to break ground). The city now handles homeownership development programs through the
Minneapolis Homes project.

References and Resources
● Kevin Knase, Minneapolis Senior Project Coordinator for Residential and Real Estate

Development, kevin.knase@minneapolismn.gov,  612-673-5231
● What Is Missing Middle Housing?
● Information for regulating middle housing and form-based codes
● Searchable library of form-based codes from around the U.S.
● Minneapolis zoning code and ordinances
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