
Tiny Homes
Constructing low square footage, environmentally conscious homes
promotes greater housing affordability and environmental sustainability
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The Impact
Tiny homes are booming in popularity in the U.S., providing a more affordable, flexible and

environmentally friendly alternative to typical American homes. California, Colorado, Florida and Texas
are among the states where these homes are the most popular, due to flexible zoning laws and permits
that have allowed tiny-home communities to grow and thrive. 

Description
Tiny homes are small, compact dwellings that can be affordable and an alternative housing

option for those seeking simplicity, affordability, mobility or a more sustainable lifestyle. These homes
tend to be between 100 and 400 square feet, in contrast to the typical American home, which is about
2,600 square feet. Tiny homes come in a variety of styles and range from homes on wheels parked in a
lot with other homes to others set on a foundation on independent lots. They can be rented or owned,
designed by the owner or purchased from a tiny home manufacturer. These units provide owners with a
more affordable and flexible alternative to the average full-sized home, while also having a smaller
environmental footprint.

Where It’s Been Implemented
Although tiny houses are not explicitly prohibited in any state, there are a few states in which

tiny house living is more accessible. The 10 most popular U.S. states for tiny home living are Utah, New
York, North Carolina, Arizona, Washington, Oregon, Texas, Colorado, Florida and California.
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California has introduced a comprehensive ordinance that establishes a building code
specifically for tiny homes within city limits. The ordinance aims to address the need for affordable and
safe housing options. It defines tiny homes as self-contained, detached units with specific size and
occupancy criteria. The code outlines requirements for various aspects, including kitchen and bathroom
facilities, heating, ventilation and construction materials. It also specifies placement criteria and
addresses noncompliant structures. Through this ordinance, California has taken proactive steps to
accommodate the growing trend of tiny home living. 

Key Drivers 
One of the biggest benefits of tiny homes is that tiny home downsizers reduce their energy

usage by an average of 45%. Tiny homes can promote environmental sustainability by being
constructed with sustainable materials, using clean energy sources that produce significantly less CO2

emissions compared to traditional homes and using less energy due to their smaller size. Tiny homes
allow for versatility, since some units can be used as travel vehicles as well. In addition, they promote
more accessible and affordable housing, with the average cost of a tiny home being $30,000 to
$70,000, compared to the average national listing price of a home on Zillow, which is $346,270.

Tiny homes help Americans facing economic uncertainty. In 2018, the Tiny Home Society found
that a total of 89% of tiny house dwellers had less credit card debt than the average American, and
55% had more savings than the average American.

Tiny homes also help address the problem of homelessness. One example is the Tiny House
Empowerment Village project in Oakland constructed by Youth Spirit Artworks, an interfaith job training
nonprofit serving homeless and underserved low-income Bay Area youths. This project operated
partnership with Housing Consortium of the East Bay, a nonprofit organization that works with nonprofit
and for-profit agencies to develop affordable housing and inclusive communities for special needs
individuals. The project ran from March 2019 through 2020, creating a total of 26 village houses, along
with two community yurts containing a kitchen and meeting space, and communal bathrooms and
showers for homeless transitional-aged youth. The village is meant to serve as emergency shelter for
these youths, allowing young people to stay a maximum of two years or until they are placed in
permanent housing.

LifeMoves is another organization working to combat homelessness using tiny house
developments. The organization has created 100 units of tiny home housing for 124 individuals in
Mountain View, Calif., which can house more than 50% of the city’s current homeless population in the
first year alone.  

Key Factors for Success 
For tiny homes to work successfully, state, city and county governments must implement laws

and regulations that encourage the use of tiny homes and minimize barriers to their construction and
continued existence. California has already created codes to encourage the usage of tiny homes.
However, local governments must alter regulations regarding zoning and permits to promote
widespread access to tiny homes. 

Tiny home usage also necessitates a mental shift, requiring people to accept living in a smaller
space and consuming less. 

Key Obstacles 
Zoning ordinances and building codes are two major obstacles to the building of tiny homes.

States such as Delaware and Connecticut have restrictive zoning regulations governing tiny home
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construction. Building codes governing the design, construction and maintenance of homes can also be
a barrier for tiny homes. State and local governments must work together to alter these restrictions.
Access to land, limited loan availability for tiny homes and low resale value of these homes are
additional obstacles to promoting the use of tiny homes. 

Background
While the “tiny living movement” originated in the late 1980s and picked up in the 1990s, it was

not until after the housing crisis of 2009 that the movement began to gain significant traction, as home
residents began struggling to make mortgage payments. 

In the early to mid-2010s, tiny homes began to get attention in the media and tiny home
communities started appearing. In 2016 Fresno, Calif., was the first city in the U.S. to alter its
development code to authorize tiny homes by passing new zoning laws that allow for mobile tiny homes
to be treated as permanent backyard cottages. Several cities and counties began to create more tiny
home–inclusive laws in the following years, helping the tiny living movement to spread. 
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