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ABSTRACT
Solo dwellers’ housing issues have received little attention in hous-
ing studies. This article addresses their domestic spatial needs in the
context of the Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA) where dwelling
sizes have decreased rapidly. A critical stance towards the trend of
constructing small one-room apartments and related norm deregu-
lation is based on the notion that dwellings should be at least 50m2

and contain more than one room in order to overcome the shortage
of space experienced by solo dwellers (N¼ 1453). Emphasizing the
perspective of housing design, the findings provide insights into
floor plan design by focussing on apartment types and sizes in rela-
tion to kitchen types and the experienced shortage of space. All in
all, the article demonstrates that solo dwellers’ domestic spatial
needs are more diverse than expected based on their household
size and related public discussion on urban housing.
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Introduction

Rapidly decreasing household sizes have introduced a new level to urban housing
issues in developed societies (Hall & Pfeiffer, 2000; Thorns, 2002). In 2017, one third
of all households in the EU were one-person households. In the Nordic countries,
these figures are even higher (Eurostat, 2018). In Finland, the medium size household
unit fell under two in 2018 thus reflecting the continuous rise of solo-living (OSF,
2019) Despite this sizeable number, solo dwellers’ housing issues and domestic spatial
needs have received little attention in housing studies. Moreover, studies relevant to
the practices of housing design and related policy issues barely exist.

As a reflection of this lack of research in the above-mentioned fields of inquiry,
terminology referring to one-person households has been unestablished; this has been
observed by Jamieson et al. (2009), who call for an analytical distinction between
solo-living, singles, and solos as the ‘categories of residence arrangements, legal mari-
tal status and partnership status’, respectively. Thus, in order to stress the aspects of
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housing, residential arrangements, and related design approach, the terms applied in this art-
icle are solo-living, followed by solo dweller which are preferred over ‘lone persons, ‘lone-
person households’ (Wulff et al., 2004), ‘lone dwellers’, and ‘singleton’ (Ronald et al., 2018).

While the literature on solo dwellers’ home-related social life provides some hints
on their spatial needs (e.g. Jamieson & Simpson, 2013; Klinenberg, 2012), the charac-
teristics of dwelling space have remained untouched. Without this knowledge, there is
a risk that housing stock is developed based on the stereotypical and possibly
outdated perceptions of solo-living (see Jamieson & Simpson, 2013). For instance,
coupling small households with small dwellings may not be valid (Williams, 2009).

This article addresses the following research question: how much space and what
type of domestic space is needed by solo dwellers? The objective is to provide know-
ledge for the actors steering housing supply, that is, architects, planners, developers,
and policy makers (Gao et al., 2013; see also Boumeester, 2011) as well as to develop
field-specific methods for housing studies. The findings are discussed in a country-
specific context, which renders them meaningful as is typical in housing issues and
design disciplines (Gao et al., 2013; €Ozsoy & G€okmen, 2018; Paadam et al., 2016;).

In order to better understand what kind of dwellings solo dwellers would like to
have, this paper explores their perception towards fixed dwelling features (see Coolen
& Ozaki, 2004) such as apartment types and sizes as well as kitchen types connected
with floor plan design (i.e. layouts) in the case of similar apartment types1 (Tervo &
Lilius, 2017). A need to study floor plans is emphasized by the notion that they are
rarely discussed in detail (Gao et al., 2013, p. 430). The experienced shortage of space,
examined in relation to dwelling features and floor plans, is considered an important
issue as dwelling sizes are decreasing in urban centres. Furthermore, previous studies
have not touched on the shortage of space experienced by solo dwellers. This may be
due to the applied norm in Finland and other countries in which the household is
considered to be living in an overcrowded dwelling in the case of the number of
household members exceeding the number of rooms (OSF, 2018a). This means that
any apartment is considered to be sufficiently spacious for a solo dweller.

The data has been collected from the Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA) in
Finland2 (n¼ 1453). In this area, the average dwelling size has decreased from 86.6 to
60.2m2 between 2007 and 2017, thus reflecting the increasing share of small apart-
ments (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2017; Rauniomaa, 2018). This trend has been
hotly debated in Finnish media with the key questions seemingly being the feasibility
of continuing to build one-room apartments and the lack of affordable housing
(Kortelainen, 2017; Oksanen, 2018; Pajuriutta, 2018; Salomaa, 2018). Indeed, decreas-
ing apartment size to the point of minimum space standards should be addressed
since the appropriate amount of dwelling space and residential satisfaction are inter-
related (Baker, 2008; Dekker et al., 2011; Lu, 1999). A need to study an adequate
dwelling space is highlighted by the extensive list of domestic activities linked with
the amount of space (see Crosby, 2015; Roberts-Hughes, 2011).

This article is organized as follows. The next section reviews the literature on solo
dwellers’ domestic spatial needs, emphasizing the type of knowledge needed in design
processes. The third section discusses space standards, regulations, and their implica-
tions for housing design. The fourth section presents the data and methods. The
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findings are presented in two sections: Apartment Types and Sizes, and Insights into
Floor Plans. The article concludes with notions and recommendations for the
successful future of urban solo-living and housing studies.

Literature on solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs

The rise of solo-living has been observed by several studies, yet the literature on solo
dwellers’ housing arrangements and domestic spatial needs is surprisingly disparate.
This notion is highlighted when the literature is reviewed based on its relevance to
housing design practices. Sometimes the scale of inquiry is not sufficiently detailed, as
is the case with studies focussing on the changing demographics in urban areas
(Buzar et al., 2005; Hall et al., 1997). This is expected to be caused by the nature of
data as the statistics are unable to reflect the combination of household features and
dwelling features (Boumeester, 2011; see also Hasu et al., 2017).

Another challenge in the study of solo dweller’s housing issues results the analyses
merging the responses of different household types. For instance, in a study about
urban density and crowding, Chan (1999, p. 112) showed that the residents frequently
attained ‘the state of privacy as they expected’ because they were able to control the
use of space in their home environments. However, should privacy not be regarded
as an inherent dimension of solo-living?

Moreover, the heterogeneity of one-person households (e.g. Jamieson & Simpson,
2013; Jamieson et al., 2009; Klinenberg, 2012) has not necessarily been considered.
An example of this is provided by the Residents’ Barometer (Strandell, 2017) which
combines the responses of solo dwellers up to 65 years old living in those Finnish
municipalities containing more than 10,000 inhabitants. Here, the results discussing
the quality of residential environments are disconnected from the respondents’ age-
related life situations as well as the characteristics of the location and urban structure
which are all relevant aspects for housing design practices.

Indeed, few studies explore solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs. For example,
Wulff et al. (2004) have discussed the reasons behind the increasing housing density
of one-person households in Australia. Whereas the emotional attachment to the
home and neighbourhood may explain the reasons elderly solo dwellers choose to
stay in spacious dwellings, similar dwellings may be chosen by middle-aged divorcees
due to the spatial needs of their children who have two homes, or because of the
hope of eventually finding a new partner. Based on the data from interviewees living
alone at the ages of 25–44 in the UK, Jamieson & Simpson (2013) have noted the
need to have a spare bedroom in order to maintain and develop meaningful relation-
ships. In a recent study about young unmarried Japanese singles, Ronald et al. (2018)
have found that visits from friends, parents, and other family members were unusual
in units less than 29m2, and the social interaction tended to occur in third places.

Three studies, all connected to the HMA, cast light on solo dwellers’ spatial needs
in terms of apartment types and sizes. In the first study, Silvennoinen & Hirvonen
(2002) found that solo dwellers (n¼ 197) who were unsatisfied with their apartments
had on average one-room apartments sized 35m2, whereas an adequate apartments
size was on average 55m2. However, they also noted that defining an adequate
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amount of living space is a subjective matter. In the second study, Backman (2015)
focussed on solo dwellers aged 25 to 74 years old living in the Capital City of
Helsinki (n¼ 1088). The study stressed the characteristics of residential areas. In
terms of apartment types and sizes, a majority of the respondents preferred apart-
ments 40 to 59m2 equalling two-room apartments. Nevertheless, almost 30% pre-
ferred apartments with 60 to 79m2 equivalent to a three-room apartment, whereas a
one-room apartment sized under 40m2 was rarely preferred. In the third study, based
on interviews of solo dwellers aged 30 to 64 years old living in the Capital City of
Helsinki (n¼ 68), Tervo & Lilius (2017) discussed apartment types and floor plans.
In order to identify the possible shortcomings of the current dwelling spaces, the
interviewees were asked to describe what changes they would make to their homes if
provided with an extra ten square metres. The findings signified the unpopularity of
one-room apartments as the majority (18/24) of those currently with this apartment
type would rather change their homes into a two-room apartment instead of having a
spacious one-room apartment. Moreover, the findings also demonstrated that the kit-
chen type is a key element in an ideal floor plan in similar apartments types, and
many would like to have a better kitchen sufficiently large to accommodate a dining
table. The impact of a kitchen solution increases as the apartment size decreases,
which is often the case with solo dwellers living in dense urban areas.

Space standards and regulations

The country-specific space standards and regulations steer the construction of new
dwellings. While most European countries have space standards that define the
‘functional requirements of a dwelling’ (Williams, 2009, p. S90), the country specific
differences ought to be recognized. According to the National Building Code of
Finland, applied in private as well as in publicly subsidized housing, the minimum
net area for an apartment is 20m2. The smallest possible size for a habitable room is
seven square metres (Ministry of the Environment of Finland, 2017). The building
regulations have been criticized by Gibler & Tyvimaa (2014, pp. 370–371), who have
identified four consumer segments with specific housing preferences. According to
these authors, space standards hinder the fulfilment of consumers, such as
‘Funlovers’, who are mostly singles and couples who ‘view their homes simply as shel-
ter’, because they prevent the construction of micro apartments. Simultaneously, it
should be noted that small and affordable are not necessarily interconnected as
pointed out by Williams (2009, p. S90), who argues that the absence of minimum
space standards supports the developers’ interests to decrease dwelling sizes without
reducing their prices.

An apartment block, constructed in the City of Vantaa in 2017, is a rare example
of Finnish minimum housing and norm deregulation. Enabled by special permission,
the building contains 68 micro apartments sized 15.5m2. The units are supplemented
with a ground floor recreational space, and a top floor sauna with an adjoining ter-
race (SATO, 2017). In addition to the apartment sizes, the building is also at the edge
of another institutional boundary as the monthly rent of 500 euros almost equals the
maximum housing cost of 492 euros that is considered when calculating the housing
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allowance in this location in 2017 (Finnish Social Services, 2018). Affordability has
many faces as indicated the rent per square metre that is 32.3 euros. In comparison,
the average rent for a one-room apartment in the City of Vantaa in 2017 was 18.6
euros per square metres (City of Vantaa, 2018). Although these tiny apartments raise
questions about the adequacy of the dwelling space, nevertheless, it is important to
acknowledge that the built-in furniture, detailed design solutions, and extensive room
height increase their usability and the overall quality of space.

Currently, the Finnish general housing allowance sets only the limit for the max-
imum housing cost linked with the household size in four municipality categories
(Finnish Social Services, 2018). Although this system favours the construction of
small apartments with a relatively high rent per square metre, it has advantages in
relation to housing benefits based on the number of rooms. For instance, in the UK,
a spare room cuts the allowance by 15%, and two or more rooms by 25% (Ministry
of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2018). Morgan & Cruickshank
(2014) state that the majority of households who lose housing benefits because of the
‘Bedroom tax’, inhabit small dwellings in which the extra bedroom balances the lack
of internal space. As many of the dwellings would not be suitable for a larger number
of residents, it is argued that ‘the relationship between the number of inhabitants and
the number of bedrooms has been shown to be a poor metric use (Morgan &
Cruickshank, 2014, p. 722)’. In addition, Morgan & Cruickshank (2014) state that
defining the appropriate domestic space is complicated due to the spatial qualities of
dwellings and the subjective experiences of residents. While these notions call for a
deeper understanding of the architectural and psychological qualities of dwelling
space, they also point out that the way of measuring an adequate amount of space
and policy principles are interrelated.

Data and method

The data was gathered using an Internet-based questionnaire published via the lead-
ing Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat.3 In total, over 13,000 (n¼ 13,381) people,
including 3071 solo dwellers living in Finland, answered the survey in October 2016.
In this article, we use the data concerning the spatial needs and experienced shortage
of space. Other questions in the survey focussed on everyday life and routines in
home environments. A similar data collection method has been previously used in
studies concerning loneliness in Finland (Junttila et al., 2016; Kontula & Saari, 2016).

The findings are based on a sample that covers solo respondents aged 20 to
69 years old in the HMA (n¼ 1453). Although the data is not a representative sample
of this population, it allows for an examination of the discrepancies between the cur-
rent and desired dwelling features in order to gain knowledge about housing demand
(see Boumeester, 2011). For the sake of transparency, the sample was compared with
the HMA population at the time of the survey being conducted. In the data, the fol-
lowing groups are over-represented: women (survey 77% vs population 51%), those
living in the City of Helsinki (survey 76% vs 65%), and those under 40 years old (sur-
vey 53% vs 44%). In contrast, the following groups are under-represented: inhabitants
of the cities of Espoo and Kauniainen (survey 10% vs population 18%), and the City
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of Vantaa (survey 14% vs population 17%) (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2017). The
data has been translated from Finnish into English.

The background information included age, gender, household size, income after
taxes, and state subsidies as well as the current housing situation (dwelling type,
apartment type, apartment size, and kitchen type). The findings are based on four
questions and one claim sentence, which considered the ideal number of habitable
rooms (i.e. apartment type) and apartment size needed in correspondence to respond-
ents’ current homes, favored kitchen type, use of ten extra square metres in relation
to the respondents’ current home, and the experience of shortage of space. The sur-
vey questions are presented in the Appendix.

In the analysis, the background information was compared with dwelling features
(apartment type, apartment size and kitchen type), the use of ten extra square metres,
and the experienced shortage of space (agree completely or almost completely with
the statement ‘I experience a shortage of space in my home’). Since a small number
of solo respondents stated that their ideal apartment size is considerably larger than
their current apartment, the findings also present the median values. Overall, the
ideal apartment sizes are in line with income level, thus it is expected that the
responses are based on the respondents’ realistic economic possibilities as intended.
In order to define the specific characteristics of solo-living, some findings were set
against the responses of other household types represented by the respondents aged
20 to 69 years old in the HMA (n¼ 4401). These respondents are later referred to as
the ‘reference group’.

It should be noted that the data is about fixed dwelling features and thus this art-
icle does not consider location and other environment features, or housing related
values and attitudes steering housing preferences (Hasu, 2018; Ilmonen, 2016) and
lifestyles (Hasu et al., 2017; Jansen, 2012). However, we do argue the importance of
focussing on apartments and related features in a situation in which housing stock is
insufficient, increasing the construction of small apartments is taken for granted, and
the decisions mirroring the changing demographics are characterized by a noticeable
ignorance of residents’ perspective.

Apartment types and sizes

The majority of solo respondents (85%) live in apartments with one or two rooms in
which the kitchen is not counted as a room. A comparison between the current and
ideal apartment types reveals two distinct gaps. First, one-room apartments are inhab-
ited by 42%, but perceived as ideal by only 3%. Second, three-room apartments are
inhabited by 12%, and perceived as an ideal apartment type by 44% (Figure 1). In an
optimal situation, 48% would like to have one extra room, and 17% even two extra
rooms. On the other hand, 25% of the solo respondents already live in their ideal
apartment types with a majority (57%) of these respondents residing in two-room
apartments. Furthermore, other respondents (the reference group) would like to have
one extra room. In the latter case, the extra room evened out the dwelling space of
all household members as the respondents were asked to define the number of rooms
for their households.
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The ideal apartment size for both solo dwellers and other respondents (the refer-
ence group) is on average 20–21m2 larger than their current apartments. The median
value is 15m2. A more detailed analysis shows that for solo dwellers with 20m2 or
less, the ideal apartment size (median) is 23m2 larger than their current apartment.
The corresponding median values are 16m2 for apartments sized 30 to 35m2, and
14m2 for apartments sized 45 to 50m2. When examining the solo respondents’ ideal
apartment sizes, the mean value is 69m2 and the median is 60m2. Interestingly, these
square metres represent the current apartment sizes of those solo respondents who
stated that they do not need extra space (13%) (Figure 10), thus confirming the find-
ings describing the ideal apartment sizes. Since the solo respondents who are not in
need of extra space have on average 2.5 rooms, the findings also indicate the retrofit-
ting of solo-living into apartments originally designed for families as expected by
V€ais€anen (2015). All in all, the findings discussing apartment sizes demonstrate that
decreasing household size and more space per occupier are interrelated (see Coolen
& Ozaki, 2004).

As expected, there is a correlation between apartment size and income (see Dekker
et al., 2011). Whereas the solo respondents with a net income of 2000 to 3499 euros
have on average 50m2, the apartments of solo respondents with a net income of 3500
to 5999 euros were on average 67.2m2. Furthermore, the ideal apartment size
increases along income level (Figure 2). Solo respondents with the highest income are
an exception, but these responses should be treated with caution due to their small
number (n¼ 26). Additionally, the experienced shortage of space gradually decreases
when moving towards a net income over 2000 euros (Figure 3). The findings are in
line with studies indicating that wealthier residents consume more space (Williams,
2009) and have higher expectations towards domestic space (Oseland & Raw, 1991).

In addition to net income, age predicts the current apartment size, as the solo
respondents under 30 years old have on average 1.3 rooms, which is smaller than
those aged 60 to 69 years old with 2.4 rooms. The age-related difference may be
explained by older respondents’ higher income and accumulated housing wealth. The

Figure 1. Solo respondents’ current and ideal dwelling type (the number of rooms,
kitchen excluded).
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findings are also expected to reflect a preference to age in place despite the shrinking
household size (e.g. Abramsson & Andersson, 2016; Severinsen et al., 2016).
Nevertheless, the ideal number of rooms for the youngest (20–29 years) is 2.7 and
only 0.1 higher with the eldest (60–69 years). When all solo respondents are included,
the ideal number of rooms only varies between 2.7 and 3.0.

Interestingly, differences appear when the apartment sizes are stated in square
metres. Focussing again on both ends of the age spectrum, the ideal apartment size
for the youngest solo respondents is on average 62.7m2 and 9.2m2 more than that
for the oldest solo respondents (Table 1). These findings indicate that the number of
rooms and square metres are not necessarily comparable when defining the ideal
apartment types and sizes. On the other hand, the findings indicate that there may be
a demand for apartments with different sizes in each apartment type category.

Figure 2. Solo respondents’ current and ideal apartment size (m2) in relation to net income
(EUR/month).

Figure 3. The experienced shortage of space based on solo respondents’ net income (EUR/month).
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The gap between the current and ideal apartment size is most notable with the young-
est solo respondents, that is, 27.5m2 (Table 1). Although this gap could be explained by
their future plans including partners and families, the experienced shortage of space indi-
cates that their apartments were perceived as being too small at the time of the survey.
This notion is supported by the shortage of space that is experienced by 29% of the solo
respondents under 30 years old, and 28% by solo respondents aged 30 to 39 years old.
Only 8% of the oldest cohort experience the shortage of space in their home (Figure 4).

When all the solo respondents are counted, the shortage of space is experienced by
one fourth. The apartment type matters as indicated by 39% of those living in one-
room apartments who stated that their homes are too small. Approximately half of
both solo dwellers and members of other household types (the reference group)
experience a shortage of space when the floor area per capita is 20m2 or less. In con-
trast, less than 10% of the solo respondents with 50m2 or more felt that their apart-
ments were too small (Figure 5).

Figure 6 shows that the ratio between the experienced shortage of space and the
apartment size is different between the solo respondents and reference group. While
only 20% of the members of multi-person households experience the shortage of
space when the floor area per capita is 26 to 30m2, almost half of the solo

Table 1. Solo respondents’ current and ideal apartment sizes stated as number of rooms and
square metres (m2).

Age

Number of rooms Square metres (m2)

Current Ideal Difference Current Ideal Difference

20–29 1.3 2.7 1.3 35.1 62.7 27.5
30–39 1.6 2.8 1.2 42.3 65.6 23.3
40–49 1.9 2.9 1.1 49.9 74.2 24.2
50–59 2.4 3.0 0.7 62.7 76.3 13.7
60–69 2.4 2.8 0.4 66.3 71.9 6.7

Figure 4. The experienced shortage of space based on the solo respondents’ age.
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respondents feel the same in a similar situation. This may be explained by the notion
that all apartments contain certain communal spaces (kitchen, bathroom, hallway)
which are not necessarily notably different in size in different apartment types and
sizes. These observations support the notion that it is not reasonable to compare the
dwelling density per capita between different household types simply because solo
dwellers lack the opportunity to share domestic spaces (Juntto, 2008). In addition, it
is important to recognize that in the case of solo-living, the dwelling density of 30m2

or less signifies a one-room apartment that may feel small for reasons linked to the
floor plans as discussed in the following section.

Figure 5. The experienced shortage of space in relation to solo respondents’ current apart-
ment size.

Figure 6. The share of solo respondents who experience a shortage of space in relation to dwell-
ing density.
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Insights into floorplans

One important difference between apartment types and floor plans is that apartment
types based on the number of rooms are limited, while possible floor plans within
each apartment type are numerous. This notion calls for a deeper understanding of
the layout being defined as the most important characteristic when determining the
quality of a housing unit (€Ozsoy & G€okmen, 2018). Hence, referring to the link
between floor plans and kitchen types (Tervo & Lilius, 2017), this section discusses
favored kitchen types as well as the use of ten extra square metres in relation to the
respondents’ current homes.

Most solo respondents have an open plan kitchen (42%) with a majority (56%)
naming it as their preferred kitchen type, thus indicating a preference for a layout in
which the living, dining and kitchen spaces are combined. However, despite an open
plan kitchen being perceived as better more often in comparison to a separate kitchen
or kitchenette, its popularity is surprisingly low in relation to the fact that new
Finnish housing stock provide no alternative to it. Thus, the respondents who prefer
a separate kitchen with space for a dining table (38%) will either find their preferred
kitchen type, and related floor plan, from older housing stock or settle for something
else (see also Hasu, 2018) (Figure 7). In light of these results, an open plan kitchen
seems to be an example of dwelling feature that is considered eminent by architects
and developers, but not necessarily valued by residents (Gao et al., 2013).

The most notable gap between the current and preferred kitchen type concerns the
kitchenette as 24 per cent of solo respondents had this kitchen type, while only 6%
favored it. The identified gap would be even wider if those respondents who currently
have kitchens without a dining table were merged with those with kitchenettes. This
can be explained by the vague difference between a kitchenette and a kitchen without
a dining table (Figure 7).

The spatial shortages related to kitchenettes are emphasized in the responses
describing the use of extra ten square metres, as 47% of the solo respondents who

Figure 7. Solo respondents’ current and ideal kitchen types.
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currently have this kitchen type would like to have a larger kitchen. In the case of
solo respondents with an open plan kitchen or a separate kitchen with a dining table,
the figures are 20 and 16%, respectively.

Age partly explains the preferred kitchen type since over 60% of solo respondents
aged 20 to 40 years old preferred an open plan kitchen. This may reflect the evolving
role of the kitchen, which according to Ahn et al. (2015, p. 91) has transformed into
a multipurpose space accommodating ‘social activities, household management, relax-
ation, and recreation’. Among solo respondents over 40 years old, an open plan kit-
chen and a kitchen with a dining table were almost equally popular. A preference for
a kitchen with a dining table among older solo dwellers may be explained by the
notion that this kitchen type can be found in older and larger apartments that are
more often inhabited by older respondents. A preference for a kitchen separated from
other living spaces may also be based on practical reasons (Eskel€a, 2017) as well as
ways of eating with guests (Ozaki, 2018), thus reflecting the often-dismissed social
dimension of solo-living. In addition, the culture-related differences influence the pre-
ferred kitchen types (Findlay, 2011; Gao et al., 2013; Hofman et al., 2006), which in
turn stresses the importance of understanding the context in which housing
is studied.

A comparison between apartment types and experienced shortage of space highlights
the significance of kitchen types. Whereas 36% of the solo respondents living in one-
room apartments with an open plan kitchen experience a shortage of space, only 19% felt
the same in one-room apartments containing a separate kitchen with a dining table. The
corresponding figures in the case of a kitchenette is 48%, and 42% in the case of a kitchen
without a table. Apartment sizes explain these differences to some extent, but not com-
pletely, as the average apartment size of a one-room apartment with a separate kitchen
and table was 38m2, and 32m2 in case of a one-room apartment with an open plan kit-
chen. These findings are illustrated in Figure 8, which point is to show how small differ-
ence in dwelling size has potential to influence on the experienced shortage of space. It
should be noted that in real life, the implementation of this type of findings (i.e. floor plan

Figure 8. Floor plan diagrams of one-room apartments that illustrate the difference between
kitchen types (open plan kitchen and separate kitchen).
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design) happen in a specific context defined by a number of aspects such as dwelling type
and typology as well as the characteristics of location and site.

The significance of the kitchen type is emphasized by the findings stating that 44%
of solo respondents who currently live in one-room apartments with a kitchenette
would be interested in expanding their kitchens. In the case of two-room apartments
and a kitchenette, the figure reaches 54%. The corresponding figures in the case of
apartments with an open plan kitchen are 23 (one-room apartment) and 21 (two-
room apartment) percent, and in the case of apartments with a separate kitchen, 18
and 22%, respectively.

The findings related to kitchen types and floor plans are encountered in a study
focussing on the renovation of Finnish 1960–80s housing stock in which Kaasalainen
& Huuhka (2016a) note that a majority of apartments of this era are two-room apart-
ments. Interestingly, the most typical type is a two-room apartment with a separate
kitchen (type 2-1A) illustrated in Figure 9 (Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016a, p. 237; see

Figure 9. The most common apartment type in 1960–80s housing stock in Finland (According:
Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016b, p. 279).
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also Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016b). Thus, it seems that the apartments originally
designed for small families are suitable for solo dwellers only 30 to 50 years after their
construction. This notion exemplifies the way a demographic trend leads housing
related social and cultural transformation.

Regarding all domestic spaces, space is most often needed in walk-in closets
regardless of the apartment type. This parallels previous Finnish studies reporting on
a lack of storage space (Gibler & Tyvimaa, 2014; Gibler et al., 2014; Juntto et al.,
2010). These findings may reflect decreasing apartment sizes often followed by tight
storage spaces. It also seems that the design guidelines concerning storage space are
outdated. In addition, at least 20% of the solo respondents identify bedrooms, kitch-
ens, work spaces, and living rooms as spaces that would benefit from extra square
metres (Figure 10).

Whereas the lack of space regarding bedrooms can be explained by different rea-
sons (see Jamieson & Simpson, 2013; Wulff et al., 2004), the idea of possessing a
work space is interesting as it seems only reasonable to expect that a solo dweller has
full control over the use of domestic space. If space dedicated to work is not based
on a need to concentrate on something without being interrupted by other, it may
reflect a need to draw a line between otherwise overlapping domestic spheres charac-
terized by the multiuse of spaces (Williams, 2009, p. S89). Thus, key to solo dwellers’
domestic spatial needs seem to hide in the notion that they are surprisingly similar to
the spatial needs of other household types. In addition, the findings suggest that spa-
tial differentiation of the modern Functionalist dwelling (Saarikangas, 2002) is still
valid and relevant not just for families that is was originally designed for. These
notions call for a deeper understanding of the home when living alone. For instance,
the value attached to several rooms is not necessarily privacy (see Coolen, 2008).

Discussion and conclusions

This article has examined solo dwellers’ spatial needs and the experienced shortage of
space highlighting the perspective of urban housing design. The gap between the solo

Figure 10. The use of ten extra square metres in relation to respondents’ current apartments.
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respondents’ current and ideal dwelling features indicate that many have homes that
do not meet their needs and wants. This is particularly the case with those who live
in one-room apartments. Nevertheless, based on a careful floor plan design that pays
attention to the kitchen type as well as the amount of storage space and room sizes,
it is possible to construct even one-room apartments in which the experienced short-
age of space is less critical. However, the minimum floor area should be at least
30m2 as almost half of the solo respondents experienced a shortage of space in the
apartments smaller than that. Simultaneously, it is important to acknowledge that the
aim should be to build at least 50m2 apartments in order to overcome this shortage
of space. Consequently, the findings do not support the construction of
micro apartments.

The findings also show the link between apartment type, kitchen type, and floor-
plan. Since a separate kitchen sufficiently large to accommodate a dining table is per-
ceived as a desirable kitchen type by almost 40% of solo respondents, the findings
suggest that having this kitchen type as an option in the case of smaller apartment
would improve housing supply and residential satisfaction.

The experienced shortage of space indicates that the norm defining overcrowded
dwellings should be updated to include solo dwellers’ housing arrangements. The
norm used by Eurostat (the Statistical Office of the European Communities) seems to
align with this recommendation by stating that a sufficient number of rooms is
achieved when a dwelling contains one room for the household and one room for
each single person aged 18 or more (Eurostat, 2014). With solo dwellers, this makes a
two-room apartment. Similarly, the established terminology should be revised
ensuring it suits the case of people living alone, as the term ‘overcrowded’ denotes.

In addition, the correlation between solo respondents’ apartment size and income
level call for more accurate argumentation when discussing the impacts of solo-living
in the field of housing. The findings demonstrate that the union between small and
affordable housing units has little to do with solo dwellers’ domestic spatial needs
and everything to do with the makers and executors of housing policy that allow the
housing markets to determine apartment sizes and prices. To conclude, solo dwellers’
housing issue is more complicated than their household size implies and as suggested
by public discussion on affordability and micro apartments. This argument is sup-
ported by the ratio between the apartment size and experienced shortage of space
that is different between solo respondents and multi-person households.

In order to develop field-specific methods for housing studies, this article has pre-
sented ways to construct a questionnaire enabling the exploration of dwelling fea-
tures, the experienced shortage of space and their connection to floor plans. The
advantage is that the method can be extended to cover other dwelling features. In
addition, it can be applied in housing studies regardless of the country-specific con-
text and household size. Simultaneously, the findings indicate a critical stance towards
inquiries relying on the established apartment type categories when the aim has been
to provide more fine-grained knowledge about dwelling features and floor plan vari-
ation within apartment types. On the other hand, the data collection method does
not enable an exploration of the meanings related to dwelling features (see Coolen &
Ozaki, 2004) or the quality of space. This type of knowledge would explain solo
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dwellers’ domestic spatial needs and further enable us to develop new forms of urban
housing that may not be hindered by the modernist interpretation of the dwelling.

Data availability statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding
author [Anne Tervo] upon reasonable request.

Notes

1. In Finland, apartment types are based on the number of ‘habitable rooms, i.e. excluding
kitchen, bathroom, hall, walk-in closets etc.’ (Kaasalainen & Huuhka, 2016a, p. 232), and
this definition is consistently used in this article. Hence, the Finnish apartment type
definition differs from the generally used definition based on the number of bedrooms
(see Williams, 2009, p. S84). For instance, a two-bedroom apartment is categorized as a
three-room apartment in the Finnish context.

2. The Helsinki Metropolitan Area (HMA) consists of the cities of Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa
and Kauniainen. In 2017, the population was 1,120,422 million, divided into 562,017
households, out of which 249,175 were one-person households. The population in
Finland is around 5.5 million (OSF, 2018b).

3. When both printed and digital version are included, the number of readers is 688,000
(Media Audit Finland, 2017) and the circulation is 325,000 (Media Audit Finland, 2018).

4. The Finnish term use used in the questionnaire is ihanteellinen that can be translated as
‘ideal’ or ‘optimal’.
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Appendix

1. What would be the ideal4 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?
3. What kitchen type do you consider to be the best? Multiple-choice question (separate kit-

chen 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 additional ten square meters in your current dwelling, 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, bath-
room, sauna, hallway, walk-in closet or other storage space and I do not need extra space.

5. I experience a shortage of space at home. Five-level scale ranging from completely agree
(value 1) to completely disagree (value 5).
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