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Executive Summary

Nationwide and in Massachusetts, households are getting smaller, and more seniors are
living independently, as opposed to with relatives or in a nursing home.! But the housing
stock has not kept up with these demographic trends. As a result, seniors often have
difficulty downsizing within their community, and it has grown increasingly difficult for
young families to find a home they can afford.

Discourse around the scarcity of “starter homes”—small, owner-occupied houses
geared towards first-time buyers—usually focuses on broad trends. But Greater Boston
in particular has a more severe scarcity of starter homes than most other regions of the
state. In 2024, there was one owner-occupied house with two or fewer bedrooms in
Massachusetts for every four households with one or two people.?

Lock-in effects—i.e., homeowners’ reluctance to give up low fixed-rate mortgages—
contribute to low market turnover. But in the longer term, building new starter homes is the
most direct way to address the problem. In many Massachusetts locales with expensive
land, these starter homes are more likely to take the form of townhomes and small
multifamily buildings than detached single-family homes.

For consistency, this policy brief defines a "small home" as one containing two or fewer
bedrooms and a "small household" as one containing one or two people.

A Mismatch Between Demographics and Housing

- Nationwide and in Massachusetts, average household sizes are shrinking. As
the population has aged and more women have entered the workforce, the average
Massachusetts household size fell from 3.23 people in 1970 to 2.52 in 2024.3 Far from
the proverbial “two-and-a-half kids and a dog,” in 2024 most Massachusetts households
consisted of either a married couple with no underage children or a single adult living
alone.*

- The housing stock has not adequately evolved to accommodate these
demographic shifts. Rising land values and regulatory constraints have made small
single-family development infeasible in a growing number of places.® Nationwide, in 1984,
24 percent of new single-family homes sold had two or fewer bedrooms; by 2024, it was
5 percent.® Similar financial and regulatory barriers apply to reusing existing buildings, and
new multifamily homes are often controversial in places with the most available land.”
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- As a result, many Massachusetts households live in larger homes than
they need, whether by choice or necessity. In 2024, 63 percent of Massachusetts
households had one or two people (hereafter “small households”), but just 44 percent
of occupied housing units had two or fewer bedrooms (“small homes”).2 Some small
households may want “extra” bedrooms—for example, for home office space. But small
homes give the typical first-time buyer an opportunity to build wealth with a lower bar to
entry.

- Thus, Massachusetts has a great need for small, relatively low-cost new
homes suitable for young families, downsizing seniors, and others. The
2025-2030 Georgetown Housing Production Plan put it succinctly: demographic trends
“suggest a gap in availability of “right-sized” housing, which the Town could address by
encouraging the development of smaller housing units consisting of studio, one, and
two bedroom units.” °

Figure 1A: Share of Occupied Figure 1B: Share of Households
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To Downsize or Notto Downsize?

Seniors disproportionately occupy homes with “extra bedrooms.” In 2024,
there were more Massachusetts senior citizens (age 65+) living alone in 3+ bedroom
houses than there were family households led by young adults (under age 35) living in
3+ bedroom houses.”? The population of seniors is rising rapidly, and in recent decades
they have grown more likely to live independently, as opposed to with relatives or in a
nursing home.™ From 2021 to 2024, Massachusetts added 78,000 households led by
seniors."

Many of these seniors are interested in buying small, lower-maintenance
homes. In 2025, nearly one in seven U.S. home buyers over the age of 60 said the
primary reason for buying their home was that they wanted a smaller one.'® According
to a 2024 AARP survey, 44 percent of older adults “expect to relocate at some point”
and two-thirds of all adults are open to downsizing.'® At the same time, 75 percent of
U.S. adults ages 50 and above “would like to live in their current home for as long as
possible.”"”

In 2025, nearly
one in seven U.S.
home buyers over
the age of 60

said the primary
reason for buying
their home was
that they wanted a
smaller one.
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For retirees on fixed incomes, the decision to downsize is often financial. In
the 2024 AARP survey, strong majorities of older adults said that the cost of rent or
mortgage payments, maintenance, and property taxes are factors motivating their
decision to move.'® Another factor is that smaller, single-level homes are often easier to
navigate and maintain than larger, multilevel homes, and in many cases, it is difficult and
expensive to retrofit older homes to accommodate seniors with mobility challenges.'™

High housing-related costs also prevent many seniors from downsizing,
including the steep costs of purchasing and moving into new homes.° High interest
rates can deter would-be sellers, especially those who locked in lower interest rates on
fixed-rate mortgages in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic.?'

Younger Buyers on the Sidelines

- Eroding affordability since 2020 has shifted the market in favor of repeat
buyers. Between January 2020 and January 2026, Zillow’s home value index for
Massachusetts rose by 50.3 percent.?? Some existing homeowners used those home
equity gains to buy a new home or refinanced mortgages when interest rates were low
in 2020 and 2021. In 2025, the median age of all home buyers in the U.S. was 59, up
from 39 in 2010.2

- Meanwhile, it has grown harder for renters to save up to buy a home. From
January 2020 to January 2026, Zillow’s rent index for Greater Boston rose by 28
percent, slightly faster than inflation.?* In Central Massachusetts and Greater Springfield,
it rose at more than double the pace of inflation.?> Over the same period, the minimum
annual income needed to afford the state’s median-priced house rose by 80 percent, to
$180,500.% In 2025, first-time buyers made up a record-low 21 percent of all U.S. home
buyers.?”

- Housing affordability challenges may contribute to decisions to delay
household formation. Young adults are relatively unlikely to be a householder at
all—usually because they live with relatives or roommates.?® In 2025, 36 percent of
Massachusetts adults aged 18 to 34 lived with their parents.?® While the share of
Massachusetts young adults leading a household has generally risen since the mid-
2010s, it declined again after mortgage interest rates rose in 2022 (see Figure 2).%°

Figure 2: Share of Massachusetts Residents Aged 25-34 Who Head a
Household, 2010-20243
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The ‘What’ and “Where’ of Right-Sized Housing

- Owner-occupied small homes are particularly desirable to enable young
families to start building wealth. This desire for homeownership opportunities
among younger populations also corresponds well with the needs of seniors. Between
2010 and 2024, Massachusetts added more than 200,000 households headed by
owner-occupants aged 65+ and added fewer than 60,000 households headed by
renters aged 65+.%

- But most small homes in Massachusetts are rentals. According to the 2020-2024
American Community Survey, 21 Massachusetts localities had at least one small home
for every small household.®* Most of these places are vacation hubs where many homes
are unavailable to year-round residents. The rest—cities like Quincy and Lynn—have
more rentals than owner-occupied homes. In 2024, 8.4 percent of new for-sale homes
completed in the U.S. had two or fewer bedrooms; in 2009, it was 20.7 percent.?

- Greater Boston has a particular scarcity of small owner-occupied homes
relative to the need for them. The ACS data show that no Massachusetts
community had more than two owner-occupied small homes for every three small
households.®® For most communities in the immediate Boston area, this ratio is below
one in four (see Figure 3). Other regions with a notable scarcity of starter homes include
the Berkshires, urban parts of Pioneer Valley, southern Worcester County, and the Cape
& Islands.

Figure 3: Ratio of Owner-Occupied Homes with Fewer Than Three
Bedrooms to Households with Fewer Than Three People by Municipality in
Massachusetts, 2020-20243¢

- Expensive land is one of the most significant barriers to building small homes.
In 2022, the average value of a single-family residential land parcel in Massachusetts
exceeded $1 million per acre.?” At these land prices, and assuming construction
costs of $300 per square foot, a 1,200-square-foot home selling for the median per-
square-foot Massachusetts single family listing price could include just 3,900 square
feet of land to be profitable for a private builder, a fraction of the minimum lot size most
Massachusetts municipalities require.®®
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- In particularly pricey areas, small homes will likely take the form of
condominiums and townhomes. \Where land and construction costs are significantly
higher than average, the amount of land per home would be too small for private
builders to justify building middle-market single-family homes.*® Instead, only attached
townhomes and condominium buildings would ensure that new small homes would
remain attainable for households with even upper-middle incomes.

- Townhomes and condos often offer a lower price point than detached
single-family homes. According to Redfin, in April 2026 the median sales price for a
detached single-family home in Massachusetts was $696,000, compared to $549,000
for a townhome and $567,000 for a condo or co-op.*° However, many localities don’t
allow townhomes or condos to be built without long and discretionary reviews, and
some ban them entirely.*

Recommendations and Conclusion

To facilitate the development of small, lower-cost homes, Massachusetts policymakers
should take several steps:

- Allow townhomes and small multifamily buildings by right. Given high land and
construction costs, townhomes and condos can reduce per-unit fixed costs amidst
rising land values, improving affordability for buyers.*? Multifamily buildings with elevators,
single-level units, and professional managers can improve navigability and reduce
maintenance obligations for seniors.*® Localities should allow these building typologies
by right in most residential areas, especially near transit and commercial amenities.

- Reduce or eliminate lot size, dimensional, and parking regulations. Even in
Greater Boston, most localities require at least 10,000 square feet of land to build any
residential building.** By contrast, in 2024, the median lot size for a new single-family
home sold in the western U.S. was 5,974 square feet.*® Due to high land costs, smaller
lots enable smaller, lower-cost new homes. To ensure viable development on small lots,
setbacks, floor area ratios, parking mandates, and lot coverage limits should be relaxed
in tandem.

- Expand rights to build accessory dwelling units. In 2024, Massachusetts had
228,000 homes with 3+ bedrooms occupied by one person, often seniors who may
need additional income—such as ADU rental payments—to age in place.*® ADUs are
legal statewide, but more spare bedrooms could become ADUs with further reform.
Lawmakers should standardize ADU dimensional rules (reduce setbacks and open
space minimums, etc.), increase allowable ADU sizes, and loosen related septic
regulations.*

- Extend the residential building code to 3-6-unit buildings. Currently, stricter
building standards apply to structures with 3+ homes than to single-family homes and
duplexes.*® Controlling costs in low-rise multifamily buildings, which account for many
of Massachusetts’ small homes, requires exempting them from some of those strict
standards. A 2014 white paper from the Massachusetts Board of Building Regulations
and Standards recommended creating a separate code for 3—6-unit buildings.*

- Strengthen Chapter 40Y. Chapter 40Y, the state’s Starter Homes Zoning District
program, offers localities incentive payments to zone for small single-family homes.*® To
make building those homes more feasible, cities and towns should be required to allow
at least eight units/acre in these districts, up from the current requirement of four units/
acre. Similarly, Chapter 40Y’s cap on home sizes (currently 1,850 square feet) should
instead be an average home size in each development.
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While most of these recommendations apply equally to owner-occupied dwellings and
rentals on paper, they will in practice disproportionately affect development typologies
that are most likely to be owner-occupied, including single family homes and small
multifamily buildings.5! Across typologies, average new home sizes have shrunk since
the late 2010s, a response to growing buyer affordability constraints.®? Massachusetts
localities simply need to revamp regulations and bureaucratic processes to spur the
production of small homes at scale.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank Jeff Rhuda of Symes Associates for reviewing the cost
assumptions used to estimate the lot sizes suitable for building small homes. Thanks
also to Chris Herbert of the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard and Luc
Schuster of Boston Indicators for their helpful and timely peer reviews. While the author
accepts full responsibility for any errors or omissions in this report, the above-named
individuals made it substantially stronger and more well-informed than it otherwise
would have been.



RIGHT-SIZING HOUSING

Appendix A: Household Type Data Tables

Table 1: Number of Massachusetts Households by Age of Householder and Household Type, 202453

Household Type Ages 15-34 Ages 35-64 Ages 65+ TOTAL
Married couple with underage kids 64,318 409,576 2,990 476,884
Married couple, no underage kids 68,486 393,502 340,575 802,563
Cohabiting couple with underage kids 21,385 35,009 234 56,628
Cohabiting couple, no underage kids 82,185 66,203 20,875 169,263
Single adult with underage kids 32,151 124,688 291 157,130
Single adult living alone 136,820 319,609 362,590 819,019
Single adult with other relatives 31,880 131,641 82,343 245,864
Only non-related adults 64,487 27,163 10,807 102,457
TOTAL 501,712 1,507,391 820,705 2,829,808

Table 2: Households Headed by Senior Citizens (Ages 65+) in Massachusetts by Household Type and
Home Size, 202454

Household Type Studio 1 Bed 2 Beds 3 Beds 4+ Beds
Married couple with underage kids 0 0 330 770 1,890
Married couple, no underage kids 1,010 16,633 77,028 150,686 95,218
Cohabiting couple with underage kids 0 0 0 171 63
Cohabiting couple, no underage kids 56 1,260 6,165 9,388 4,006
Single adult with underage kids 0 0 64 60 167
Single adult living alone 14,496 113,975 113,831 85,862 34,426
Single adult with other relatives 397 4,347 23,097 33,183 21,319
Only non-related adults 143 831 3,763 4,655 1,415
TOTAL 16,102 137,046 224,278 284,775 158,504

Table 3: Households Headed by Middle-Aged Adults (Ages 35-64) in Massachusetts by Household
Type and Home Size, 2024%

Household Type Studio 1 Bed 2 Beds 3 Beds 4+ Beds
Married couple with underage kids 1,513 6,181 56,755 171,610 173,517
Married couple, no underage kids 2,891 17,615 78,110 168,336 126,550
Cohabiting couple with underage kids 0 2,322 7188 15,905 9,594
Cohabiting couple, no underage kids 1,110 7,150 24,326 23,345 10,272
Single adult with underage kids 2,014 2,852 42,839 53,543 23,440
Single adult living alone 24,332 105,629 100,203 64,662 24,783
Single adult with other relatives 848 6,243 44,498 54,030 26,022
Only non-related adults 263 1,336 11,610 8,536 5,418
TOTAL 32,971 149,328 365,529 559,967 399,596
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Table 4: Households Headed by Young Adults (Ages 15-34) in Massachusetts by Household Type
and Home Size, 20245¢

Household Type Studio 1 Bed 2 Beds 3 Beds 4+ Beds
Married couple with underage kids 692 2,399 20,258 26,317 14,652
Married couple, no underage kids 2,478 10,808 27,268 20,791 7141
Cohabiting couple with underage kids 719 1,029 8,907 8,288 2,442
Cohabiting couple, no underage kids 3,889 22,767 37,695 14,812 3,022
Single adult with underage kids 492 646 16,118 11,645 3,250
Single adult living alone 20,702 59,183 38,801 13,911 4,223
Single adult with other relatives 670 2,594 14,088 9,131 5,397
Only non-related adults 209 2,838 31,435 19,556 10,449
TOTAL 29,851 102,264 194,570 124,451 50,576
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