
Figure 1. A starter ranch emphasizes “community space” used by the whole family while playing down more formal space. Despite its compact
size, it retains the important master suite.

mall houses are selling to two mar-
kets: first-time buyers, who can’t
afford larger spaces, and empty

nesters, who can often afford extra space
but no longer want or need it. For either
market, the space you design will be
more successful if you first analyze the
needs of the homeowners. The compo-
nent method is a tool to accomplish this.

The component method lets you
examine the needs of your buyers and
emphasize the components that fit their
lifestyle. We consider four component
zones:
• Community: public space frequently

shared with family and guests
• Privacy: more secluded space used pri-

marily by the couple
• Ceremonial: formal space used mostly

for entertaining
• Outdoors: exterior space such as decks

and patios. 

This approach helps you determine
not only how much space should be allo-
cated to each component, but also how
rooms should be arranged in the floor-
plan, and how each area should be fin-

ished.
Sometimes the needs that shape our

use of these components conflict. For
instance, in a starter home, a young cou-
ple will appreciate privacy in a master
suite, but they will also want convenient
access to the bedrooms of their children. 

A different conflict exists for empty
nesters. While the children have moved
out, they still return for visits, sometimes
with grandchildren. So, space remains
important, but it’s needed only sporadi-
cally as private bedroom space.

Some things we try to incorporate in
any small-house plan. For example, open
floorplans always help reduce the feeling
of smallness, and vaulted ceilings (or
rooms open to the second floor) add an
air of luxury. Almost everybody wants a
breakfast nook and convenient access to
a deck, patio, or yard. And everybody
likes an efficient floorplan, which helps
busy, young parents combine activities
and reduces hard-to-take steps for
empty-nesters.

In the case of small houses, the likely
buyers have different incomes and differ-
ent needs. An optimal plan for empty

nesters is not likely to suit the needs of a
young family, although it may satisfy a
young childless couple.

First-Time Buyers
For first-time buyers, we consider:

• Less-than-peak income, which will
limit the number of amenities we can
include.

• The presence or likelihood of chil-
dren.

• Busy lifestyles that may include two
jobs as well as parental duties.

Because of the family, we emphasize
the community component. Young buy-
ers may want formal living and dining
rooms, but they probably can’t afford
them. So, to save money, we sacrifice
this formal living area (largely ceremoni-
al) and add these formal areas to commu-
nity family spaces (see Figure 1). 

In our 1,068-square-foot ranch, the
formal dining room is out, but the break-
fast nook or informal dining area is
included. The formal living room also is
absent, replaced by a more functional
family or great room, which must be big
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Figure 2. This compact two-story leaves more room for formal spaces, such as dining and liv-
ing rooms, as well as family spaces like breakfast nook and family room.

enough to serve both the family and
guests. Parents should have a clear view
of the family room from the kitchen and
breakfast nook so they can supervise
children. Entry from the community
areas to a side or rear yard is a must. A
vaulted ceiling is a low-cost way to cre-
ate openness.

The bedrooms—the privacy compo-
nent—are in a bedroom wing on one
end of the house. In families with chil-
dren, the need for a retreat from the
chaos is vital; it is best satisfied with a

master suite that says “adults only”
(despite the reality that children will
invade this space). The master bed-
room, if in the rear, provides an oppor-
tunity for access to a patio or deck. The
tub provides additional privacy if
placed behind a separate door, away
from the vanity.

Two-Story
The 1,428-square-foot two-story (see

Figure 2) can remain small and afford-
able but offer opportunities for a bit
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Figure 3. Empty nesters want one-floor everyday living, with hobby or guest space on the
second floor.

more formality, a variation in design,
and room to grow. We continue to
emphasize the community zones, but we
give added attention to the ceremonial
aspects of the home.

To keep costs down, we still try to
avoid unusual angles and jogs, but we do
make two concessions. One—turning
the gable end to the street—
changes nothing on the interior but
dresses up the facade. The other, a
bumpout off the kitchen, serves as a
breakfast nook. The house, though still
small, is big enough to accommodate a
breakfast nook and a formal dining
room. 

Again emphasizing community, the
kitchen is open to both the breakfast
nook and the family room. The family
room has access to the rear yard or patio.

The dining (10x14) and the living
room (12x14) are not especially big,
since they are more formal, less practical
ceremonial space. To provide openness,
and to counter the absence of vaulted
ceilings on the first floor, we separate
them by a stairway but not by floor-to-
ceiling walls. 

The second floor provides master
suite privacy with a short hall, compact
enough to retain quick access to chil-
dren’s rooms. The second floor also pro-
vides expansion space, by supplying a
fourth bedroom if a dormer is placed

over the garage. Doing so requires a roof
pitch of 8/12 or 9/12. The fourth bed-
room, in turn, frees up a bedroom
adjoining the master suite for use as a sit-
ting room, making the master suite a
complete retreat from hectic family life.

Empty Nesters
For couples without children and

especially empty nesters, the community
component is less important than for
family buyers. Empty nesters no longer
need or desire to separate the family
room; even for grandparents, this type of
space will be used infrequently and for
short periods, so it can be eliminated or
scaled down to become an open exten-
sion of the kitchen (see Figure 3). A
breakfast nook remains desirable but can
incorporate more formal features and
finishes. 

The ceremonial component receives
greater emphasis in our 1,750-square-
foot house. A separate and formal dining
room appeals to either young or mature
buyers but is probably more important to
seniors, particularly in traditional mar-
kets. The living room grows to 16x13
and extends to the foyer, which opens to
the second floor.

In the privacy component, a ground-
floor master suite attracts older couples.
Secondary bedrooms are often used by
guests, rather than by immediate family,

so their number may shrink to just one
or two. Secondary bedrooms can move
to the second floor, with a shared bath,
leaving the everyday living to the first
floor—much easier on older homeown-
ers. A den or hobby room that converts
easily to guest quarters may add an addi-
tional bedroom. 

Luxurious baths are part of the pack-
age for couples without children. For
older couples, consider potential mobil-
ity problems. A spa tub should be easy to
enter, with non-slip floors and grab bars.
Showers should be of the walk-in variety

and may include a shelf wide enough for
comfortable sitting.

Outdoor access should come from two
areas: the breakfast nook, which is likely
to be a center of daily activity, and the
master bedroom.  ■
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