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D
r Mike Page never intended to create a 
small house for its own sake – he just 
wanted to develop an easily transportable 
exemplar of carbon-neutral living. But 
when the University of Hertfordshire’s 27 

cubic metre Cube House was exhibited at the Edinburgh 
International Science Festival in April, it caused a 
sensation. More than 2,000 people took the tour in  
two weeks, and Page has been inundated with sales 
enquiries from around the world. ‘We weren’t saying 
everyone should live in a house this size, but it turns 
out a lot of people want to,’ he says. ‘Since April, the 
video has had 750,000 views, and we’ve had enquiries 
from Australia, America, Canada, Brazil, Japan…’

What Page has inadvertently tapped into is the 
growing popularity of ‘micro homes’ – fully functioning 
houses a fraction of the average size. Cities such as 

Tokyo are seeing an increasing number of homes 
measuring just a few feet across that allow young 
people to move out of their parents’ houses but not out 
of the city centre. The Small House Society in the US, 
meanwhile, extols the virtues of living mortgage-free  
in a home small enough to fit on the back of a truck. 

Page is not only an engineer but also a reader at  
the university’s psychology department, and is now 
planning to use the Cube to conduct an experiment  
into what it’s like to live in such a small space. It’s an 
increasingly important question because, aside from  
the growing minority of people who are choosing micro 
homes, all of us are living and working in shrinking 
spaces as cities become more crowded, and land and 
property prices continue to rise. In developed countries 
worldwide, the trend for ever-larger homes fuelled by 
post-war prosperity seems to have reversed. Meanwhile, 

spaces
shrinking
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:Tumbleweed XS HouSe 6m2, plans US$99, 
build it yourself for US$16,000  or buy ready-
made for US$39,000

Proving that not all tiny houses have to look 
minimal, this is the smallest design from the 
Tumbleweed Tiny House Company – a miniature, 
all-American log cabin, complete with a tiny 
bedroom in the pitched roof. Tumbleweed houses 
are built on wheels, so they do not require a 
building permit and don’t have to comply with 
minimum size building standards. But with 
hardwood floors,  full insulation and double-
glazing, they’re not necessarily a cheap option. 
Their creator, Jay Shafer, says he has only built a 
dozen of his designs himself, but has sold more 
than 500 sets of plans.

when people leave their homes to go to work, they are 
finding less space in the office, too, with rationalisation 
programmes condensing space by 30-40%. 

Of course, ‘small’ is a relative concept, particularly 
when it comes to houses – the average British or 
Japanese dwelling would fit several times over in  
even a relatively humble American home. But even  
the ‘McMansions’ of the US appear to be shrinking, 
according to the National Association of Home Builders, 
which blames the recession for turning the tide of 
increasing floor space. In 1950, the average American 
family lived in 91m sq, growing steadily to a peak of 
210m sq in 2006. In 2010, it dropped for the first time, 
to 196m sq. At the other end of the scale, modest 
Japanese homes have also been getting smaller since the 
early 2000s. The Japanese government’s most recent 
housing and land survey in 2008 showed the first drop 

in dwelling size since 1968, with the average home now 
measuring 94m sq, compared to 95m sq in 2003.

Britain already has the smallest houses in Europe,  
and they are shrinking. In most EU states, basic rules 
govern quantity of living space and ceiling heights,  
but in England and Wales, although there are plenty  
of rules affecting build quality, floor space and ceiling 
heights are not subject to any legal minimum. And new 
homes are much smaller than older ones, but with the 
same number of bedrooms. A policy paper from the 
Royal Institute of British Architects in 2007 found that 
the average new home in England and Wales is smaller 
than it was in the 1920s at just 76m sq, compared to 
92m sq in Japan and 115m sq in the Netherlands. 

So what impact will our shrinking place in the world 
have? On a practical level, smaller homes can hamper 
family life. In 2009, the UK’s Commission for >> 

spaceswith rapiD UrbaniSatiOn anD riSing lanD anD prOperty priceS, 
we’re DOwnSizing at hOMe anD at wOrk, finDS kaTie puckeTT
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Architecture and the Built Environment interviewed the 
owners of 2,500 private new homes and found that these 
smaller spaces did not provide enough room for everyday 
activities, leaving more than half with too little storage 
space, nearly the same number with too little furniture, 
and a third without enough kitchen space for basic 
cooking appliances such as a toaster or microwave. 

But micro-home dwellers are actively seeking such 
simplification. Greg Johnson, one of the founders of  
the Small House Society, spent six years living in a tiny 
house in Iowa City with just 13m sq of living space on 
two storeys. While conceding that it’s not suited to 
everyone – ‘it definitely requires a minimalist lifestyle’ 
– he believes that we all need to scale down. ‘There is  
a pervasive aspect of our society that involves hoarding, 
compulsive shopping and excessive materialism. This 
needs to change,’ he says. ‘We as individuals and as  
a nation are spending more than our means, and this 
has resulted in a financial crisis like none before.’

Far from feeling claustrophobic, he loved the sense of 
space. ‘One thing I really like about having a one-room 
house of any size is that there can be windows on all the 
walls. It also means that your line of sight goes much 
farther in any direction. It creates a feeling of being less 
cramped – a small one-room house with windows feels 
more open and spacious than a large home where the 
interior walls limit your vision.’

Jay Shafer of the Tumbleweed Tiny House Company 
in California is another of the society’s founders, and 
has been building houses like the one Johnson lived in 
since 1997. While many of his customers are motivated 
by environmental concerns – he says the average 
American house produces 18 tonnes of greenhouse 

gases every year – the greatest advantage of a small 
house is the financial freedom it offers. ‘Now, instead  
of working for a mortgage or rent, I spend my life living,’ 
he says. ‘Life itself seems more meaningful in a tiny 
house because everything in it is necessary.’

But his homes are not necessarily cheap or easy to 
build, with materials typically costing US$200 per 
square foot. ‘Small house design is way harder than 
designing a big house, and up front it will invariably  
be more expensive per square foot,’ he says. ‘The most 
expensive parts of the house are generally still included, 
such as heating, plumbing and appliances, while it is the 
cheapest part – volume – that is cut. Of course, in the 
long run it’s that volume that adds undue costs, as it 
takes a lot to heat, cool and maintain unnecessary 
space.’ The environmental aspirations of small homes 
also boost the price – the Cube cost £52,000, much  
of that accounted for by items such as an air-source 
heat pump and the photovoltaic panels on its roof.

On the other hand, building less house means you  
can afford better-quality materials, says Ric Frankland,  
a Manchester-based architect who has designed a range 
of micro homes called Dwelle. ‘My door handle is a really 
nice design, it’s stainless steel and it’s not cheap – but  
I only have one door so I can afford to be extravagant,’  
he says. ‘I don’t think people need a great deal of space to 
live in, it’s the type and quality of space that’s important. 
By bringing the size of the building down, you make that 
quality of construction and design affordable.’

But can it really be healthy to live long-term in  
such a constrained space? Page is still making the  
final adjustments to the Cube before the subjects of  
his psychological experiment move in, but he is already 

:Home Dwelle.ing 43m2, £75,000

Architect Ric Frankland originally 
designed a gatehouse for a 
Manchester school but, inspired by 
tales of people living in sheds in 
recession-hit Britain, he crossed it 
with some flatpack eco-homes he was 
working on and the ‘Dwelle.ings’ were 
born. The houses are designed to meet 
level 5 of the Code for Sustainable 
Homes and PassivHaus standards, 
with components sourced from 
recycled or renewable sources 
wherever possible. But they’re not a 
hair shirt option – specifications are 
high throughout, and the double-
height living space and 10m3 of 
storage make them feel surprisingly 
spacious. The prototype won five 
architectural awards in 2010,  
including the People’s Choice Award.
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anticipating the findings: ‘I can guarantee that there  
will be massive differences, like everything else in 
psychology. Some people will say, “You must be crazy, 
how could I live in such a small space?” where others 
will say, “How nice and cosy.”’

In fact, small spaces play a positive role in human 
psychology, believes Abraham Thomas, the curator of a 
2010 exhibition at London’s Victoria & Albert Museum, 
which asked seven architects to build small spaces in 
which to live, work and play at full size within the 
gallery. ‘I was interested in the power of small spaces for 
contemplation and reflection,’ he explains. ‘As children, 
we create little dens in which to play, and we carry that 
on through adulthood – the classic example is the shed. 
We seek out small spaces as refuges or retreats where 
we feel cocooned.’ But while this may explain the cult 
appeal of the micro house, he’s not sure the effect 
would work long term: ‘It’s there as a complement  
to general living, functioning as punctuation in daily 
life. Otherwise I think the effect is lost somehow.’

The psychological impact of smaller spaces is difficult 
to separate out from a much bigger social change, as 
technology breaks down spatial boundaries altogether. 
Figures on commercial offices from Jones Lang LaSalle 
reveal that US companies now allocate far less space  
per employee, down from 500-700ft sq in the 1970s to 
little more than 200ft sq today. By 2015, it is predicted 
to be as low as 50ft sq. But in the latest designs, space 
savings are achieved not by cramming more desks into  
a smaller area, but by completely rethinking layouts to 
support more flexible, mobile working patterns.

At office design consultancy DEGW, chief executive 
Despina Katsikakis believes that companies are only just 

‘Instead of working for a mortgage or 
rent, I spend my life living. Life itself 
seems more meaningful in a tiny house 
because everything in it is necessary’
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catching up with how working practices have changed 
since laptops became widespread almost 15 years ago. 
‘The more technology becomes mobile, the less time 
people spend working in one location, and we’re seeing  
a serious case of underutilisation of office space,’ she 
says. She finds the highest utilisation rate is typically 
40-50%, but taken across a 24-hour period, that means 
an office building is used less than 10% of the total 
available time. In a traditional office, there was an 80:20 
ratio of individual space to areas for group working. 
New office designs are reversing that, so the desk space 
assigned to each employee is much smaller, but they 
have access to a much greater area than ever before.

At RICS headquarters in Parliament Square, London,  
a 2008 refurbishment yielded a reduction in space 
allocated to office use by 15% – while increasing the 
number of desks. ‘Even in a complex, part Grade II-listed 
building there were significant gains in space to be 
found,’ explains project leader Rob Smith of CBRE. ‘The 
removal of partition walls and the use of modern desk 
and integrated storage systems enabled us to house staff 
in a more logical way on fewer floors, while retaining >> 

:Cube house 27m3, £52,000 

Designed by engineers at University 
of Hertfordshire, this 3m x 3m x 3m 
home provides everything that a 
single person – or two extremely 
compatible people – would need to 
live a self-contained, carbon-neutral 
life. Somehow, it manages to provide a 
lounge with a table and two chairs, a 
small double bed, a full-size shower, 
fully equipped kitchen, washing 
machine and composting toilet, with  
a 2m standing height throughout  
– although if you want to go up the 
space-saving staircase, you have to 
remember to start with the left leg or 
you’ll trip up when you get to the top.
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a healthy desk-to-floor plate ratio. At the same time, 
RICS adopted more flexible working practices. For 
example, senior staff – who tend to travel more – gave 
up their desks and now log on at vacant workstations. 
While occupational density increased, perceived density 
was reduced. This freed up the ground floor for venue 
space, smoothed the flow of people around the building, 
and simplified security management which, given RICS’ 
location, was a key priority.’

Peter Hogg MRICS, partner and head of public sector 
consultancy at EC Harris, says he has helped companies 
to cut their office space by anything up to 67%. ‘People 
were used to there being two or three kinds – offices, 
open-plan areas, meeting rooms – but now there are 
many different styles of workspace designed for what 
different people need in order to do their work well,’ he 
explains. An organisation in outer London consolidated 
from satellite offices to one central workplace and 
implemented agile working methods, which saved 
900,000 miles per annum in commuting between 
different sites. ‘If you think about the time and cost 
saved, and the environmental benefits, that’s a 
substantial result,’ says Hogg.

The psychology of smaller spaces is also impossible  
to separate out from a sense of greater transience. 
Smaller homes can often be moved more easily, and 
their occupants are unlikely to be able to remain  
in them for long if their lifestyle changes. Within  
the modern office, spaces are more likely to be 
demountable so they can be quickly rearranged, says 
Hogg, and people who don’t have their own desk can 
be more easily moved around the building. ‘If people 
have a significant amount of space, and it’s allocated so 
that individuals have a proprietorial claim, with photos 
of their kids on the desks, then it becomes very hard to 
change the way they use the space because it’s very 
personal,’ he says. ‘If people don’t have that sense  
of propriety, it’s much easier. Psychology is very 
important, and organisations underestimate it at their 
peril. We advise clients to be in no doubt that if you 

move to this kind of environment you’re taking stuff 
away from people, and they will perceive that they’re 
losing space. You’ve got to show them what you’re 
giving them, in terms of making it easier for them  
to do their work and to succeed.’

Katsikakis compares individuals’ new relationship 
with space to living in a city centre rather than a suburb 
– in central London, people may live in small flats but 
they share vast parks with other people, rather than 
their own private garden. ‘We are reducing the space for 
individually assigned desks, but not per employee. 
We’re giving employees access to the whole office, so 
the space for the individual has increased exponentially.’

And when you consider that we can work from 
home, from another country – from anywhere we  
like – space doesn’t seem to be shrinking at all:  
‘We are connected to the world, we are physically 
somewhere but we are virtually everywhere.’

:Archipod 2.9m diameter, 
2.5m high, £15,000

Drawing on his 13 years of 
experience at prefabrication 
specialist Yorkon, designer 
Chris Sneesby wanted to  
create an eco garden office 
that would allow people to work 
more sustainably from home. 
An alternative to the traditional 
garden shed, its unusual shape 
is intended to appear to take  
up the least possible space, 
while its widest point is at 
seated-head height so that it 
feels surprisingly big inside. It’s 
also very quiet, with high-
performance insulation and 
cedar shingles, and filled with 
natural light from the roof dome.
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:MAhindrA nAno house 7.2m2, £197

This home may be tiny, but it was created to fulfil a grand 
ambition: to solve the world’s housing crisis and provide a 
warm, safe, affordable alternative for the 2bn people living 
in slums around the world. The winning corporate entry in 
Harvard Business Review’s competition to design a house 
for US$300, the Nano house from Indian automotive 
company Mahindra has bamboo walls, fibre roofing and a 
mud floor and can be built anywhere from local materials. 
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