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Affordable Housing Design  
 
Section 1:  What is Affordable Housing Design? 
 
Affordability is an issue that each town must study and address through comprehensive 
planning, development codes and zoning.  Because each community has different 
populations with different incomes and assets, affordability is difficult to generalize.  A 
rough measure of affordability that is most widely used is the 30% of income rule of 
thumb.  If a household pays more than 30% of their income on housing, it is considered 
unaffordable.  Throughout Delaware, affordability problems are evident, even for middle-
class populations earning double incomes.  As Delawareans age and change, and as new 
residents move in, affordable housing continues to be a necessity for the state’s working 
families.   
 
The following tool includes strategies that both town governments as well as developers 
can use to build affordable housing that is well designed, durable, and adaptable over 
time.  Towns can choose to actively control housing design using zoning and building 
design standards that mandate how housing units should be built and placed within 
communities.  Towns can also choose to encourage good design through negotiation with 
developers and also through bonuses and or tax incentives.  Developers may also choose 
to create more livable and sustainable housing, catering to new demographic groups like 
young professionals, aging baby boomers or others that desire more compact, walkable 
neighborhoods with close access to stores and dining.   
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Section 2:  The Need for Affordable Housing Design 

Well-designed communities create psychological benefits for residents such as being 
proud of their home and neighborhood, which will lead to better maintenance of property 
and a decrease in vandalism, littering, and other crimes.  As the “broken window” theory 
explains, there are definite psychological effects of an unkempt, abandoned neighborhood 
that leads people to vandalize an area further, or neglect to maintain the area due to the 
appearance of disorder. Conversely, well-designed neighborhoods, with lighted 
pedestrian walkways and homes made with durable materials will provide a message of 
cleanliness, order and respect to residents for many years to come.    

Long-term durability of housing stock, and adaptability of design for changing and aging 
populations will create more long-term stability for a community. Household fit may be 
maintained over the long term if the housing is designed to allow for flexible use and/or 
is easily expandable (Design Matters).  

Developments that take that extra step help enhance the sense of place in the community 
for residents.  Good affordable design: 

· Generates occupant satisfaction and pride, sparking ongoing concern for and care 
of the project;  

· Helps stabilize the neighborhood, primarily through the pride and commitment of 
its occupants and the respect afforded the project by the community;  

· Is easier to maintain and lasts longer; and 
· Appreciates in value. 

All of these factors help improve the quality of life for residents.  People who are 
satisfied with their homes have a greater perception of their life quality.  Additionally, if 
housing is set at an attainable price, households have more discretionary income and 
living costs are reduced. 

Section 3:  Benefits of Affordable Housing Design 

Good design creates aesthetically pleasing places where people want to live.  Among the 
many characteristics that contribute to the visual appearance of a building and its setting 
are formal qualities such as height, shape, and proportions of exterior and interior spaces; 
building and landscaping materials, finishes, textures, and colors; the interplay of light 
and shadow on its surfaces; and the quality of natural and artificial lighting (Design 
Matters).  

For homeowners, design that includes energy efficient construction can further reduce 
long-term costs.  It is estimated that, in the United States, a 25% reduction in energy costs 
to conserve fossil fuels would also represent an 8% reduction in housing costs. Similarly, 
a resource-efficient design that conserves construction materials can reduce building 
construction costs by as much as 10% (Design Matters).  Well designed housing, 
especially housing that uses green technologies, will have higher values and influence the 



property values of surrounding areas as well.  For the homeowner, well-designed housing 
presents benefits immediately at move-in, as well throughout the years by reducing costs, 
maintenance, and increasing property values. 
 
Multi-family rental housing is often a housing type that is not designed with high 
standards.   Rental housing is also often clustered in certain areas, away from other types 
of populations and housing types.   As examples above show us, rental housing does not 
need to be obvious within homeowner communities and developers around the country 
have found innovative ways to fit apartments seamlessly within single-family homes. 
 
Overall, good affordable housing design creates numerous benefits for the community.  
For example, it provides access to green spaces for recreation.  Well-maintained 
neighborhoods have lower rates of crime.  Connectivity with retail and other uses 
enhance the sense of place and community.   There are logical connections of streets to 
major arterial roads, public transportation, parks, and other amenities.   This reduces 
traffic congestion as well as putting less of a burden on our environment.  Heating and 
cooling costs can be lowered for renters by building rental units that are airtight, 
positioned well against the hot summer sun, shaded by trees, and units that use energy 
efficient appliances such as washers and dryers.   
 
Section 4:  Components of Affordable Housing Design 
 
Because each community is different, with different demographic groups and different 
housing needs, affordable design can look different from one community to another.  
Generally speaking, a well-designed affordable housing project meets the following 
criteria:  
 
· It is Affordable  – Though affordability is defined by many variables and varies from 

one community to another, generally speaking housing costs should not exceed 30% 
of a household’s income.  Manufactured housing today offers an alternative to low- 
and moderate-income homebuyers.  Manufactured housing, or factory built housing, 
offers quality and flexibility in design, while on average they cost 10 to 35 percent 
less per square foot than conventional site-built homes (Manufactured Housing 
Institute).   
 

· Meets User Needs – In meeting user needs, affordable housing should be designed 
with its inhabitants in mind.  For example, if families are the user, housing should be 
designed with more space, storage, and in proximity to parks or playgrounds.  
However, well-designed housing will be adaptable over time for re-use, rather than 
only serving the present population. 

· Enhances its Neighborhood – Projects which meet minimal code requirements are 
just that - minimal. While they may provide better shelter than their occupants 
previously gxnoyed, they do little to improve the communities in which they find 
themselves. Site plans are weak, landscaping is minimal or nonexistent, and simple 
amenities - like front porches or bay windows - are missing. By choosing lots that 



are currently vacant, unsafe, or dilapidated for development, builders can make a 
positive impact on a neighborhood.   

· Built to Last – Building housing that’s made to last creates more affordable homes 
with less maintenance costs over time and creates assets in the community that will 
stay assets for many decades to come.    Unfortunately affordable housing, due to 
cost constraints, often uses non-durable materials and poor construction that are 
unsustainable over time.  This leads to housing that depreciates in value 
(designadvisor.org).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

· Understands and Responds to its Context – This context is made up of the key 
physical elements - streets, sidewalks, homes, yards, parks, playgrounds, etc. - that 
are present in the neighborhood surrounding the site of an affordable housing 
development. The above aerial photos show the difference between subdivisions that 
don’t respond to their context and ignore nearby subdivisions versus a subdivision 
that connects to a community park and to other streets.  Examples below show that 
affordable housing does not need to “stick out” or look differently than other houses 
in a neighborhood.  Creative techniques, such as designing town homes or 
apartments to look like single-family homes, can be used to “fit in” the context of the 
existing neighborhood. Well-designed affordable housing can either “fit in” the 
context of the existing neighborhood, or choose to create something new.   

· Be Universally Accessible – Quality housing is housing that’s designed for all 
people.  It is accessible to people with a broad range of statures, and physical and 
mental abilities.  In order for aging populations to “age in place,” meaning stay in 
their homes rather than move to smaller apartments or condos, homes must be built 

New Castle County, Delaware Subdivision Design Examples 



in a way that allows for simple alterations for elderly and disabled access.  Examples 
of universal accessibility include: 

�� entrances that are free of steps; hallways, doorways, and clear floor spaces that are wide 
enough to accommodate a wheelchair;  

�� lever door and window handles for ease of use; 
�� slip-resistant flooring;  
�� work surfaces with variable or adaptable height; and  
��  multi-sensory controls, switches, and way-finding devices like signage (Design Matters).   

 

 
 

· Meet high aesthetic standards – Aesthetic quality is subjective--"beauty is in the 
eyes of the beholder." However, when judging the aesthetic quality of affordable 
housing, the following criteria are particularly relevant: cultural appropriateness, 
appeal of the housing development both for the residents and the neighbors, and the 
extent to which the new development complements its physical context.  
 

· Promote energy and resource efficiency – Designs that minimize energy 
consumption, reduce construction waste, and sustain building durability and utility 
enhance housing affordability and resource sustainability.  
 

· Ensure healthy indoor environments – All housing should support the health of the 
occupants by eliminating exposure to toxins in the air, in water, in building materials, 
and from the site.  
 

· Support physical safety and security – All housing should provide people with both 
a feeling of security and actual safety from physical hazards and criminal harm 
(Design Matters).  

Section 5:  Community Concerns 
 
Often communities are concerned about the location of low- or moderately-priced homes 
and apartments.  Many residents do not want affordable housing near their own 
neighborhoods because of the perception that these homes will be low quality, unkempt, 
and spur crime and other undesirable community effects.   
 
To counter this argument, effective affordable housing design can overcome these 
stereotypes about affordable housing.  Also, if affordable homes are more integrated with 
higher cost homes, instead of clustered with other low-cost homes, the likelihood of 
blighted communities greatly decrease.   
 
Another common concern about well-designed housing is by nature more expensive.   
However, quality materials mean quality housing.  Maintenance costs are reduced 
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throughout and property values increase.  Cheaply built homes quickly need repairs and 
can be an eyesore in the community.  Affordable housing design helps prevent this.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Successful design can help towns overcome resistance to affordable housing by getting 
away from stereotypical images of low- or moderate-priced housing.  Affordable homes 
can be designed in a way that blends with existing communities, and multiple units can 
be designed to look like single-family homes, instead of large unattractive apartment 
buildings, without adding to the cost of development.  Subdivisions with single-family 
homes can use simple placement and positioning techniques to reduce heating and 
cooling costs for residents without adding to the cost of the house. Well-designed housing 
is an asset for any community and housing that’s made with durable materials and with 
energy conservation in mind will continue to be assets for your community for many 
years to come.  Residents who live in well-designed housing have a greater sense of pride 
in their neighborhood, can interact with neighbors in open green and pedestrian spaces, 
and are more likely to maintain their home and their neighborhood well.  Furthermore, 
towns can offer incentives like density bonuses or a reduction in taxes or fees, to 
encourage developers to build housing that meets the needs of a community.   

 
Section 6:  Examples of Affordable Housing Design 
 
Cornerstone West Properties, Wilmington, DE 
 
Speakman Place is one project of 
Cornerstone West, shown here, that consists 
of 71 brand new homes for families with a 
combined household income starting at 
$25,250 and forgivable loans for qualified 
buyers.  Some homes are reserved for first-
time homebuyers.  These homes are situated 
overlooking the Speakman Park and have 3 
spacious bedrooms with a minimum of 1.5 
baths, private garages and attractive 
landscaping.   
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Westminster Place, St. Louis, Missouri 
 
During the 1970s, the once affluent 
Westminster area of St. Louis became crime-
ridden and declined to the point of near 
abandonment. Westminster Place is a new 
multi-phased 392-unit mixed-income 
residential community that consists of one-, 
two-, and three-bedroom units configured in 
two-story townhouses and three-story garden 
apartment buildings. The master plan involved 
blocking the primary street to create a private, 
tree-lined drive with landscaped apartment 
buildings and well-lit parking behind the buildings. As the area blossomed into a 
neighborhood that residents once again felt safe to walk in, the slowing of traffic, use of 
entry markers, and street lighting continued to be a success.  
 
Residents live in a truly mixed social/economic environment in which everyone enjoys 
the same amenities. Rents range from $380 to $830 per month for these units, keeping the 
area diverse in incomes.  The development cost for these units ranged from $45 to $54 
per square foot.  
 
Section 7:  Implementation of Affordable Housing Design 
 
When implementing a good affordable housing design project, there are a number of 
things to remember.  Before construction or even the design of the project begins, it is a 
good idea to sit down with all stakeholders involved in the project to get their vision of 
the neighborhood.  Collaboration is essential to good design.  Often developers, local 
government, and residents all have ideas of what they want things to look like and none 
of this is the same.  Identify the goals of the project.  What are the priorities?  A key 
feature to good design is keeping the housing sustainable over a long period of time.  If 
your primary focus is on keeping the housing sustainable at a reasonable cost to build, get 
a group of people together who will make these decisions.  For example, the mechanical 
designer will need to know to put in a smaller heating/cooling system if high-grade 
insulation is used.    
 
Once the priorities of the projects are established, the design begins to take shape.  Proper 
site selection is necessary.  Choose a lot that is near mixed uses to help minimize costs 
and environmental impacts.  Infill sites often work best for single-family detached 
neighborhoods.   
 
When designing the layout, the National Center for Appropriate Technology 
recommends: 1) a house that is responsive to the local climate; 2) site the house 
according to the terrain, thereby reducing site preparation and excavation costs; 3) prefer 
building designs that reduce the ratio of surface area to square footage; 4) design homes 



based on 2-foot modules to simply frame, cut costs, and decrease waste; 5) centralize 
infrastructure such as piping and sewage; 6) design open floor plans with built-in storage.   

Select materials that are durable and energy efficient.  The extra dollars spent now will be 
beneficial in the long run.  Often limiting infrastructure and materials use helps contribute 
to affordability during the construction of a project by eliminating some costs altogether.  
Energy efficient design and building strategies from Design Matters: Best Practices in 
Affordable Housing include:  

�� Use of passive and active solar energy design and equipment to heat and cool the building; minimizing 
the "building envelope" (the exterior surface of the building, and its window and door openings) to 
decrease heat losses and gains 

�� Energy efficient and environmentally safe appliances and equipment.  
�� "Airtight" construction of the building envelope can be a strategy to conserve energy, but careful 

consideration of all building materials, adhesives, paints, sealants and finishes is essential to avoid the 
problem of indoor air pollution.  

�� Sitting and shaping buildings to maximize appropriate solar access, and providing protection from 
potential damage of extremes of wind, temperature, and water are more examples of resource-efficient 
building practices that conserve non-renewable materials and products while ensuring building utility.  

Another key feature to good affordable housing design is creating a neighborhood that is 
aesthetically pleasing to the eye.  In addition to creating a great sense of place for 
residents, landscaping also has the potential to reduce cooling costs by providing shade.  
Beautiful landscaping also helps reduce storm water runoff.  Lastly, water conservation 
has become increasingly important. Common means of water conservation include 
ecologically sensitive landscape design, equipment that minimizes water use, and the use 
of rain and gray water recycling from sources such as clothes washers and showers for 
landscaping and other non-drinking uses.  To keep landscaping at a low, sustainable cost, 
select plants that are native to the area and require low maintenance.   
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