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Figure 1: Levittown, NY, Houses
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 Since the end of the Second World War, the dominant form of housing in the United States has been the single-

family detached dwelling in the suburbs.  Such communities have been barraged by criticism for being aesthetically ho-

mogeneous and reinforcing of “traditional” family roles, behaviors, and values.  Despite outside criticism, however, many 

residents describe positive experiences of living in these communities.  Previous studies have found that the homogeneity 

and simplicity of the houses allows the residents to make improvements and customizations that address their own living 

styles, needs, and preferences.

 Building upon Jungian psychology and American studies theories, and using qualitative and quantitative methods, 

this thesis examines two Buffalo-area neighborhoods.  The thesis explores the following questions:

 

 - Who lives in standardized communities, why are they living there, and what are their perceptions of the    

  neighborhoods they live in?

 - How are standardized residential environments changed to accommodate varied and changing family structures,   

  needs, and preferences?

 - What aspects contribute to or constrain the ability to customize a dwelling?

Information gathered from archival research, photographic analysis, and surveys are used to identify implications and 

potentials for residential designs that encourage customization and self-expression for a wide variety of user groups.  The 

results of this research are meant to be the beginning of the reinsertion of architects into a previously neglected realm, to 

fill the role of facilitator of personal customization in housing.

ABSTRACT
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1. INTRODUCTION

“There is a process through which a house becomes a ‘home.’  It is- even in a 
mass-produced tract house- an ongoing relationship between people and their 
space, in which the lives of the people are affected by their space as much as 
the space is affected by the presence of people.”
     - Barbara M. Kelly, 
       Expanding the American Dream (1993)

 Architects, and the public alike, are well acquainted with the American suburban 

house.  Though there are many forms of houses, they are all intended to fulfill the basic 

human need of shelter, but they also do much more.  Houses are integrally tied to the 

emotions and personalities of their residents and act as symbolic bundles of representa-

tional messages to both the residents and the communities.  The dwelling has come to be 

thought of as a necessary and instrumental part of self-fulfillment in American culture,1 

as well as in psychological theory.2 Within the realm of architecture, the non-physical as-

pects of housing are sometimes forgotten or not fully understood.  Architects often over-

look the real and essential psychological and social components that make up the concept 

of “home.”  Beautiful form and adequate provision for physiological needs may not fully 

satisfy the human desire to be connected to a physical place upon which one can make his 

or her mark.  This thesis examines the relationship between psycho-social components of 

housing and practices of customization through the use of photographic case study analy-

sis and a survey of two Buffalo-area communities.  The intent of this thesis is to identify 

potential implications for future research and design in relation to home customization in 

homogeneous communities.

 Within the context of this project, I define homogeneous communities as those 

neighborhoods in which the residences were originally built to be identical or nearly iden-

tical, in plan, materials, and façade, to neighboring dwellings.  Such communities can be 

found in all sorts of settings and housing types, but is perhaps most notoriously typified 

by the developer-built tract houses of the Post-World War II American suburbs.  Because 

of their pervasiveness in contemporary American society, this investigation focuses on 
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the single family detached suburban house.

Significance of Issue:

 Since the end of the Second World War, the dominant form of housing has been 

the single family detached dwelling in the suburbs, a typology most notably character-

ized by the Levittown developments.3 These types of communities have been barraged 

by criticism for being aesthetically homogeneous and reinforcing of “traditional” family 

roles, behaviors, and values.  Despite outside criticism, however, many residents cite 

their experience of living in these communities as being positive.  Barbara Kelly exam-

ined Levittown, New York, over time and found that the homogeneity and simplicity of 

the houses allowed the residents to make improvements and customizations to suit their 

changing social roles and family situations.  The large lots and simple structure allowed 

residents to easily make structural changes, as well as smaller-scale renovations to spe-

cifically address their own living styles, needs, and personalities.4

 Many of the stereotypes of suburbia have been founded and perpetuated through 

popular film, television, and literature.  In the mid-20th century, television and popular 

media outlets popularized stereotypes of suburban communities as homogeneous in age, 

race, income, and lifestyle.  Pop culture versions of suburbia have painted these envi-

ronments as places of “bland prosperity and numbing conformity” in which a “smooth 

veneer of manicured lawns, uninterrupted picket fences, and spotless picture windows” 

covers up the hidden oppression and misery that supposedly accompanies life in these 

types of communities.5  Starting primarily with the social critic William Whyte in the 

1950s, the myth of suburbia, as “intellectually debilitating, culturally oppressive, and 

politically dangerous, breeding bland mass men [and women]… as mass produced as the 

houses… [and] without respect for the arts of democracy,”6  was quickly spread by au-

thors of the last sixty years.7  The image of suburbia as a land of false prosperity covering 

up a hidden heart of darkness makes for a superb literary setting, but, as Gans and other 

social researchers have found, it is not an accurate portrayal in most situations.  Neverthe-

less, the myth has lived on in the collective imagination of the American populous.8

 Within the realm of design, professional designers tend to view homogenous 
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housing from one of two perspectives.  On the one hand, some designers subscribe to the 

suburban myth and feel that domestic architecture needs to rise above the uniformity of 

the tract house and the American suburb.  Suburban housing, in the minds of architects of 

this disposition, represents a consumer economy with debased and materialistic values in 

which the masses are brainwashed through mass marketing into thinking that they should 

live in distasteful suburban house which violate the nature of materials and look back-

wards to historical precedent, rather than looking forward, and act as visual pollutants to 

the environment.9  This viewpoint is very similar to that put forward by Theodor Adorno, 

who stated that popular culture and homogeneous cultural goods transform the public 

into a mass of mindless clones who follow the will of the culture industry and endanger 

art, creativity, freedom, and genuine happiness.10  Viewed by adherents of this theoretical 

standpoint, the homogeneous suburban house is seen as a cultural good, creating mind-

less, homogeneous masses out of its residents with the purpose of encouraging consump-

tion of goods and service to the capitalist economy.

 On the other end of the spectrum, other designers embrace the everyday model 

of the world and seek to celebrate that which is considered mundane.  Designers of this 

mindset often feel that the everyday environment is full of inspiration that should be 

examined rather than ignored.  As was put forth by Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, 

learning from what already exists is a way in which architects can be revolutionary, but 

it is not the path most frequently chosen.11 Promoters of this mode of thinking view mun-

dane objects and environments are as multifaceted and worthy of examination.  Similarly, 

Hebdige theorized that, though elements of popular culture come with sets of symbolic 

meanings, they are not homogenizing because they can be perverted and creatively used 

to create new meanings.  According to Hebdige, standardized culture is liberating rather 

than limiting because the potential uses and combinations of consumer products and 

symbols are endless.12  Applied to suburban housing, this theory proposes that, although 

houses in homogeneous neighborhoods often begin as nearly identical in plan, materi-

als, and façade, these simple building blocks can be manipulated and perverted and give 

residents the agency to easily make changes to suit their own lifestyles.  Kelly’s study of 

Levittown showed this as true.13
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 With this thesis, I begin bridging the gap between these two camps.  The stan-

dardized house is all around us, and ignoring it would be to ignore a large part of the built 

environment.  In the late 20th century, suburban tract housing comprised one-third of the 

total volume of new building each year.14  Millions of Americans call such standardized 

dwellings home, while others view these as dream houses to one day attain, and the single 

family home is often the largest consumer purchase a person makes.15  

 With that in mind, it is important to understand that designing homogeneous 

dwellings for model families is also problematic.  The nuclear family of the suburban 

dream is not the norm in today’s American society.  Households are made up of all sorts 

of combinations of people of different ages, genders, occupations, classes, educational 

levels, relations, and cultures.  Housing should be adaptable to fit the needs of a wide 

variety of people.  Even within a “typical” nuclear family, changes occur over time that 

might require a change in the housing environment.  

 Beyond just providing accommodation for a wide variety of people and uses, 

houses also need to accommodate user customization as a part of providing a healthful 

environment for the whole self.  Carl Jung posited that humans act on their environments 

and their environments act on them, thus building personality.16  Framed in this light, the 

inability to make a mark on one’s environment is more than just a frustration or an incon-

venience; it is detrimental to the health of the psyche.

 Though the houses of suburbia may appear to be mundane and bland, they 

are the site of highly complex physical, social, and emotional interactions.  In order to 

understand the importance of homogeneous housing environments and the relationships 

between people and places that occur in these settings, research is need from a social and 

cultural perspective as well as from a design perspective.  Studies of suburban housing 

from an architectural perspective have, however, been lacking.  There has been a desire 

amongst many architects, and certainly an emphasis in many architectural schools, to 

divert from the everyday and instead focus on the extraordinary and philosophy in design.  

However, as Jeremy Till stated, architects need to remember to “look outward and down-

ward, and not forget the earth beneath.”17  One way to do this is by analyzing existing and 

mundane environments in order to better understand how they work and how they can be 
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improved in ways that would actually have a positive impact on their everyday users.

Project Overview + Goals:

 The intent of this thesis was to investigate the issue of customization of hous-

ing environments by users in order to gain an understanding of the psychological rela-

tionships between resident and residence.  At the outset of the thesis exploration, four 

primary goals were identified.  The first goal of the project was to provide a descriptive 

portrait of standardized suburban communities.  The second was to explore if, how, and 

why people alter their houses in standardized communities and whether they face any 

barriers when trying to make alterations.  The third goal was to identify implications for 

future design and research with the intent of making houses physically and psychologi-

cally work better for residents.  The fourth goal was broader and cannot be fully met by 

this project alone, but provides a direction for future research in this area: shift the archi-

tectural discourse about suburbia to encourage the active re-involvement of architects in 

the design of suburban environments.  Using these goals as a framework, the following 

questions were defined to guide the research:

1. Who lives in standardized communities, why are they living there, and what 

are their perceptions of the neighborhoods they live in?

2. How are standardized residential environments changed to accommodate 

varied and changing family structures, needs, and preferences?

3. What aspects of a dwelling contribute to or constrain the ability to customize 

space, activities, and material finishes?

 The layout of this book roughly follows the trajectory of the thesis investigation.  

Chapter Two discusses the literary works consulted at the outset of the project.  This ex-

ploration was useful in delimiting the project and identifying gaps in the existing body of 

research.  Chapter Three details the methods used throughout the course of the investiga-

tion.  The research began with photographic and diagrammatic analysis of two case study 

neighborhoods and progressed to the development, distribution, and analysis of a survey 

in two Buffalo-area neighborhoods.  The survey asked residents about their history with 
5



their homes and opinions on their dwelling and community, including questions on demo-

graphics, reasons for choosing the home, alterations that had been made or were intended 

for the future, changes that they would like to make to their homes, and reasons why 

those changes had not been made.  The findings of the case study analysis and survey are 

discussed in Chapter Four.  Implications for future design and research and conclusions 

are discussed in Chapter Five.  The findings and implications of this research are derived 

from a small sample of residents in two Buffalo-area communities, and therefore cannot 

be widely generalized to all suburban communities.  As an exploratory study, however, 

these results are useful for identifying areas for future research and design development.  

 The intent of this thesis was to provide a basis upon which further architectural 

research can be built and to provide an avenue for architects to reenter the discourse on 

single family housing for the masses.  Much of suburban housing design and develop-

ment has been handed off to contractors and home builders due to its characterization as 

mundane and limited by economy, and architectural research on the people and spaces 

of suburbia represents a large gap in the existing scholarship.  Architects have important 

skills to bring to the table with regards to housing design and research and should take 

a more active role in shaping these environments that make up such a large part of the 

American landscape.  

 At present, “architects build for Man rather than people… [while] developers 

build for markets rather than Man.”18 With both groups operating at a macro scale, the 

users are forgotten.  I propose that architects build for people first and the macro level 

of culture second.  Architects are problem solvers who could apply their skills to medi-

ate between the business of homebuilding and the residents who will someday occupy 

such dwellings in order to create residential environments that are highly economical and 

yet allow for residents to easily adapt the spaces to fit their unique lifestyles, needs, and 

preferences.  In order to get to this point, a more comprehensive knowledge of “home” 

and the ways in which residents are already interacting with their living spaces is needed.  

This project takes the first step in a series of many needed to reinsert architects into a 

previously neglected realm, to fill the role of facilitator of personal customization.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

“Learning from the existing landscape is a way of being revolutionary for 
architects.”
     - Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour
       Learning from Las Vegas (1977)

 American suburban development is not a new phenomenon.  Since the 

early 19th century city residents have been moving out to the meadows, farm-

lands, and forests surrounding urban centers and transforming these landscapes 

into housing.  In the last sixty years, growth in suburban areas has increased 

dramatically.  In the years following World War II, changes in laws and financial 

structures increased the rate of suburbanization dramatically, ultimately leading 

to the formation of suburbs as we commonly know them today: sprawling, car-

dependent, and full of mass-produced tract housing.1  

 Architects, urban planners, historians, and social scientists have carried 

out numerous investigations of suburbia.  For the purposes of this thesis, exami-

nation of precedents that examine the physical space of suburbia and the house, 

the conceptual idea of the everyday environment, and the relationship between 

user and space framed and informed the research design and process.  Keyword 

searches relating to identity, sense of place, and customization in relation to 

housing, home, and architecture, using the University at Buffalo’s online library 

catalog and several online databases identified potentially useful works.  The 

search was not limited to any one field or discipline because the topic is one that 

involves several disciplines including architecture, urban planning, American his-

tory, sociology, and psychology.

The most pertinent results of this search are outlined in this chapter.  The work 

done on the relationship between resident and residence in a suburban setting 

is divided into four main topic areas: architecture, history, sociology, and cross 
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disciplinary studies.  Architectural works primarily focused on theory building 

without strong relationships to specific physical manifestations. Historical studies 

examined housing and suburbia from a macro level in relation to public policy 

and societal characteristics over the last two centuries.  Social explorations dealt 

with the impact of both environment on resident and resident on environment by 

focusing on individuals and groups of residents.  The goals, findings, and con-

clusions of each relevant work is discussed along with the applicability to this 

project.  Following the discussion of the works, gaps in the knowledge and areas 

for future research are identified.

Architectural Positioning:

 Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, in Learning from Las Vegas, provide 

an important theoretical basis for examination of mundane, everyday environ-

ments in relation to architecture.  The authors begin:

Learning from the existing landscape is a way of being revolutionary 
for an architect.  Not the obvious way, which is to tear down Paris and 
begin again, as Le Corbusier suggested in the 1920s, but another, more 
tolerant way; that is to question how we look at things… Architects have 
preferred to change the existing environment rather than enhance what is 
there.  But to gain insight from the commonplace is nothing new: Fine art 
often follows folk art.2

The authors argue that the everyday environment is full of inspiration and work-

able material from which architects may draw from.  The authors raise many 

common topics of debate in architecture, such as, the role of decoration and 

symbolic references in architecture and whether it is the job of the architect to 

celebrate the world as is or push for radical change in the built environment.  On 

the topic of decoration and symbolism, Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour argue 

that decoration is an important part of the communicative nature of architecture, 

and that decorative components depend on past experience and emotional as-

sociation to create meaning.3  The authors compare American vernacular archi-

tecture, which, in their minds, could be characterized by suburbia and the strip 

mall, with foreign and historical vernacular works and raise questions as to why 

Figure 1: House Symbolism, exterior

Figure 2: House Symbolism, interior
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architects can embrace these other vernaculars and yet reject the American ver-

sion.  They claim that architects embrace the vernacular architecture of remote 

cultures because they do not fully understand it.  To architects foreign vernacular 

is exotic and intriguing.  Meanwhile, these same architects understand what the 

American suburbs stand for (consumerism and profit) and do not like it.4  The au-

thors’ claim is that, even though architects might find the middle-class aspirations 

and associated buildings, with their applied symbolism and historical references, 

distasteful, does not mean that there is not something that can be learned from 

such buildings.

 Though this thesis does not deeply delve into the social and cultural sym-

bolism behind standardized suburban housing environments, the general theme 

of Learning from Las Vegas provides a useful theoretical framework in which 

this project can be situated.  Such environments have followed the same model 

for over a half century, implying that there must be something about the post-war 

suburb that the general public likes and that works well for those people living in 

such communities.  Architects could take the opportunity to learn about these en-

vironments in order to distinguish the positive and negative aspects and provide 

new options that build off of the old in ways that improve the everyday environ-

ment and move mass architecture forward rather than allowing it to stagnate.

 One such example of an architect engaging in the debate about the 

everyday is Jeremy Till, who discusses the training of architects and the archi-

tectural profession in his book, Architecture Depends.  Till begins by describing 

how, early in their training, architects are taught, by other architects, about what 

architecture is.  Till stated that mature architecture, “is identified by a consis-

tency of approach with clarity in the parts.  [It] is seen to fit into a genealogy 

of architectural progress from which awkward moments, inconsistencies, and 

hybridity are edited.”5  Architects are encouraged to escape the ordinary in their 

designs because of the (mis)conception that if something is popular, it must be 

appealing to the lowest common denominator and, therefore, of low quality.  

Popular culture is often seen as the opposite of elite culture, or as something of 
11



the common everyday masses.6  Architects have created a persona for themselves 

as the enlightened experts, markedly different from the unenlightened masses, 

and, therefore, frequently wish to distance themselves from the buildings of such 

commoners.  The profession has removed itself from society, dealing instead with 

one-of-a-kind houses, theatres, museums, and other “high” architecture, creating 

a binary between the high and low or the world of architecture and the world of 

the everyday.7 

 There is a desire amongst many architects to divert from the everyday, 

so as not to repeat the “unexciting” things that already exist, and look to the 

extraordinary and to philosophy for inspiration.  Till describes this process as one 

of looking upward and then looking inward, to the architect’s personal skills and 

tools, to create innovative form.  But architecture of this nature, according to Till, 

does not engage with reality.  Instead, Till recommends that architects look with-

in the everyday, that they “look outward and downward, and [do] not forget the 

earth beneath.”8 In chapter eight, “Lo-Fi Architecture,” Till describes the practice 

of architecture as being cut off from the world, with architects designing in their 

isolated studios creating idealized renderings and drawings on high-end equip-

ment, but this is not how architecture is experienced in the everyday messiness of 

the world.  Instead, Till recalls the example of Elvis Costello, who recorded his 

music to sound best when played through a cheap radio in the homes of ordinary 

people.9  

 Till brings to the discussion the important debate of high versus low 

architecture and the role of architects in the everyday world.   Till’s incorporation 

of two famous architectural quotations, Mies van der Rohe’s “less is more” and 

Robert Venturi’s “less is a bore,” combine with his own version of the famous 

line, “mess is the law,” to state his overarching thought that more than just the 

perfect and idealized works need to be considered as architecture if the profes-

sion is to remain relevant.10  Simply put, “architecture that ignores the everyday 

will be ignored everyday.”11  Till is not arguing that high-end architecture go 

away altogether or that architects simply cater to the whims of the masses, but 
12



that there needs to be a balance struck between architects in their isolated artistic 

worlds and people existing in the messiness of the everyday.  

 This argument is central to the conceptual development of this thesis.  

Standardized housing environments have often been written off by those within 

the architectural profession as mundane aspects of popular, and therefore low, 

culture.  Housing environments in which the houses follow a cookie-cutter mold 

are perceived as anti-architecture because of their unoriginality and homogeneity, 

but these types of environments are an important and large part of the built world.  

Housing is the built space that most people spend the most time in.  Ignoring 

housing, standardized housing more specifically, would not be beneficial to the 

profession of architecture.  As Till argues, however, architecture that panders to 

the lowest common denominator or simply copies what is existing either is not 

productive either.  This thesis follows with Till’s position that it is important to 

draw inspiration from the everyday in order to create new architecture that is use-

ful and relevant to its everyday context.

Historical Background of Housing:

 There has been a large collection of scholarship done which focuses on 

the historical development of housing in the United States.   One such example, 

Gwendolyn Wright’s Building the Dream: a Social History of Housing in Ameri-

ca, provides an overview of housing in the United States since the Puritan coloni-

zation through Post-War suburban development.  Wright’s historical exploration 

illustrates that, throughout American history, housing has been about more than 

just the sheltering of the human body; American housing has moral and social 

goals as its underpinnings.  Housing has been seen as a way to “reinforce certain 

character traits, promote family stability, and assure a good society.”12  For the 

development of this thesis, it is important to understand that housing is about 

more than just the physical form of the house, but is also about the underlying 

social trends that gave rise to the form.  This way of looking at housing increases 

the depth of this realm of architecture and helps to make sense of why things are 
13



the way they are.

 From the beginning of American history social beliefs influenced hous-

ing.  The square, plain houses of the Puritans in 17th century New England 

materialize the group’s emphasis on purity, self-control, industriousness, and 

time spent together in a family group.13  Moving forward into the late 19th cen-

tury, wealthier Americans moved out of the cities and into Victorian suburbs in 

which the houses exemplified middle class aspirations for luxury and liberation 

from cities.  Industrial processes allowed for the inexpensive creation of ornate 

decoration which had been previously only available to the upper classes.14  The 

Victorian mindset viewed women and children as delicate beings that needed to 

be sheltered from the dangerous influences of the city, which led to the develop-

ment of the suburban home as a highly divided assortment of public and private 

zones as well as separate zones for men and women.15  Further developments 

in industrialization and standardization along with government programs set up 

the framework for the development of suburban housing as we know it today in 

the mid-twentieth century.  A vast amount of housing was needed for returning 

war veterans and their young families, leading to a need for fast, cheap housing 

designed for young married couples and their children.16  Today, even though 

young married couples with children are not the primary group needing housing, 

suburbia still evokes the image of miles upon miles of similar houses for racially 

and economically homogeneous families.  Current societal ideals have been 

shifting toward diversity of families and communities.  Wright has shown that, 

historically, American housing has been informed by past precedent and altered 

by shifting societal values.  Perhaps it is time to shift the nature of housing to 

reflect the increasing acknowledgement of diversity.

 Similar to Wright, Dolores Hayden, in her book Building Suburbia: 

Green Fields and Urban Growth, 1820-2000, provides an historical account of 

suburbia in the United States.  Hayden finds the suburbs important to understand 

because they are a familiar part of everyday life.  Because these places are so 

familiar, however, we must put some distance between them and ourselves and 
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look at the “relationships between physical design, culture, and economic life 

that [many people] in the United States have never questioned” if we are to more 

fully appreciate and understand them.17  In the United States, more people live in 

suburban areas than in inner cities and rural areas combined.18  This ubiquitous 

setting formed over the course of almost two centuries by the force of the econ-

omy and by social ideals.  Hayden divides suburban history into what she calls 

“seven vernacular patterns”: 

• Borderland development of the 1820s
• Picturesque enclaves in the 1850s
• Streetcar buildouts starting in the 1870s
• Mail-order suburbs from around 1900
• Mass-produced “sitcom suburbs” of the 1940s
• The coalescence of edge nodes around 1960
• Intensification of rural fringes around 1980.19  

Each one of these distinctive time periods in American suburban history remains 

evident in the physical and perceived form of current suburbs, and understand-

ing how and why each of these instances came about provides a basis on which 

to build future goals for such environments.  Within the context of this thesis, 

Hayden’s writing provides an historical basis in which current trends can be situ-

ated and understood.

 Moving from examination of American housing from a macro level to 

examining houses themselves at a micro level, Tom Peters’ article, “An American 

Culture of Construction,” discusses residential architecture in the United States 

from a material and construction perspective.  This discussion is framed within a 

comparison of American building, which is seen as something that is not ground-

ed in traditions but moves swiftly from trend to trend, versus European building, 

which is seen as being steeped and even ensnared in tradition.20  Peters argues 

that it might seem that American building is not grounded in any sort of tradi-

tion, but it actually is. That tradition is found in the way that Americans build and 

American values in relation to built structures.  Building in the United States uses 

the light timber frame with standardized members and simple connections.21  This 

way of constructing is flexible and allows for the creation of many different types 
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of spaces and forms with the use of only a few different parts.  Additionally, this 

simple method of construction in housing gives residents of this type of housing 

the opportunity, regardless of skill level, to make changes to their dwellings in 

ways that Europeans, with their heavy timber buildings, cannot.  Peters summa-

rizes this phenomenon by stating:

Any hobby-minded person can and indeed does disjoin, eliminate or mu-
tilate any and every member of his house without precipitating a structur-
al catastrophe. Almost everything can be removed with impunity before 
a light timber frame will collapse. This need for extreme and unprofes-
sional modification is a long- standing characteristic of American con-
struction... [T]his foolproof, do-it-yourself freedom... is another of our 
most treasured traditions... If a timber building cannot be “maltreated” in 
this manner, it is simply not an American house.22

The characteristics of this construction system have given people with few skills 

in construction the ability to make their own changes, in many cases without the 

help of a skilled professional.  Such a simple system creates opportunities for 

standardized systems to be transformed into highly individualized systems that 

reflect the needs and wants of those who have imposed the changes.

 The light timber frame is ubiquitous in American suburbs, in part be-

cause this method of construction is economical and can be completed quickly.  

While the use of light timber framing has led to the endless expanses of similar 

suburban houses we know today, this construction method also has another con-

sequence: residents of light timber houses can make changes to their homes with-

out much knowledge or skill.  This is an important concept within the context of 

this thesis because, if suburban houses were not built in this way, customization 

by residents would likely be less.

Housing from a Social Sciences Perspective:

 In addition to historical examination, housing has also been studied with-

in the realm of the social sciences.  Such research focuses primarily on the impact 

of the environment on residents, although the subsequent impact of residents on 

environments is also a theme.  Herbert Gans, a sociologist from the University of 
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Pennsylvania who is primarily known for his work on urban renewal and devel-

opment in the 1960s, was an early researcher of the post-war American suburb.  

His 1967 publication, The Levittowners: Ways of Life and Politics in a New 

Suburban Community, challenged the conventional stereotype of suburbia as a 

bland, conformist, and oppressive environment.  Gans carried out his research as 

an ethnography and based his findings off of two years of living in Willingboro, 

New Jersey, a Levitt-built suburb outside of Philadelphia.  

 Gans used a combination of participant observation and interviews to 

study the origins of community, the quality of suburban life, and the effect of 

suburbia on residents.  Popular belief at the time, and still to the present day, 

asserted that the homogeneity of the houses in suburbia and the extant racial 

and economic segregation led to increased instances of depression, boredom, 

and loneliness, especially amongst housewives who were stuck at home alone in 

their cookie cutter houses without nearby amenities or entertainment while their 

husbands were off at work in the cities.23  The study also challenged the charac-

terization of suburbanites as superficial status seekers, constantly improving their 

houses and consuming goods in order to “keep up with the Joneses.”  Throughout 

his research, between 1958 and 1960, Gans found that while depression, bore-

dom, loneliness, and status-seeking behaviors are found in suburbia, they are not 

directly attributable to the environment.  More often, these feelings and behaviors 

were triggered by the move itself.  For example, residents who had moved to the 

community from the city were more likely to feel bored and lonely not because 

they were dissatisfied in their new home and community but because they had 

moved away from family, friends, and social networks with which they had 

previously been involved.  It took time for the residents to transition to their new 

communities and develop new social networks and get involved in community 

events.24  Though this research illustrated that the physical environment of subur-

bia does not have the negative effects on residents that so many people claimed it 

did, the myth still lives on, fifty years later, in media and literary representations 

of the suburbs and in the minds of many Americans.25  Yet, despite the prepon-
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Figure 3: Self-portrait of a woman and her house

derance of this myth, millions of Americans choose these environments to call 

home.  

 Though the physical environment does not directly cause the negative 

effects Gans investigated, the environment does actively engage with a person’s 

psyche.  Clare Cooper Marcus examined housing from a psychological perspec-

tive and writes about the bonds of feeling and experience that people have with 

both their current homes and past residences in her book, House as a Mirror of 

Self.  Often, when thinking about homes, we think about the physical form and 

structure of a house, but as Cooper Marcus argues, a home provides much more 

than physical comfort.  It acts as “a place of self-expression, a vessel of memo-

ries, a refuge from the outside world, [and] a cocoon where we can feel nurtured 

and let down our guard.”26   Through the use of interviews, Cooper Marcus 

examined the connections people have with their homes.  Her work is based in 

Jungian psychology which asserts that the creation of a home environment is a 

means of self-expression.  Through her work, Cooper Marcus argued that “we all, 

to some degree, display in the physical environment messages from the uncon-

scious about who we are, who we were, and who we might become.”27  Cooper 

Marcus places emphasis on figuring out why people feel the ways that they do 

about their living spaces with the intent of shedding light on the deeper reasons 

for these feelings.  The finding is that a space that does not fit with the needs of a 

person, both physical and psychological, can lead to unhappiness and other nega-

tive psychological effects.  This writing emphasizes the importance of design-

ing environments that are adaptable and customizable by users to allow them to 

express themselves through their space.

 Cooper Marcus’s approach to Jungian psychology provides a theoretical 

basis on which this thesis is built.  According to Jungian psychology, the ability 

to make a mark on one’s physical environment is an important part of a healthy 

and fulfilled life.28  By this measure, an environment that inhibits customization 

is more than an inconvenience or frustration: it is unhealthy and psychologically 

harmful.  If the responsibility of an architect is to create environments that are 
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healthy and safe for occupants, then it is important for architects to also take into 

account user customization.  

Housing, Society, and Architecture:

 Though many of the scholars who study and write about housing from a 

historical sense have a background in architecture, planning, or architectural his-

tory, few of them take an architectural approach to examining the historic forma-

tion of American suburbs.  Similarly, while authors, such as Venturi and Till, take 

strong stances regarding architectural theory and education, they do not place 

much focus on the physical manifestation of their ideas.  Research that combines 

the architectural focus on the built environment and human-environment interac-

tions has been rare.  The work of Renee Chow is one example that begins to fill 

this gap by examining the physical forms of spaces in relation to their social uses. 

Chow’s book, Suburban Space: the Fabric of Dwelling, begins with a statement 

on the state of suburban housing today: despite many concerns for the environ-

mental and social consequences of suburban housing development, there have 

been very few proposals for alternatives.  The architectural profession is hardly 

involved in suburban housing due in part to “a culture of architects increasingly 

uninterested in the mundane everyday [which has led to an] architectural profes-

sion [that has] either been thwarted or has withdrawn from the suburban housing 

debate.”29   

 Chow’s study compared several residential neighborhoods of different 

ages and types in Boston, Charleston, San Francisco, Levittown, Radburn, and 

Los Angeles to answer the questions regarding the relationship between the resi-

dents as individuals, their relationships with their physical context, and the role 

of the designer in these relationships.30  Chow was particularly interested in how 

each neighborhood was built and how they were occupied by residents, and ana-

lyzed the physical structure of the houses, the uses of interior and exterior spaces, 

and the relationships of individual houses to the whole community.  Chow also 

discussed two alternative ways of addressing the increasingly diverse untradi-

Figure 4: San Francisco Inhabited
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tional users of housing.  On the one hand, housing developers design and build 

houses that will apply to the broadest market possible through the development 

and sale of a variety of model homes.  These model homes follow housing norms 

and typically vary only in style, size, layout, and number of rooms.  Alternatively, 

housing can be seen as something that supports a range of interpretations in use 

of a form.  As Chow stated:

This requires studying habitation as a continuous expression of choice… 
Residents continually make choices and changes by assessing their ways 
of living in relation to their setting… [The job of the architect] is to de-
sign for choices rather than make prototypes to choose from.31

Chow’s study investigated the structure, containment and permeability, depth, 

and transformation of each of the selected neighborhoods in order to begin to 

identify factors that make communities more adaptable to users.32  Chow’s find-

ings show that the original structural arrangement as well as placement on a lot, 

and arrangement of the façade and entrances all contribute to the character and 

adaptability of neighborhoods.  For the purposes of this thesis, Chow’s work 

provides insight into what aspects of a physical environment are important to ad-

dress in a study.  Additionally, Chow’s study provides validation to the argument 

that the physical form of our environments is not without consequence and that 

involvement of architects in the debate on housing could lead to the design of 

dwellings that are adaptable rather than limiting and that act as a part of a com-

munal fabric rather than as volumes in space.

 Similar to Chow, Barbara Kelly’s study on Levittown, New York, com-

bined investigation of the fabric of a community, form of individual houses, and 

behaviors of residents.  The study examined the history of the community from 

its very beginnings through forty years of occupation in order to understand the 

process by which a house becomes a “home.”  The investigation paid particular 

attention to owner-initiated changes of these mass produced houses within the 

context of prevailing cultural norms in the Post-War era.33  Levittown, which was 

constructed from 1947 through 1951 in a previously agricultural area of Long 
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Island, New York, was built to target young men returning from war and their 

new families.  These people were predominantly working class, so economy was 

essential.34  The 17,447 houses consisted of two different types, the Cape Cod 

and the Ranch, of which there were subtle variations.  All of the houses, how-

ever, were built with a living room, kitchen, bathroom, and two bedrooms on the 

ground floor.  The upstairs attic space was sold unfinished.35  Levittown and other 

similar developments have been criticized for their high levels of uniformity; 

Kelly however, explained that the conformity was a comfortable fit for most 

families of the early 1950s.  The values of society at the time stressed modera-

tion and conformity, and veterans of the time were accustomed to uniformity.  

Deviance from norms was feared and not accepted, but too much conformity was 

considered communist, so most people aimed for the middle ground, in which 

they had autonomy in their own environment and yet belonged to a larger collec-

tive community.36  Houses which sat individually on their own lots, but followed 

a common exterior aesthetic, fit within the desired middle ground and could be 

found in places like Levittown.

 After studying the historical background of Levittown, Kelly looked at 

how the houses developed over time based on the individual needs and wants of 

their occupants.  In the early years, many magazines and contractors advertised 

standardized additions and alterations to the Levittown houses.37  As the residents 

and neighborhood aged, however, the situations and needs of those living in Lev-

ittown diversified, and the changes made diversified as well.  Kelly also looked at 

several Levittown houses in detail to examine the changes residents of more than 

ten years made to the previously standardized dwellings.  Kelly found:

… [T]he houses of Levittown appear to have been exactly what their 
owners needed – a start. Most of the early Levittowners were short on 
money and long on energy and ingenuity. Moreover, they were relatively 
young and able to wait for the fulfillment of their housing dream. Had 
the Levittowners been either more affluent or totally dissatisfied with the 
four-room house, they would have moved on. Most did not. Rather, the 
Levittowners took their homes quite seriously, and finding themselves 
with the rudiments of shelter on a considerable piece of land, were able 
to build their dream from that basic framework.38

Figure 6: Levittown Cape Cod, as inhabited

Figure 5: Levittown Cape Cod, as built
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The basic four-room houses of Levittown were customized to create a mixture 

of variety and community harmony.  This trend is evident in numerous Post-War 

suburbs and is particularly interesting from an architectural point of view, and in 

the context of this thesis.  The changes made provide a physical account of the 

changing social and economic structures of the neighborhood.  Individual and 

societal forces work together to shape housing environments and are evidenced in 

what aspects of the residence are changed and what aspects remain the same.

 Scholarship on housing and its relation to the individual has been repre-

sented in student work as well.  Saim Nalkaya’s 1980 doctoral dissertation, The 

Personalization of a Housing Environment, examines Levittown, Pennsylvania, 

in order to address two main research questions.  First, “What are the architec-

tural components of a dwelling unit that need to be adaptable for it to be person-

alized by its inhabitants?”  Second, “Can architects control personalization by 

what they design?” 39  The study based its exploration off of research in the field 

of environmental psychology that has shown that people are active agents of 

environmental change, but that environments also act on and influence people.40  

Nalkaya argued that personalization reveals the variable and dynamic relation-

ship between humans and environments.41  Much of this personalization has roots 

in territoriality and self-image.  In contemporary societies, people modify the 

appearances of their homes in accordance with their images of the ideal home, 

which is a socio-cultural construct based on that which is considered to be high 

status and high worth.  By this line of reasoning, environments of lower per-

ceived status and worth are more likely to be modified in appearance than those 

that are already considered higher status and worth.42

 In order to address the research questions, Levittown, Pennsylvania, was 

chosen as the location for Nalkaya’s study due to its original uniformity and the 

availability of information on its original state.  Surveys were used to collect 

information about home personalization, motivations for personalization, and 

residents’ attitudes toward their neighborhood.43  For the study, 390 surveys were 

sent out and 96 were returned.44  Nalkaya found that major changes in housing 
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occur because of changes in the need for space, security, or identity with place.  

The need for increased space increases with length of residence, while the needs 

for space and identity do not.  Personalization overall was found to be related to 

both the time a person has lived in a residence and the length of time they intend 

to live in a residence.45  The form of the original house and its relations to its 

surroundings were also found to have an influence on the locations and types of 

additions that were made.46  This study provides many avenues for additional ex-

ploration including increased attention to the motivational factors behind housing 

customization and the opportunities for architects to create housing environments 

that encourage such variations. Nalkaya’s research method along with the sur-

vey included in the appendix are useful as a tools to aid in the development of a 

research protocol for this thesis as the questions and motivations guiding Nalkaya 

are most similar to my own.  Though Nalkaya’s research was done over thirty 

years ago, few studies have been undertaken to examine housing alteration from 

a psychological point of view.

Conclusions:

 Although there have been numerous explorations of suburban housing 

amongst American historians, social scientists, and architects, more work needs 

to be done in order to tie together the socio-cultural and historic forces at play in 

suburban environments with the physical form of the houses and communities 

themselves.  Architecture could benefit from looking to other disciplines, includ-

ing American studies, sociology, and psychology, in order to gain a better under-

standing of housing.  A new theory is not specifically needed to address the issues 

of the suburbs.  Instead, architectural researchers could look to existing theories 

and work in order to combine knowledge across disciplines and apply the knowl-

edge to the built environment.  With knowledge of housing history, symbolism, 

and psychological meaning, architects could look at the everyday environment 

of the suburbs with an analytical eye, as opposed to a primarily derisive eye, in 

order to imagine new potentials for future suburbs.  This thesis seeks to begin fill-
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ing this gap in knowledge by studying a suburban environment and its residents 

and applying the knowledge gained to design solutions for suburban houses.
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3. METHODS

“Architecture that ignores the everyday will be ignored everyday.”
     - Jeremy Till, Architecture Depends (2009)

Primary Paradigm:

 A review of the salient literature relating to post-war American suburban 

housing revealed that a gap exists between the study of architectural theories, re-

lating to concepts such as the everyday and the divide between architecture, and 

historical and social science research on housing and users of housing.  This the-

sis seeks to study customization in suburban housing in order to begin filling the 

gap between architectural theory and social science research.  The thesis inves-

tigation is guided primarily by three overarching questions which are concerned 

with the relationships between people and their residential environments:

1. Who lives in standardized communities, why are they living there, and 

what are their perceptions of the neighborhoods they live in?

2. How are standardized residential environments changed to accommo-

date varied and changing family structures, needs, and preferences?

3. What aspects of a dwelling contribute to or constrain the ability to 

customize space, activities, and material finishes?

These questions are addressed and framed within the paradigm of Jungian psy-

chology.  Carl Jung, one of the preeminent figures of psychology, posited that the 

self is made up of two parts, the conscious and the subconscious.  Clare Cooper 

Marcus, in her book, House as a Mirror of Self, drew heavily on Jung’s theories 

in describing the relationship between self and place.1  Nesting or homemaking 

occurs within both realms of the self and acts as a means of personal expression Figure 1 (right): Research design based off of 
Maxwell’s method for research design
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

- Who lives in standardized communities, why are they 
living there, and what are their perceptions of the 

neighborhoods they live in?

- How are standardized residential environments 
changed to accommodate varied and changing family 

structures, needs, and preferences?

- What aspects contribute to or constrain the ability to 
customize a dwelling?

 
GOALS:

 
- Provide a descriptive portrait of standardized 

suburban communities.

-Explore if, how, and why people alter their houses in 
standardized communities and whether they face any 

barriers when trying to make alterations.

- Identify implications for future research and design 
that could make houses work better for residents on both 

a physical and a psychological level

- Shift the architectural discourse about suburbia to 
encourage the re-involvement of architects in the design 

of suburban environments.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:

- History and criticism of American suburbia

- Architectural theories and explorations on the 
“everyday”

- Jungian psychology

- Archival and personal descriptions of experiences in 
standardized suburban neighborhoods

METHODS:

- Archival Research (examination of case studies)

- Photographic Analysis

- Literature Search

- Selection of two neighborhoods
 

- Survey
 

- Quantitative Analysis (SPSS/Excel)

- Qualitative Analysis (content analysis, pile sorting)

VALIDITY:

- Threat: Researcher bias toward customization issues

- Threat: Findings in the studied neighborhoods could be 
criticized for being too specific to these neighborhoods 
only and not to others (while the implications could be 

taken as intended to be universally applicable) 

- Triangulation: Archival Research, Photographic Case 
Study Analysis, Survey

- Grounding research work in similar studies



and development.  Dr. James Yandell, of the C.G. Jung Institute of San Francisco, 

described the psychological connection between a person and physical environ-

ments by stating, “We create our immediate environment and then contemplate it 

and are worked on by it.  We find ourselves mirrored in it, see what had been not 

yet visible, and integrate the reflection back into our sense of self.”2 

 According to Yandell, humans project themselves onto things, people, 

and places in the world, and, through our conscious understanding of our partici-

pation in the world, personality can grow.  Personality then feeds back into the 

world and continues the cycle of impact, understanding, and growth.3 Framed in 

this light, the ability to make a physical mark on one’s immediate environment 

becomes a vital part of a healthy and complete life.  Beyond causing physical 

frustrations and barriers, unalterable residential environments can have poten-

tially severe impacts on emotional and psychological health.  

 This thesis utilized qualitative and quantitative research in the form of 

archival research, photographic analyses, and a survey of two Buffalo-area neigh-

borhoods to gain an understanding of the psychological relationships between 

resident and residence in order to propose ways of designing residences that are 

both physically and psychologically nurturing for a wide variety of people.

Delimiting the Project:

 Though housing, of some sort or another, has been an important part of 

the human existence for thousands of years and across all cultures, the focus of 

this thesis is aimed solely at American housing since World War II.  This time 

period marks an important shift in American culture to the suburban context.  

The development of post-war suburbs is marked by “cookie cutter” subdivisions 

full of tract housing, resulting in homogeneous landscapes apparently lacking in 

individuation and character.  The most infamous of these types of developments 

are the Levittown communities outside of New York City and Philadelphia.4  

 In more recent years, we have witnessed the rise of the suburban model 

home.  Developers create several different house plans, each with a few cus-
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tomizable aspects such as finishes and facades, which can be implemented in 

several different neighborhoods.5 Some larger developers build the same houses 

all across the country.  For example, Ryan Homes, a large home builder active 

in the Buffalo-area and around the United States, offers six home models that 

are available in twelve states and thirty-eight other models that are available in 

three states or more.6  This phenomenon both breaks and exaggerates the cookie 

cutter stereotype of places like Levittown.  Though the houses may have some 

slight variations in plan, façade, or materials from one house to the next, thereby 

decreasing the immediate visual homogeneity, they are repeated at a vast scale 

across the entire country, standardizing local character into a singular suburban 

archetype.

 The research here examined homogeneous housing environments to 

identify existing and potential areas of individuality within the standardization.  

I defined homogeneous housing environments as those in which residences are 

built to be identical or nearly identical, in plan, façade, and materials, to neigh-

boring dwellings.  Dwellings in these communities are typically alike in size and 

style and are sited similarly on comparably sized lots.  This phenomenon can be 

found in all sorts of environments ranging from rural to urban, but is most nota-

bly typified in the suburban context of detached houses.  To gain an understand-

ing of one type of housing context, this thesis will focus primarily on the single 

family, detached, suburban house, because of its pervasiveness in the United 

States.  It must be noted, however, that this is not the only housing environment 

to which the research questions could be applied.  Future work on this topic in 

relation to attached housing or urban housing, amongst others, is equally impor-

tant in gaining a fuller understanding of resident-environment relationships with 

regards to customization in homogeneous housing.

Research Strategy and Tactics:

 Exploration of the topic began with qualitative research in the form of 

photographic and diagrammatic analysis of existing homogeneous housing envi-

Figure 2 (page 31): Case study neighborhood descrip-
tions

Figure 3 (page 32): Examining housing in case study 
neighborhood 1, Sterling Heights, Michigan

Figure 4 (page 33): Examining housing in case study 
neighborhood 2, Levittown, New York 
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Case Study Community 1:
Sterling Heights, Michigan

Case Study Community 2:
Levittown, New York

Population:
129,699

Context: 
Suburban

Density: 
About 5,000 people/sq mi

Dwelling Type: 
Single family, detached (75%)

Approx. Lot Size: 
65’ x 120’

Approx. House Size: 
1,700 square feet
3 bed, 2 bath

Approx. Lot:Footprint Ratio: 
30% of lot covered by house

Years Built: 
1960-1969: 24%
1970-1979: 36%

Average House Price: 
$160,000

Median Income: 
$51,000

Tenure: 
Rent: 15%
Own: 85%

Construction/material: 
Wood frame
Typically brick on all sides 

Household makeup:
Avg. household:  2.5 people
Median age: 40 years 

# of Homes:
Approximately 47,500

Other Notes:
Second largest suburb of 
Detroit
Developed due to auto industry
Agricultural area until 1950s

Population:
51,881

Context: 
Suburban

Density: 
About 5,500 people/sq. mi.

Dwelling Type: 
Single family, detached (95%)

Approx. Lot Size: 
60’ x 100’

Approx. House Size: 
1,200 square feet
2-4 bed, 1-2 bath

Approx. Lot:Footprint Ratio: 
12.5% of lot covered by house

Years Built: 
1947-1951: 91%

Average House Price: 
$275,000 - $375,000

Median Income: 
$90,569

Tenure: 
Rent: 10%
Own: 90%

Construction/material: 
Wood frame
Typically siding on all sides

Household makeup:
Avg. household: 3.0 people
Median age: 41 years 

# of Homes:
17,410

Other Notes:
Built as planned community by 
Levitt and Sons (1947-1951)

Sterling Heights Houses, Original Condition

Ground Floor Basement

Front Elevation

Rear Elevation

Ground Floor Basement

Front Elevation

Rear Elevation

Levittown Houses, Original Condition
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1. Front View

2. Rear View

3. Basement

4. Front Room
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2. Rear View
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4. Downstairs Front Right
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6. Downstairs Back Left

7. Upstairs Right

8. Upstairs Left

9. Downstairs Back Right
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ronments.  Sterling Heights, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit developed primarily 

in the 1960s to house employees of the Detroit auto industry, was selected as the 

first case study community because of the number of identical houses and the re-

searcher’s familiarity with the neighborhood.  Though archival sources including 

plans and elevations of the original houses are not widely available, familiarity 

with the dwellings and personal knowledge of original dimensions and layouts 

made other archival resources unnecessary.  The second community chosen was 

Levittown, New York, a suburb of New York City located on Long Island and 

built from 1947-1951, because of the large number of identical houses and the 

availability of original plans and elevations.

 The use of real estate website searches allowed for the discovery of 

photographs of houses in each of the communities.7  Listings were sorted by the 

number of photos and examined.  Many listings on such sites are accompanied 

by several photographs of both the interior and exterior.  Listings that included 

images taken from similar viewpoints were saved.  Arrangement of the saved 

images into matrices allowed for the comparison of images from one house to the 

next.

 Using the selected photographs and original house plans, I drew plans 

and elevations of each of the selected houses as they exist at the time of their 

listing.  I then coded spaces within each house plan according to the apparent 

use provided by the corresponding photograph.  I then overlaid the altered plans 

and elevations with one another and with the original plans and elevations in 

order to identify particular areas of greater physical alterations in each neighbor-

hood.  The photographic analysis provided an overview of the types and scope of 

changes residents in detached suburban environments have been making to their 

homes in communities across the United States.  Utilization of this information 

aided in the development of a survey that was distributed to 117 households in 

two inner-ring suburban neighborhoods in the Buffalo, New York, area in March 

of 2013.

 The survey, comprised of four parts, was designed to gather both quan-
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titative information (about the specific changes area residents have made to their 

homes, changes they plan on making in the future, and factors that have pre-

vented them from making changes they may want) and qualitative information 

(regarding why they made or intend to make changes, their feelings about their 

current residence, and recommendations for designing better housing).  In order 

to protect the privacy of participants, the survey does not ask for names.  The 

survey only asked participants to give their address for sorting and analysis pur-

poses.  Further details on the survey instrument, including a copy of the survey 

questions, can be found in Appendix A.

 The survey design is based off of a model presented in a 1980 disserta-

tion by Saim Nalkaya on Levittown, Pennsylvania.  This precedent utilized a 

simple layout that asked residents to check off the changes they had made to their 

homes and rate their feelings on a number of issues such as planned duration of 

residence and feelings of pride and safety in the neighborhood.8 While Nalkaya’s 

instrument provides a helpful model to build upon, it lacks questions that pertain 

to why the people did the things that they did.  These questions are essential com-

ponents of the survey for this project.  

 After the completion of survey and subsequent approval by the Social 

and Behavioral Sciences Institutional Review Board at SUNY University at 

Buffalo, the survey process was carried out in nine primary steps.  The first step 

involved the selection of focus communities.  For the study, two neighborhoods 

in the Buffalo area were purposefully chosen.  Neighborhood A is located in an 

older suburb of the city and is made up of approximately 2,000 Cape Cod style, 

three bedroom, 1,600 square foot houses.  The houses have detached garages and 

sit on lots that are approximately 45’ wide by 140’ deep.  The houses were built 

in the mid-1950s, and within the neighborhood there are approximately five dif-

ferent styles of houses, but all are based off of a highly similar Cape Cod format 

and the variation is primarily in the roof line and placement of dormer windows.  

On average, houses in this neighborhood sell for approximately $110,000, which 

is almost equivalent to the median value of single-family detached houses in the 

Figure 5 (right): Selected Buffalo-area neighborhoods, 
demographics, original conditions, and existing street 
views
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Buffalo Neighborhood A Buffalo Neighborhood B
Context: 

Suburban (inner-ring)
Density: 

3,045 people/square mile
Dwelling Type: 

Single Family Detached
Approximate Lot Size: 

45’ x 140’
Approximate House Size: 

1,600 square feet 
3 bed, 1-2 bath

Approximate Lot:Footprint Ratio: 
14% of lot covered by house

Years Built: 
Early 1950s

Average House Price: 
$110,000

Median Income: 
$40,000 - $50,000

Tenure: 
Rent: 8%
Own: 92%

Construction/material: 
Wood frame
Typically siding on all sides

Household makeup:
Avg household: 2.3 people
Median age: 45 years

# of Homes:
Approximately 1,500

Other Notes:
Some variation was built into 
facades
Surrounding neighborhoods are 
of similar or greater affluence

Context: 
Urban/Suburb-like

Density (neighborhood): 
6,656 people/square mile

Dwelling Type (selected residences): 
Single family, detached

Approximate Lot Size (selected): 
40’ x 130’

Approximate House Size (selected): 
1,300 square feet 
3 bed, 1.5 bath

Approximate Lot:Footprint Ratio 
(selected): 

25% of lot covered by house
Years Built (selected): 

Late 1980s - Early 1990s
Average House Price (Detached): 

$85,000
Median Income (neighborhood): 

$20,000 - $50,000

Tenure: 
Neighborhood: Rental- 85%,  
Owned- 15%
Selected Houses: Rental- 5%, 
Owned- 95%

Construction/material (selected): 
Wood frame
Typically siding on all sides 

Household makeup:
Avg. household: 2.2 people
Median age: 34 years

# of Houses (selected):
Approximately 200

Other Notes:
Located adjacent to several 
public housing sites
Mixture of late 20th century 
suburban-type housing and 
urban housing in area
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area.9 The neighborhoods surrounding Neighborhood A are made up of similar 

houses, were built within the same time frame, and have similar or higher levels 

of affluence.

 Neighborhood B is located near to the downtown core and is made up of 

approximately 200 three bedroom, 1,300 square foot houses.  These houses are 

two stories, have attached garages, and sit on lots that are approximately 40’ wide 

by 130’ deep.  The houses were built in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and were 

built with almost no variation from one house to the next.  On average, these 

houses sell for approximately $85,000, which is slightly higher than the $66,000 

average for a detached house in the city of Buffalo.10  Although the residents of 

these houses fit within the categorization of middle or lower middle class, the 

neighborhood is adjacent to several public housing projects and other neighbor-

hoods with high poverty rates.

 The two neighborhoods were chosen for this study because they share 

many similar characteristics.  The houses and lots are approximately the same in 

size and fit within similar price ranges.  Both neighborhoods are characterized as 

middle or lower middle class.  The research focuses on this demographic for two 

primary reasons.  First, these neighborhoods are not of particularly high status 

or worth, but are rather relatively average within the larger context of the Buf-

falo metro area.  Nalkaya’s Levittown study found that people are more likely to 

make alterations to those environments that they feel are low status or low worth 

than those that they feel are high status and high worth,11 this implies that higher 

instances of customization, or at least desire for customization, could be expected 

within these neighborhoods than might be found in a higher status neighborhood.  

Because the surrounding neighborhoods in Neighborhood B are of a lower status 

than those surrounding Neighborhood A, it is possible that the perception of 

Neighborhood B might be lower simply by association.  Second, residents within 

these neighborhoods have high enough incomes that they might be able to afford 

some modifications to their residences, but they probably cannot make every 

change that they desire.  Examining the changes that are made in these environ-
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ments could lead to a better understanding of what the most important aspects of 

a house are to people and what parts of the house were working the poorest and 

therefore needed the most attention.  This kind of information could be particu-

larly useful for designers in understanding what parts of a residential environ-

ment design are most significant to end users.

 Following the initial community selection, particular blocks within each 

neighborhood were randomly selected for inclusion in the study in order to keep 

the sample size manageable for the time and resources available to this project.  

The second step of the survey process involved the mailing of introductory letters 

to 117 households: 64 in Neighborhood A and 53 in Neighborhood B.  This letter 

introduced the researcher and the study and informed the resident of the upcom-

ing date on which the researcher would be delivering a paper copy of the survey 

to their house.  The introductory letter also gave the website information for ac-

cessing an online version of the survey through SurveyMonkey.

 As the third step of the process, I delivered surveys delivered door-to-
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door on a weekend afternoon in both communities.  The date and time were cho-

sen with the intent of finding the maximum number of residents at home, yet only 

about 15% of residents answered their doors during the survey delivery.  Those 

that were home were given a brief reminder about the introductory letter that was 

sent to their address as well as a brief overview of the study, its purposes, and 

how they could go about completing the survey.  They were then given a package 

containing a paper version of the survey with a cover letter and a self-addressed 

and stamped envelope in which the survey could be returned.  Participants were 

then given one week to complete the survey either online or on paper.  After 

the one week period a post card was sent to all selected households reminding 

them of the survey and how to complete it and thanking those who did complete 

the survey.  There was no monetary compensation given for completion of the 

survey, however, participants in the brief pilot test carried out prior to the field 

application of the survey stated that they enjoyed filling out the survey because it 

allowed them to reflect on the changes they had made and imagine changes they 

might like in the future.

 As surveys were returned, I sorted them by neighborhood, gave each an 

identifying number, and entered the responses into an Excel spreadsheet for fur-

ther analysis. For quantitative analysis, including counting, calculation of means 

and medians, and identification of correlations, I used Excel and SPSS.  Qualita-

tive data was analyzed using content analysis.  Common themes in the compiled 

open-ended responses were identified and given identification numbers.  More 

information on the data analysis, including examples of the instruments used, 

can be found in Appendix B.  I used the raw data to create visual representations 

of the data in the form of charts, graphs, and word clouds.  Charts and graphs 

illustrate numeric values associated with quantitative responses to the survey.  

The word clouds represent the number of times words were used by respondents 

in their open-ended responses.  To create the word clouds, I copied all of the re-

sponses to each question into a word cloud generator.12  Those words that appear 

larger were used more frequently by respondents.  These charts, graphs, and word 
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clouds were useful for the subsequent identification of implications for future de-

sign and research.  The survey findings, including visualizations of the data, and 

the resulting implications will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.

Strengths and Weaknesses of Tactic:

 To begin the exploration, photographic analysis proved to be a useful 

tool because it allows outsiders to look into the houses and lives of the people 

living in homogeneous neighborhoods.  Due to the selection of multiple housing 

environments from various areas of the country in order to gain a broader knowl-

edge of customization in housing, photographs from real estate websites were 

chosen as the archival data for this portion of the project.  The use of real estate 

sites in place of physically going to the locations to photograph removes the issue 

of intrusion on the part of the researcher.  Conversely, though the researcher is 

not going to the sites to photograph, since the photographs are taken from sites 

that are essentially trying to sell a product, there is still a possibility that the pho-

tographs have been staged in a conscious attempt to portray a certain appearance.  

Though this was, and continues to be, a concern, the exploration of hundreds of 

houses on several different websites has shown that many of the houses do not 

appear to be staged because many photographs show artifacts of daily life such as 

piles of laundry, personal decorations, toys, and, in a few cases, limbs of people 

in the space.  

 Additionally, the use of real estate photographs as a research tactic allows 

for greater geographic range and faster data gathering.  Still, using photographs 

from real estate websites leads to a limited selection of houses and the reliance 

on only the photographs that are provided.  In many instances, the houses listed 

do not have enough photographs overall, or photographs of the specific areas of 

interest.  If the researcher took the photographs, they could be taken consistently 

from one house to the next in order to highlight both the similarities and differ-

ences.  Older neighborhoods, like those found in Levittown, are frequently easier 

to examine via real estate sites since the same model of house was built in large 
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numbers and all originally had identical exteriors.  More recent developer-built 

residences are more difficult to select since they are made to initially present 

themselves as different, and the limited selection of photographs does not ad-

equately allow for exact comparison to further determine if the houses are in fact 

the same or merely similar in a few ways.  This difficulty could lead to a bias in 

the investigation toward houses that appear identical on the outside as opposed to 

those that have variation built into their exteriors.  Examining both situations is 

beyond the scope of this project, and, therefore, emphasis was placed on houses 

that appear nearly identical on the outside, particularly on the facades. Further 

exploration of residences that were built to look different, however, could be the 

topic for further exploration in a related study.

 I chose a survey as the second portion of the investigation in order to 

understand the question of why residents make or do not make certain changes to 

their dwellings.  The photographic analysis studies the question of what aspects 

people change and, to a certain extent, how they change them.  Through the pho-

to analysis and subsequent diagramming, however, the factor that is constantly 

missing is the occupant.  This is a rather significant missing piece when trying to 

understand the relationship between occupant and environment.  To fill this in, a 

survey of 117 Buffalo-area households asked about the residents’ feelings toward 

their home and why they have customized their homes in the ways they have.  A 

survey was chosen over other methods, such as interviewing or focus groups, 

because of the ability to reach many more people in less time.  I identified survey 

methods as the most efficient means of gathering the desired information within 

the limited time frame and budget of this thesis.  The ability for a researcher to 

cover a great amount of information amongst a large sample of people is the 

greatest strength of surveys.  However, this breadth of information often comes at 

the cost of depth of responses.13 Furthermore, the nature of several of the ques-

tions lend themselves to use in a survey format.  

 For example, surveys make long batteries of questions more interest-

ing and efficient than they would be in a spoken interview.14 When asking about 
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modifications, a survey can simply list all of the possible options and allow 

residents to check off and write-in the appropriate answer to each as opposed to a 

researcher sitting and orally going through approximately twenty highly similar 

questions.  The anonymity provided through a self-administered survey can also 

reduce respondent reactivity to the researcher and can provide a sense of security 

that yields more truthful reports than an interview might.15 On the other hand, 

without a researcher asking the questions to each participant, responses cannot be 

probed for further information.  The researcher must rely only on the responses 

given without the option of clarifying confusing responses or delving deeper 

into answers.  Additional analysis of survey methods in relation to this particular 

exploration will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter Five.
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4. FINDINGS

“Study the past if you would define the future.”
     - Confucius

Photographic Analysis

 The photographic analysis of the case study neighborhoods (Sterling 

Heights, Michigan, and Levittown, New York) provided an initial means of ex-

ploring the types of customizations that can be found in homogeneous suburban 

housing environments.  Initial analysis involved the selection of several houses 

from each neighborhood from real estate websites, the collection of interior and 

exterior images, the drawing of plans and elevations for each house, and dia-

gramming the ways each household uses the space.  These explorations allowed 

each house to be looked at as an individual.  In order to examine the user cus-

tomizations of houses in relation to one another the plans and elevations of each 

house were overlaid with the base condition in order to identify areas of greatest 

structural change.

 The houses in Sterling Heights (case study 1) had fewer structural 

changes than those in Levittown (case study 2).  There could be many reasons for 

this.  This portion of the research did not involve any interviews or surveys with 

residents, so all findings and potential implications are based solely off of the 

researcher’s interpretations of the photographs, diagrams, and publicly available 

census data.  The houses in Sterling Heights were built larger than the Levittown 

houses to begin with: approximately 1,700 square feet instead of 1,200 square 

feet.  The lot sizes in both communities are nearly identical at just over 6,000 

square feet, but the houses in Sterling Heights occupy about thirty percent of the 

lot, which is almost double the amount of lot occupied by houses in Levittown, 
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Figure 1 (page 47): Case study neighborhood 1- 
houses compared in plan

Figure 2 (page 48): Case study neighborhood 1- 
houses compared in elevation

Figure 3 (page 49): Case study neighborhood 2- 
houses compared in plan

Figure 4 (page 50): Case study neighborhood 2- 
houses compared in elevation

New York.  On a very basic level, this means that there is less space around the 

house to expand in Sterling Heights than in Levittown, which may be why none 

of the residences selected had built beyond the original footprint while almost all 

of those in Levittown had.  

 On the interior of the houses, the space-use diagrams showed that each 

household did indeed use the spaces within their house in ways that were dif-

ferent from the other households.  However, there were no particularly unique 

ways of using spaces or drastic structural changes made to any of the interiors.  

Amongst the selected residences in Sterling Heights, there were no additions or 

removals of walls except for one instance in which a wall appears to have been 

added in the basement.  Based off of clues from the images, spaces were gener-

ally used in similar ways between households: with the bedrooms either used for 

sleeping or work space, the kitchen and family room apparently being used for 

their intended purposes, and the front living room being used either as a living 

space or dining space.  Most basements appeared to be used as additional liv-

ing or recreation space.  Interviews with residents might have given clues as to 

whether residents felt that the spaces were adequate for their needs or if they 

would prefer to have different types of spaces or arrangements, but were limited 

in some way from implementing the desired alterations.

 Within the Levittown houses, residents had made more changes, but the 

changes made still fell into similar categories.   If additions to the original house 

had been made, they typically occurred either on the right side (when looking 

at the house from the front outside) or on the back.  The houses were originally 

offset on the lots to allow for the later addition of carports or garages.  Many resi-

dents appear to have used this space for the purpose of parking while others have 

expanded the kitchen into this area or used it for a dining room.  The bedroom 

on the left side of the rear on the first floor appears to be used as living space by 

many residents instead of as a sleeping space as intended.  Similarly, the smaller 

ground floor bedroom looks as if it is used by many residents as an office space 

instead of as a dedicated sleeping space.  Instead, residents have added bedrooms 
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in what was once an unfinished attic space.  Most houses appeared to have two or 

three bedrooms in this area along with a bathroom.  The shape, size, and arrange-

ment of these rooms were different in all of the houses, but most included the 

same spaces.

 Overall, though the houses in Levittown were built with the same plans 

and few variations in elevation and were placed on their sites in the same way, 

they became varied over time through additions and re-appropriations of space 

by their residents.  The houses in Sterling Heights were built with different brick 

and were mirrored to vary the appearance of the neighborhood slightly.  But, in 

the fifty years since their construction, there has been much less alteration of the 

house structure or room uses by residents.  Using only the photographs limits the 

ability to discover why these differences might exist, but inferences can be made 

regarding house size, house to lot size ratio, and materials.  Future research could 

explore these issues in greater depth, but this project chose to use this portion of 

the study simply as an initial way of exploring the differences between individual 

residences in homogeneous communities.

51



Survey Findings

 A survey of two Buffalo-area neighborhoods investigated housing cus-

tomization in homogeneous communities.  The survey combined quantitative and 

qualitative questions in order to learn who lives in these communities, what they 

have done or not done to their houses, if there is anything they would like to do 

to their homes, if they face barriers to making modifications, what their thoughts 

are on their homes and communities, and if they have any suggestions for future 

homes.  Between the two neighborhoods, 117 surveys were distributed in March, 

2013.  Overall, residents returned twenty-one surveys, and the post office identi-

fied three houses as vacant, resulting in a response rate of 18.5%.  Neighborhood 

a residents returned eleven surveys while Neighborhood B residents returned 

ten.  Seventy-one percent of surveys were returned on paper while twenty-nine 

percent were returned online.  The results of each question are outlined on the 

following pages.  Further analysis of the findings and potential implications for 

future research and design are detailed in Chapter 5.

81%

10%

9%

Surveys not returned

Returned (Neighborhood A)

Returned (Neighborhood B)

19%

33%

10%

38%

Neighborhood A Online

Neighborhood A Paper

Neighborhood B Online

Neighborhood B Paper

Figure 5: Response rates Figure 6: Mode of response by neighborhood
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Question 1: How many years have you lived at your current residence?

 The average length of residency for all survey respondents was 22.4 

years.  The length of residency was approximately the same in both neighbor-

hoods.  However, in Neighborhood A, the range of residency length was much 

larger.  The length of residency ranged from 2 years to 60 years with the average 

residency being 22.3 years.  In Neighborhood B the shortest residency was 22 

years while the longest was 24 years.  The average length of residency amongst 

Neighborhood B respondents was 22.6 years.

Question 2: In what year was your house built?

 Houses in Neighborhood A were primarily built during the early 1950s.  

Houses in Neighborhood B were built in the late 1980s to early 1990s.  All but 

two of the survey respondents knew the year that their house was built.

Question 3: Do you know how many people or families have lived in 

your residence before you?  If yes, how many?

 Overall, the average number of prior resident groups in all households 

that responded to the survey was 0.69.  Of those who responded to the survey, 

52.38% were the first residents of their house, and 23.81% did not know how 

many people had lived in their residence before them.  In Neighborhood A, in 

which the houses are approximately sixty years old, one survey participant was 

an original resident.  Almost 50% did not know how many residents had lived 

5 yrs.

10 yrs.

20 yrs.

30 yrs.

40 yrs.

50 yrs.

60 yrs.

Neighborhood 
A

Neighborhood 
B

Part 1: Residence History
 
Description:

- Questions in part 1 are related to the resident’s history with their current home

Goals of Parts 1 & 4:
- To learn about the types of people and families that are residing in these 
neighborhoods
- To gain understanding of the factors leading individuals to choose their current 
residences

Figure 7: Length of residency
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there before them, but amongst those who did the average number was 1.8.  In 

Neighborhood B, the houses were built approximately 22 years ago, and all of 

the residents who responded to the survey stated that they were the first residents 

of their homes.  This is useful because any changes that have been made to the 

house will have been made by these residents.  In Neighborhood A, the residents 

may not cite certain changes, not because they have not been done but because 

they were done by a previous occupant.  This is one potential weakness of the 

survey.  The questions only ask about what the current resident has done and 

why, not about what has been done previously.

Question 4: How many people besides you live at your current resi-

dence?  For each resident, please list their age, gender, and relationship 

to you.

 Only nine of the twenty-one total responding households reported having 

more than one person in the residence.  Of those nine, only two reported having 

children living at home.  Both of these households were located in Neighbor-

hood A.  However, the later answers of several respondents indicated that they 

had grown children who may have lived in the house previously but have since 

moved out.  In most cases the second resident in each house was a spouse of 

the opposite sex, although one household reported partners of the same sex and 

another reported an engaged heterosexual pair.  Some of those residents that 

reported living alone were older residents, some of whom indicated that they had 

a deceased spouse who had previously resided with them.

Question 5: Please rate the following factors on how important or un-

important they were in the decision to choose your current residence.

 Amongst all respondents, price was the most important factor in the deci-

sion to choose the house they did.  Eighty-one percent of respondents listed that 

the price was very important in their decision and fourteen percent ranked price 

as somewhat important.  Safety of the neighborhood was also an important factor 
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along with the style or exterior appear-

ance of their house.  The least important 

factor overall was the distance from 

jobs.  Only 19% of respondents rated 

this as very important in the selection 

process.  Characteristics of area schools 

also ranked low on the list overall, but 

was ranked as being almost twice as 

important for residents of Neighborhood 

A than for residents in Neighborhood B.  

This could be due to the nature of each 

neighborhood’s school district.  Neigh-

borhood A is in a suburban context with 

public schools assigned by the area in 

which one lives.  Neighborhood B looks 

suburban but is part of the city school 

district in which students can attend a variety of public schools and magnet 

schools throughout the city regardless of where they live.  The written “other” 

reasons for choosing the residence were varied amongst those who replied, but 

many of the responses focused on aspects of the neighborhood including neigh-

bors and area services.

Median Ratings

A.  Distance from job

B.  Distance from area amenities

C.  Physical appearance of the 
neighborhood

D.  Safety of the 
neighborhood/community

E.  Style/exterior appearance of 
neighboring houses

F.  Style/exterior appearance of your 
house

G.  Style/character of the interior of 
your house

H.  Characteristics of area schools

I.  Price

J.  Square footage of home

K.  Size of lot

(1)
Not at all 
important

(5)
Very 

important

(2) (4)(3)
Neutral Not 

Applicable

 Overall  Neighborhood A  Neighborhood B

Figure 8: Question 5 ratings
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Part 2: Modifications
 
Description:

- Questions in part 2 ask about changes made to both the interior and exterior of the 
residence as well as changes that the residents may have wanted to make but could 
not

Goals of Part 2:
- To discover what changes people do and do not make to their residences
- To gain an understanding of the motivations behind the changes people make
- To identify factors that limit people from making changes that they would like to 
make

Question 6: Have you made any exterior modifications to your resi-

dence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you plan to make any exterior 

modifications in the future?

 In both neighborhoods, exterior changes were relatively common.  The 

average resident marked that they had made modifications in four to five of the 

nine categories and noted that they intend to make a change in one additional 

category.  Additional charts and word clouds that detail the responses to each 

question can be found in Appendix B.

 Landscaping was the most common area in which changes were made.  

Most landscaping was done out of personal preference rather than out of practical 

necessity.  The most common reason for landscaping in both neighborhoods was 

the desire to improve the appearance of the house.  Terms such as “beautifica-

tion” and “curb appeal” were used by multiple residents.  Residents cited both 

improvement of the appearance of their own house and improvement of the ap-

pearance of the neighborhood as primary reasons for landscaping.  Additionally, 

in Neighborhood B, multiple responses indicated that there had been no land-

scaping on the lots when residents moved in.  

 Exterior remodeling was marked as an area in which changes had been 

made by approximately three quarters of the respondents.  Amongst those who 

remodeled the exterior of their houses the most common change was the replace-

ment of a roof, which seems to have been done about once every twenty years.  

Since the average length of residency was twenty-two years, many residents 
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Figure 9: Question 6a (landscaping) responses
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have lived through the lifespan of their roof and therefore have had to re-roof.  

Changes to the siding were also done by many people.  Houses in Neighborhood 

B were built with vinyl siding rather than painted wood siding, resulting in less 

mentions of replacement.  In Neighborhood A the original siding was painted 

wood.  Several residents mentioned replacing this with materials that require less 

frequent maintenance, such as vinyl siding.  Overall, there were very few exterior 

remodeling changes for reasons other than necessity relating to the age of materi-

als.

 Recreational items were installed by just over one-third of survey par-

ticipants.  Several residents wrote that they had installed pools for their children 

and eventually removed the pool when the children grew up and moved out of 

the home.  Hot tubs were also cited by some residents, and were more popular 

amongst those without children living at home.  The most commonly stated rea-

sons for installing a hot tub were comfort and entertaining.  None of the respons-

es stated that the residents intend to add, remove, or replace recreational items in 

either neighborhood.

 Less than one-quarter of residents marked that they had added, removed, 

or replaced awnings, shutters, or flower boxes, and no one marked that they 

intended to do any of these things in the future.  Houses in Neighborhood A were 

built with shutters while those in Neighborhood B were not.  None of the houses 

were built with flower boxes or awnings.  Those people who did add or replace 

shutters noted that they had done so to alter the overall appearance of their house.  

Awnings were also mentioned by some, most commonly as a moderator for 

weather.

 Windows were a relatively common change in both neighborhoods, with 

just over 70% of all residents stating that they had made changes to the windows 

and about 20% more stating that they intended to make such changes in the 

future.  Windows were primarily replaced for practical reasons, particularly age.  

Many residents also mentioned energy efficiency as a primary reason for replac-

ing windows in their homes.  In Neighborhood B, some residents noted that they 
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Figure 11: Question 6c (recreational items) responses
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Figure 12: Question 6d (awnings, shutters, etc.) 
responses
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Figure 13: Question 6e (windows) responses
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replaced windows because the originals were leaky or poorly insulated.

 About 60% of residents had added, removed, or replaced a porch, deck, 

or patio.  The reasons for this were varied.  Some respondents replaced due to de-

terioration.  Others added to accommodate pools and hot tubs, and others added 

for personal enjoyment.  Many people stated that they use their porches, decks, 

and patios for entertaining, eating, and lounging.  Less residents in Neighborhood 

B marked that they had made changes in this category (50% responded yes) than 

in Neighborhood A where 72% responded yes.  Houses in Neighborhood B were 

built with a small front porch and a small concrete patio in the back.  Houses in 

Neighborhood A were not built with porches. 

 About 50% of all residents had made changes in the category of addition, 

removal, or replacement of a fence and about 20% stated that they intended to 

make a change in the future.  In both neighborhoods, the most common reasons 

for adding fences were privacy and pets.  People with pets stated that they wanted 

to keep their pets in their yards while one Neighborhood B resident mentioned 

the desire to keep other people’s pets out of her yard.  The desire for privacy 

was mentioned in both neighborhoods, but the desire to delineate territory from 

neighbors was only mentioned in Neighborhood B.  Fences were more common-

ly constructed than removed, but some residents did state that they had removed 

a fence or intended to remove one in the future.  Reasons for this included the 

removal of a pool and the subsequent lack of a need for visual privacy, damage 

from weather, and no longer having pets.

 Less than 15% of residents in either neighborhood noted that they had 

made an addition to their house.  Only one respondent cited that he hoped to do 

this in the future.  In most cases, the desire for an addition was driven by the need 

to have more space for the resident family or for entertaining guests.

 None of the residents in Neighborhood A had added, expanded, or 

removed exterior buildings, including garages and sheds.  Half of all responding 

residents in Neighborhood B had done so, and 40% more stated that they intend-

ed to make changes in this area in the future.  The most common change was the 
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Figure 14: Question 6f (porch, deck, patio) responses
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Figure 15: Question 6g (fence) responses
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Figure 16: Question 6h (addition/expansion) responses
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Figure 17: Question 6i (exterior buildings) responses
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addition of a storage shed for the storage of lawn equipment.  Houses in Neigh-

borhood B were built with attached one car garages while those in Neighborhood 

A were built with detached 1.5 car garages.

Question 7: Have you made any interior modifications to your residence 

since you’ve lived here?  Or do you plan to make any interior modifica-

tions in the future?

 Interior modifications were almost twice as common in Neighborhood A 

as they were in Neighborhood B.  The average Neighborhood A resident marked 

that they had made modifications in four to five of the eight categories, but very 

few noted that they intended to make any additional interior changes.  The aver-

age Neighborhood B resident marked that they had made modifications in about 

two of the eight categories, but noted that they intended to make approximately 

one additional change.  Additional charts and word clouds that detail the respons-

es to each question can be found in Appendix B.

 One-third of all respondents noted that they had added, removed, or relo-

cated interior walls.  Most of these responses were concentrated in Neighborhood 

A.  Residents cited adding, removing, and relocating walls equally, with no one 

type of change dominating over the others.  Most instances of this type of change 

were due to the desire for increasing the spaciousness or “efficiency” of the 

house, and most were done in relation to kitchens and living areas.  On a more 

practical side, one resident moved walls to accommodate an addition to the house 

while another had added a wall in the basement to create an additional bedroom.

 Less than 20% of residents noted that they had added living space to their 

house and only one marked that they intend to do this in the future.  Some who 

responded to this question had built additions onto their homes while others had 

increased the living space within the house by using other spaces, particularly the 

basement.  Most responses simply stated that the reason for the change was more 

space, but entertaining was also mentioned as a reason for adding living space.

 Similarly, additions or expansions of bedroom spaces were also uncom-
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Figure 18: Question 7a (interior walls) responses
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Figure 19: Question 7b (add/expand living) responses
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mon with less than 10% of respondents stating that they had made changes in this 

category and no one stating that they intended to do so in the future.  Houses in 

both neighborhoods were built with three bedrooms.  All additions of bedroom 

space occurred in Neighborhood A.  Of these, two added bedrooms in the base-

ment while the third made an addition to the back of the house.  Reasons given 

for doing this were generally related to providing more sleeping spaces for larger 

families.

 Almost one-quarter of residents noted that they had added or expanded 

their kitchen or dining area, and about 10% cited that they intended to do so in 

the future.  Responses in this category were similar between both neighborhoods.  

Of the spaces in the house, the kitchen and dining area were most commonly 

noted as areas for completed or desired expansion.  The addition of extra kitchen 

space was more common than the expansion of the kitchen into other spaces 

within the house.  The most commonly mentioned reason for making such a 

change was a lack of space.  

 Bathroom remodeling was a more common change and was done by 

almost two-thirds of residents.  The most common reasons listed by residents 

for making changes to a bathroom were related to personal desire and included 

the updating of fixtures and finishes.  Some respondents also described issues of 

comfort and convenience as reasons for making changes.  Words like “outdated” 

were used commonly between both neighborhoods when describing the stimulus 

for making alterations in the bathroom.  Almost all residents in Neighborhood A 

had remodeled their bathrooms while only 30% of residents in Neighborhood B 

stated that they had done the same.

 Similarly, kitchen remodels were also done for reasons of “updating” 

and were done by the same number of residents.  Other motivations for kitchen 

remodels centered on a lack of space and storage.  Once again, over 80% of resi-

dents in Neighborhood A had remodeled their kitchens, two times the percentage 

of Neighborhood B residents who had remodeled.  However, 20% of Neighbor-

hood B residents stated that they planned to remodel their kitchens in the future 
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Figure 21: Question 7d (add/expand kitchen) 
responses
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Figure 22: Question 7e (bathroom remodel) responses
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Figure 23: Question 7f (kitchen remodel) responses
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while none of the survey respondents from Neighborhood A planned to do so.

 Re-flooring was the most commonly made interior change, with 85% 

of survey respondents making changes in this category.  All of the responding 

residents from Neighborhood A had re-floored as had nearly three-quarters of 

residents from Neighborhood B.  Most re-flooring involved the replacement of 

carpeting with hardwood flooring.  The reasons for the selection of hardwood 

flooring were not detailed by all respondents.  However, most used words that 

indicated that the changes were done due to preference.  Other instances of re-

flooring were due to wear or age of the old floor.

 The finishing of basement spaces was completed by about half of all 

respondents.  This change was more common in Neighborhood B than in Neigh-

borhood A, but it is possible that this difference could be attributed to possible 

finishing of basements by earlier residents of Neighborhood A.  However, based 

off of the questions and responses to this survey, it is impossible to know for 

sure if this is the case.  No responses to this category involved the finishing of 

attic spaces because neither neighborhood has usable attic spaces to finish.  The 

upstairs of the Cape Cod houses in Neighborhood A could be considered an attic 

space, but it was not discussed as such in any of the survey responses.  Addi-

tionally, the upper level in these houses was finished at the time they were built, 

unlike the Cape Cod houses in the Levittown case study.  Reasons for finishing 

basements were highly varied.  Each household finished the basement in such 

a way as to provide additional space for their particular lifestyle needs.  Spaces 

added in the basement included working, sleeping, living, and hobby spaces.

Question 8: Have there been any changes that you have wanted to 

make to your residence but couldn’t?  Please list the desired changes.

 About two-thirds of residents overall were unable to make some of the 

changes that they wanted to make.  There were a variety of changes that residents 

stated they would like to make to their houses, mostly related to desires rather 

than to practical necessity.  Most involved the desire for increased space associ-
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Figure 25: Question 7h (finishing basement/attic) 
responses
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Figure 24: Question 7g (flooring) responses
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ated with various living programs such 

as living, sleeping, eating, and bathing.  

Question 9: If you answered yes to 

the previous question, why were 

you unable to make the changes 

you wanted?  Please rate each 

of the following on a scale from 

highly preventative to not at all 

preventative.

 The most common barrier to 

making changes to houses in both neigh-

borhoods was financial.  Fifty-seven 

percent of survey participants stated that the expense of the project was highly 

preventative to them.  A further fifteen percent stated that this was somewhat 

preventative.  Knowledge needed to carry out a project was also cited as a barrier 

by almost 30% of respondents, but all those who stated this as a barrier were 

female.  None of the males who completed the survey rated knowledge as being 

at all preventative.  Rules of landlords were not applicable to residents because 

all of the survey respondents are home owners.  Rules of homeowners’ associa-

tions and community groups were not listed as barriers and neither were zoning 

regulations.  Additionally, residents rated other family members and neighbors as 

generally not at all preventative to the implementation of home modifications.

Median Ratings
 Overall  Neighborhood A  Neighborhood B
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Highly 

Preventa-
tive

(5)
Not at All 
Preventa-
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(3)
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a: rules of landlord/lease

b: rules of community group

c: zoning regulations

d: expense of project

e: time needed to carry out 
project
f: knowledge or experience 
needed for project
g: size of the lot

h: construction or other 
characteristics of the house
i: neighbors

j: other family members

Figure 26: Question 9 ratings
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statement was “I am not able to make the changes that I want or need in my cur-

rent residence.”  Almost one-third of residents rated this negatively.  Almost 25% 

rated that they do not feel that their residence will suit their needs in the future.  

Despite this, 80% of residents stated that they do not plan on moving in the near 

future and 86% stated that their residence suits the needs of their current lifestyle.

 Despite the high levels of exterior similarity between houses, less than 

5 % strongly agreed with the statement “I feel that my residence is too similar 

Part 3: Conclusions

Description:
- Questions in part 3 ask about the feelings toward their current residence

Goals of Part 3:
- To understand how people relate to their homes
- To acquire information on how well current houses are meeting the needs of resi-
dents
- To collect recommendations from residents for improving dwellings in the future

(1)
Strongly 
Disagree

(7)
Strongly 
Agree

(4)
Neutral

(2) (3) (5) (6) Unsure

a: the interior of my current 
residence is too small for my needs

b: my yard is the right size for me

c: I do not plan on moving in the 
near future

d: I am unhappy with my current 
neighborhood

e: I am unhappy with my current 
residence

f: I feel that my residence is too 
similar to others around me

g: I feel that my current residence 
presents a positive image to others

h: I am currently not able to make 
changes that I want or need 

i: I feel that my current residence 
adequately suits my current needs

j: I feel that my residence will suit my 
needs in the future

Median Ratings
 Overall  Neighborhood A  Neighborhood B

+ -

- +

- +

+ -

+ -

+ -

- +

+ -

- +

- +

Figure 29: Question 10 ratings

Question 10: How accurately, on a 

scale from strongly agree to strong-

ly disagree, do the following state-

ments reflect your feelings about 

your current residence?

 On the whole, residents rated 

most of the statements very positively.  

The only category that received a less 

than 50% positive rating was “the inte-

rior of my current residence is too small 

for my needs.”  This category was rated 

positively by 48% of respondents, rated 

neutrally by 29%, and rated negatively 

by 14%.  The remaining 9% did not 

respond.  The most negatively related 
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to others around me.”  Almost 60 % of residents disagreed with this statement 

while just under one-quarter were neutral on the topic.  In addition, over 70% of 

respondents noted that they felt that their home presented a positive self-image to 

others.

Question 11: Are there any other comments that you would like to 

make about your residence?

 Most of the responses from Neighborhood A were positive in nature, rep-

resented by statements such as “we love our house” and “the area has maintained 

its friendly character.”  They reflected positive perceptions of the homes, neigh-

borhood, and surrounding community.  Just over 50% of respondents answered 

this question.  The one negative response related to the shrinking population in 

the area as a whole, by stating “[the] aging community… and shrinking popula-

tion… are the only drawbacks,”  while another resident indicated the desire for 

neighbors to take better care of their home. Responses from Neighborhood B 

Figure 30 (right): Positive responses to Question 11

Figure 31 (right): Negative responses to Question 11
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were less positive, with focus primarily placed upon the perceived poor design 

and construction of the houses and community.  Another commenter identified 

the lack of nearby services and amenities as a negative aspect of the neighbor-

hood with the statement, “the neighborhood has no services, grocery store [or] 

shopping… that is the only downfall to staying in this area.”  Most of the nega-

tive responses came from one household, while all but one other household in 

Neighborhood B made no comment.

Question 12: Do you have any suggestions or recommendations for 

architects and builders; to help them design houses that are more flex-

ible and adaptable to a wide variety of people and needs or to make 

houses that would be more suited to you?

 Most suggestions for improvement of houses focused on the interior al-

location of space.  Many residents expressed that “enough” space in various areas 

was important, but the nature of this exploration does not allow for clarification 

of what “enough” means to each respondent.  Adaptability and ease of access in 

old age were also brought up by multiple residents.  All homes in both neighbor-

hoods are two levels, and some residents expressed that climbing the stairs in 

these homes might be difficult for older individuals or for themselves as they age.  

One Neighborhood B resident wrote, “When I purchased my home twenty-three 

Figure 32: Question 12 responses

years ago, I was interested in a home 

with two levels… [But], if I were to 

purchase a home now, I would prefer a 

single level… I can see negotiating the 

stairs becoming a problem.”  Very few 

comments were made about the exterior 

of the houses or the communities in 

general.
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Part 4: Background Information
 
Description:

- Questions in part 4 are related to the resident’s demographic information

Goals of Parts 1 & 4:
- To acquire demographic data for data grouping purposes

Questions 13-16: Demographics

 Question thirteen asked residents to write their current address and was 

asked primarily to allow grouping of data and to allow for the matching of houses 

with answers.  Though the addresses were paired with the houses in order to 

match alterations with images, the addresses were subsequently disassociated 

from all answers to ensure confidentiality of respondents.  Four residents did not 

give their addresses on the survey.  Three of these were from Neighborhood B 

while one was from Neighborhood A.  The answers were still able to be associ-

ated with a neighborhood due to the year the house was constructed.

 The other demographic questions asked residents to mark their age, gen-

der, and whether they own or rent their house.  Responses in both neighborhoods 

were almost evenly split between males and females.  The majority of residents 

that responded to the survey were over forty-five.  One respondent was in the 

18-30 age range, three were 31-45, seven were 46-60, five were 61-75, and four 

were over the age of seventy-five.  All residents who responded to the survey 

own their homes.
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5. IMPLICATIONS + CONCLUSIONS

“[The job of the architect] is to design for choices rather than make proto-
types to choose from.”
     - Renee Chow, Suburban Space (2002)

 The Buffalo-area survey results provided a general overview of who 

lives in homogeneous suburban communities, what they have done with their 

homes, and what they think of their houses and communities.  From these find-

ings, several potential implications for both future research and design can be 

extrapolated.  The potential audiences for this information are quite diverse.  

This information may be of interest to architects, urban planners, contractors and 

home builders, and developers as well as to social scientists, marketing research-

ers, and even to residents of housing.  Each of these groups could take away 

different portions of the work for their own uses, as the information presented has 

different levels of applicability for each population.  The following are some of 

the many potential avenues in which the survey research can be applied in both 

research and design.

Implications for Future Research:

 The research done as a part of this study was meant to be exploratory and 

provide an overview of this particular housing context.  The nature of the survey 

led to the collection of a breadth of information with much less depth.  Many of 

the responses given by residents opened up several more questions for future re-

search, many of which are related to cultural forces on home customization ideas 

and decision making.  Future research in this area may be useful to social scien-

tists who would like to know more about how societal trends and influences are 

made manifest in the personal realm of the home or to home builders and market 
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researchers who are looking to understand how their market views their products 

and what they might be able to do to improve perception and sales of those prod-

ucts.

Words + Meanings

 One of the primary areas for future research that arose in the analysis 

of the survey responses was the topic of words and their meanings.  Throughout 

the open-ended responses, several words stood out as common amongst multiple 

households.  For example, in relation to bathrooms, the most common reason 

given for why remodeling had occurred, or why the respondent intended to make 

changes in the future, was because the bathroom was “old” or “outdated.”  Simi-

larly, many residents discussed making changes to their kitchens to “update” or 

make them more “modern.”  Future work could address what these terms mean to 

residents.   What constitutes outdated?  Is there an age range in which something 

becomes outdated or are there other forces that define the concept?  Does the 

term mean the same thing to multiple people or is its meaning diverse?

Figure 1: Reasons for remodeling kitchens and baths
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 In relation to windows, the term “energy efficient” came up in approxi-

mately one-third of the explanations of why windows had been replaced.  Those 

that did not specifically cite energy efficiency generally referenced similar 

reasons such as age and draftiness.  The concept of energy efficiency has been 

pervasive in many aspects of everyday life over the last several years due to 

concerns about environmental change and resource management, and it appears 

to be influencing the decisions residents make in their homes.  From the survey, 

it is clear that residents are aware of the term energy efficiency, but it is unclear 

what their understanding of the concept is.  Do they understand energy efficiency 

as something that helps the environment and the planet, do they see it as a way to 

personally save money, do they feel pressure by neighbors, friends, or the media 

to purchase items that are energy efficient instead of those that are not, or do they 

see energy efficiency as something else entirely?  Future research could shed 

light on this topic.

Tastes + Trends

 A second area of focus for future research lies within the formation of 

tastes and trends.  Though the survey showed that residents of suburban housing 

do indeed make changes to their houses, both large and small, the changes all fell 

within an apparent range of acceptability.  The lack of highly varied customiza-

tions within the studied neighborhoods could indicate that other forces, such as 

neighbors, home improvement stores, or media, influence what is considered both 

Figure 2: Understanding energy efficiency

Figure 3 (left): Reasons for replacing windows
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acceptable and desirable by residents.  

 Kitchens were one area in which research could focus in order to discov-

er where people get their ideas and inspirations.  Survey responses in relation to 

kitchens focused heavily on ideas of spaciousness and newness.  One of the most 

common reasons for altering a kitchen, either through expansion or remodeling, 

was the desire to update objects and finishes perceived to be old.  Respondents 

did not always specify what they had updated in their kitchens, but those who did 

mentioned such things as cabinets, floors, countertops, and fixtures.  Residents 

mentioned appliances less often.  It is possible that residents do not consider the 

replacement of appliances to be part of kitchen remodeling.  If this is the case, it 

might be interesting to know why.  Comments on bathrooms were very similar 

to those about kitchens.  Similar lines of study could discover whether people 

are influenced by magazines, television, neighbors, home improvement stores, or 

other sources when thinking about altering their bathrooms and kitchens.

 Eighty-five percent of survey respondents made alterations to flooring in 

their houses.  In almost all of the written explanations, residents stated that they 

had replaced carpeting in their houses for hardwood flooring.  With such a small 

sample size it cannot be known whether this phenomenon is a part of a larger 

trend or if it is a more isolated scenario.  Either way, greater depth of inquiry is 

required to discover why this is occurring in the sampled neighborhoods.  Those 

who did give a reason for their transition to hardwood flooring generally stated 

that it was for personal preference, but it is unclear if this preference is due to ap-

pearance, maintenance, durability, lifespan, or broader trends.

 Landscaping was another very popular realm for alteration.  Ninety 

percent of survey respondents stated that they had done some kind of landscaping 

work at their residence.  The most common reason given for landscaping in both 

neighborhoods was “beautification.”  This beautification was directed at both the 

house and neighborhood.  A resident from Neighborhood A wrote, “Landscap-

ing adds beauty to our yard,” while a resident from Neighborhood B described 

both the yard and neighborhood by stating, “Landscaping beautifies the house 

Trend?

Maintenance? Lifespan/
Durability?

Variety of 
Options 

(i.e. area rug, etc.)?

Figure 4: Motivations for selecting hardwood floors
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and the neighborhood.” Additionally, many of the responses referred to landscap-

ing as if it were a necessary part of a house.  A few residents from Neighborhood 

B wrote that they had landscaped because, “There was nothing there.” It comes 

across that residents of both neighborhoods feel that landscaping is an important 

and necessary part of the exterior of a house, but, based on the responses, it is 

unclear what is influencing the formation of this opinion.  Perhaps residents feel 

pressure from neighbors to keep their yards looking a certain way.  It could also 

be that residents partake in landscaping as a hobby or because they like bring-

ing nature close to their homes.  It is also possible that perceptions of acceptable 

landscaping come from media or retail sources.  Further research could focus on 

the factors influencing ideas about landscaping and what residents perceive as 

acceptable and unacceptable landscaping.

 Trends amongst residents also appeared in the addition and removal of 

recreational items.  Recreational items were added, removed, or replaced by less 

than 40% of residents, but amongst those that had dealt with recreational items, 

the most common additions and removals were of pools and hot tubs: every resi-

dent who had checked off this category had either added or removed a pool or hot 

tub.  It was striking however, that these recreational items changed as a family 

aged.  Multiple respondents stated that they had added pools for their children, 

but when the children grew up they removed the pool.  Some respondents wrote 

that they had subsequently added a hot tub after having removed the pool.  All of 

those who had installed hot tubs do not currently have children living at home.  

Based off of the data, there appears to be a trend of altering recreational items 

with age.  It is unclear why this would be, though some residents did cite factors 

such as comfort in relation to hot tubs, but future research could examine the 

life cycle of families in relation to their recreational items.  Research could also 

focus on the apparent mental association of pools with children and hot tubs with 

childlessness.

Figure 5: Shift in recreational items with age
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Material Selection

 Through the data collected, material selection also appears to be an 

avenue that is ripe for additional research.  Based off of the survey data, factors 

influencing the selection of materials likely vary from resident to resident.  Mate-

rial selection was already discussed somewhat in relation to the replacement of 

carpeting with hardwood floors, but it also occurred in relation to windows, sid-

ing, and fences.  With regards to windows and siding, residents generally stated 

that ease of maintenance was the primary factor that caused them to replace one 

material with another.  Some houses in Neighborhood A stated that they had 

replaced wooden windows with vinyl or other older windows, of non-specified 

materials, with windows that were easier to clean and maintain.  Similarly, hous-

es in Neighborhood A were originally built with painted wood siding.  Several 

residents had replaced this with vinyl siding to avoid having to paint every few 

years.  Though ease of maintenance came across as one clear motivating factor in 

material selection, it is not clear what other factors influence material selection in 

home projects.  Future research could examine how people make decisions relat-

ing to the selection of materials.  Is maintenance really the primary factor, or do 

other factors, such as lifespan, appearance, and cost, play a role?  Research could 

also look to where people go to find information on materials and how much ef-

fort they put into their selection.

 Along similar lines, fences could also be an area for future research as 

well as design.  Most residents who had engaged in fence addition, removal, or 

replacement had added a fence, although some had removed fences.  The primary 

reasons given for adding fences were privacy, defining boundaries, and keeping 

pets in, or out of, yards.  There could be many ways of accomplishing each of 

these goals, some of which include more traditional fences, some of which do 

not.  Future work could examine the goals of privacy, territoriality, and enclo-

sure more closely in order to discover what solutions could be appropriate.  For 

example, to define boundaries with neighbors it might not be necessary to build 

a full-height privacy fence.  It may be acceptable to simply use plantings or low 
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stones to define an edge.  On the other hand, defining territory may be about more 

than just stating where one’s yard begins and ends and such low-profile solutions 

may not be acceptable. The issue needs to be examined in greater depth in order 

to understand meanings and solutions.

Implications for Future Design:

 In addition to research, the survey results also indicate many potential 

implications for design.  While additional research may still be needed in some 

areas, the following implications relate to issues that could be addressed through 

design.  The following could be useful for architects as well as to urban planners, 

developers, and home builders.

Space Planning and Allocation

 Question twelve of the survey asked residents if they had any sugges-

tions or recommendations for architects and builders to help them design houses 

that are more flexible and adaptable to a wide variety of needs.  Most of the 

responses to this question dealt with the interior allocation of space, though there 

was not one particular space that was identified by a majority of people.  Hav-

ing sufficient space seems to be a concern for people, but it is unclear what is 

really meant by “sufficient.”  For example, kitchens were one location in which 

many people expressed the feeling that they did not have enough space.  A few 

residents actually added kitchens on to their houses in order to provide more 

space, and one resident suggested that, “Kitchens need to be adequate to the size 

Figure 6: Spatial responses to Question 12
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of the home.”1 Designers could begin to 

address the issue of spaciousness with 

regards to kitchens through a combina-

tion of design and research.  It is unclear 

from the data collected if spaciousness 

has to do with the numeric size of the 

space or if an apparent spaciousness 

could be brought about through layout 

and a variety of storage options.  Many 

respondents mentioned lack of storage 

and inefficiency of space in their discus-

sions about their kitchens, leading to the 

hypothesis that the true answer is closer 

to the latter.  Designers could use their 

problem solving skills to create ways to maximize space and feelings of spa-

ciousness, even in small spaces.  Such designs could allow for greater flexibility 

and customization of use without requiring large amounts of additional space.

 Storage was generally an issue for many people in both neighborhoods.  

In Neighborhood B, a particular area of concern was outdoor storage space.  As 

discussed in the previous chapter, houses in Neighborhood A were built with ex-

tra wide one-car garages, and though it appears as if some have been converted to 

two-car garages, no residents from this neighborhood noted that they had added, 

expanded, or removed any exterior buildings, including both garages and sheds.  

In contrast, Neighborhood B was built with attached one-car garages on most 

houses, and half of all respondents stated that they had added or intended to add 

a storage shed.  One resident expressed the desire for more storage by writing, 

“Houses need storage space.  A larger garage would suffice.  With a single car 

garage, extra length could provide space for lawn mowers, snow blowers, etc.  

Having to add a storage shed takes away from yard space and views.”2 Adding an 

extra three feet of length to a one car garage would likely make little difference in 

Figure 7: Kitchen layouts resulting in different spatial 
conditions
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the cost of building a house, but would 

probably make a much larger difference 

in the satisfaction of a resident living in 

the house.  Instances like this empha-

size the importance of doing research in 

order to find out what aspects of housing 

are and are not working for residents.  

Though we might sometimes forget, de-

sign decisions have a real impact on the 

lives of real people, and little changes 

can make a big difference.

 As was mentioned previously, 

although residents expressed interest 

and concern in the allocation of interior 

space, there were no overarching themes of how space should be used.  This 

supports the initial hypothesis of this study that, though houses in homogeneous 

suburban neighborhoods might look similar, they are used in different ways.  

Some residents expressed desire for more sleeping space while others wanted an 

office or extra bathroom.  Still others wanted more storage or additional space 

for entertaining.  One way of dealing with the varied desires of users could be 

the incorporation of unfinished spaces in houses.  In both neighborhoods studied, 

the houses were built with unfinished basements.  Some residents stated that they 

had finished the basements while others had not.  Either way, this extra space that 

was not initially dedicated to any one particular use opened up many options for 

people to use the space in whatever way suited them best.  An example of this 

can also be seen in the houses of Levittown, New York, studied in the photo-

graphic analysis portion of this study.  When they were built, the upstairs of the 

Levittown houses was not finished, but over time the residents have developed 

this space for a variety of uses.  Though most of them use the space for additional 

bedrooms and bathrooms, each house has divided up the space in its own way.  

Standard 
Garage: 
Cramped 

space for lawn 
equipment, etc.

Extra 3’ in length 
provides space for 
lawn equipment, 

shelves, and 
trash/recycling bins.

Figure 8: Addition of 3’ to garage
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Unfinished spaces by nature provide a 

prime location for individuals to make 

their own mark.

Spatial Needs across the Life 

Course

 Another interesting avenue for 

design came up in the conclusions sec-

tion of the survey.  When asked if they 

felt that their house had enough interior 

space, less than half of all residents 

agreed.  This information is somewhat 

surprising considering that the houses 

studied had an average of two people or 

less living in each dwelling with three bedrooms and approximately 1,500 square 

feet.  At first glance, this could lead to the conclusion that people need a large 

amount of space in which to be comfortable, but closer examination of the data 

indicates that this response could instead be due to changing spatial needs over 

the life course.

 Though most residents now live by themselves or with a single spouse 

or partner, many of their responses to questions indicated that they previously 

had children or a now-deceased spouse living with them.  Some residents also 

mentioned that they sometimes entertain guests at their houses as part of the 

explanation for several of the alterations they had made.  Based off of these 

responses, the hypothesis can be made that on a day-to-day basis the house may 

be adequately sized to fulfill the needs of those living there, but it is not able to 

adequately accommodate the temporary fluctuations in the number of occupants.  

For example, the spatial needs of a “typical” family with two parents and two 

children change over the lifespan of the group.  When the family first moves into 

the house, the size is likely to be adequate for the whole family.  As the children 

Figure 9: Unfinished spaces can become a variety of 
things
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Guests/Entertaining

Grown Children and Grandchildren

Elderly Relatives

Family with Young Children

Family with Older Children

Couple with Grown Children

“ I enjoy fairly frequent house guests. They 
all visit during the holidays. My 

children and grandchildren are the main 
reason I maintain my home.”

- Neighborhood A Resident
 

“We added a kitchen and living room to 
accommodate more entertaining in the 

house.  We also finished the basement to 
provide room for overflow guests.”

- Neighborhood A Resident
 

“I would like to add a family room to the 
back of the house and expand the kitchen 
to provide more space for entertaining.”

- Neighborhood B Resident
  

“I close up the upstairs of my house in the 
winter, when my children and 

grandchildren are not visiting, since I don’t 
need all the space by myself.”

- Neighborhood A Resident

Figure 10: Changing spatial needs over time
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grow up, the space may become slightly tighter, but it is probably not too small.  

The children eventually grow up and move away, and the couple is now in the 

house by themselves.  They now have more space for themselves on a day-to-day 

basis.  However, they may have an elderly relative who needs to stay with them 

for either a short or long period of time, their grown children may come to visit 

with their own children and spouses, or they may want to entertain friends, neigh-

bors, and other family members for a few hours or even a few days.  At each of 

these occasions, the population of the house increases.  Though it may only be for 

a short time, the inability to accommodate all of the people desired may become 

a source of frustration for homeowners.

 While more research would be needed to prove this hypothesis, the pri-

mary issue that arises is: how can a house change to meet changing spatial needs 

over both the short-term and long-term?  There are probably dozens or even 

hundreds of possible ways to address this issue, but it is one that can be uniquely 

addressed by architects.  Details such as French doors, barn doors, or large pocket 

doors between rooms could allow for opening up space when needed and clos-

ing up smaller areas for additional private sleeping space for guests or to keep 

the house from feeling too large when there are only one or two people residing 

there.  Retractable walls could accomplish similar goals.  Openings in walls and 

Figure 11: Adjustable space option- French doors
Figure 12: Adjustable space option- archways
Figure 13: Adjustable space option- large pocket door
Figure 14: Adjustable space option- barn doors
Figure 15: Adjustable space option- wall openings
Figure 16: Adjustable space option- retractable walls

11. 12. 13.

14. 15. 16.
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archways between rooms could allow for some connectivity between spaces 

without being entirely open.  The need for adaptable spaces over the life course is 

one of the many implications for design and research that have been identified by 

this study.  The others listed above are just a start of what could possibly be taken 

from this investigation.  Some of the implications discussed might seem obvious, 

but they do sometimes yield unexpected, and productive, design opportunities.

Thesis Reflection:

 This thesis accomplished the four primary goals identified at the outset of 

the project.  The first was to provide a descriptive portrait of standardized sub-

urban communities.  Research of two Buffalo-area communities discovered that 

these neighborhoods are composed of a variety of individuals, at different stages 

in their lives that have lived in their homes for differing lengths of time.  These 

individuals are generally satisfied with their homes and neighborhoods and most 

do not intend on moving anytime soon.  The small sample size limits the ability 

to generalize these results to other communities, but examination of literature on 

similar topics corroborates this finding.  

 The second goal was to explore if, how, and why people alter their hous-

es in standardized communities and whether they face any barriers when trying 

to make alterations.  The residents surveyed did indeed make several changes to 

their houses, some because of necessity and others due to preference.  About two-

thirds of them faced limitations to implementing further changes that they wanted 

or needed, the most common barrier, and sole barrier for many, being finances.  

 The survey results helped meet the third goal of identifying implica-

tions for future research and design that could help make houses work better for 

residents both physically and psychologically.  These implications have been 

discussed in detail in the previous chapter and cover a wide range of topics from 

researching the meanings and origins of words used in relation to home custom-

izations to the need for design solutions that allow houses to adapt to both short-

term and long-term shifts in spatial needs of a household.
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 The final goal is much broader and is not one that can be fully met 

through this project alone: shift the architectural discourse about suburbia to en-

courage the re-involvement of architects in the design of suburban environments.  

The information presented in this thesis takes a step forward in illustrating that 

suburbia, or homogeneous housing environments more generally, are not bland, 

barren expanses full of robotic, white, middle class traditional families.  They 

are much more complex than this, and could hold a lot of valuable insight into 

housing as an important part of everyday life.  The commentary from the final 

thesis review, which is discussed below, illustrates that there is still a long way to 

go before all architectural professionals can see suburban environments in a new 

light, but this project hopes to illustrate that even small studies can be useful and, 

when combined within a larger body of work, can contribute to the larger shift 

and the acquisition of knowledge and understanding.

Next Steps:

 The survey acted as the primary means of acquiring information for this 

study.  The small sample size and low response rate limit the ability to generalize 

the gathered data as applicable to other communities or even all residences in the 

chosen communities, but is useful as an exploratory study and first step to future 

research in similar areas.  As an exploratory study, this thesis generally explored 

broad topics relating to housing rather than a particular topic in great detail.  

While this method did answer the primary research questions and identified many 

potential implications for both design and research, it also unearthed many more 

questions for future study.  If this study were to be carried forward, the next step 

would be to increase the depth of the study through the use of interviews with 

residents of the chosen neighborhoods.  Interviews, or even focus groups, would 

allow for greater exploration of responses.  

 Residents were not given any incentive or reward for completing and 

returning the survey, and as such the survey was designed to be short enough that 

people would be willing to complete it without any reward for their time and ef-
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fort besides possible enjoyment of thinking about and sharing the alterations they 

had made, or hoped to make, to their homes.  The desire to limit the length of the 

survey resulted in a survey that covers a broad range of issues without delving 

into any one in great depth along with a greater concentration of quantitative 

questions instead of qualitative ones.  These helped give an overview of housing 

customization practices, but, as was made clear in the discussion of implications, 

there were many instances in which the qualitative responses given on the survey 

were unclear in their meaning or origins.  In response to many questions, some 

residents wrote that their reason for implementing the change was because they 

wanted the change.  They did not give clarification as to why they wanted it or 

why they chose a certain way of doing something over another.  Responses such 

as “I added a deck because it was my style,” given by one Neighborhood A resi-

dent, are ambiguous and do not provide researchers with much information on 

which to build.  A follow-up interview could allow for clarification of such issues 

and the acquisition of deeper responses that could be more useful for the creation 

of design solutions and avenues for more particular future research.

 The study reveals a relatively slim margin of acceptability for home 

customization amongst residents in the studied communities.  Although residents 

did make several changes to their houses, the survey did not identify any as be-

ing particularly unique or falling outside of a window of normalcy.  This limited 

acceptability falls outside of the thesis hypothesis that, though they appear to 

be highly uniform, houses in homogeneous communities are highly unique due 

to the alterations implemented by their residents.  It is possible that the possible 

slim margin of acceptability could have been magnified by the nature of the sur-

vey.  The survey questions regarding home modifications were arranged in sub-

categories within the larger categories of interior and exterior changes.  These 

categories were derived from the earlier photographic analysis of the case studies 

and cursory examination of suburban housing in general, but may have resulted 

in generalization of alterations or the exclusion of some less standard customiza-

tions.  For example, one house in Neighborhood B had a large wheelchair ramp 
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built on the front of the house.  No question specifically dealt with modifica-

tions for accessibility and, though there was a space for residents to write in any 

“other” changes they had made that were not included under the other options, 

the resident, who had lived in his home since it was built, did not mention the 

wheelchair ramp anywhere in his responses.  It is possible that other changes 

could have been left out by others because they did not fall under any of the pre-

determined headings.

 A further step in this study could have addressed this issue through pho-

tography.  The initial case study exploration used photographs taken in similar 

locations throughout several houses of the same type in order to create a visual 

compendium of user alterations.  If this method were used in the two Buffalo 

neighborhoods, increased similarities and differences between alterations of 

similar types might become apparent.  For example, just over 60% of respondents 

stated that they had remodeled their kitchens, many due to a lack of “spacious-

ness.”  Photographs of the kitchens could show whether the residents remodeled 

in similar ways or if they used varied techniques to achieve their goals.  Further-

more, the use of photography does not require that alterations be grouped into 

pre-determined categories at the outset, potentially leading to less exclusion of 

more uncommon alterations that would otherwise be left unmentioned.

Potential Responses to the Thesis:

 As illustrated in the introductory discussion to this thesis, architects are 

divided on the topic of suburbia, with some viewing suburban environments as 

homogenizing and reinforcing of mass cultural values through the use of bland, 

characterless housing, and others embracing such environments as multifaceted 

and full of hidden inspiration.  Responses to this thesis could be varied, depend-

ing on the point of view of the reader.  Some readers might find the research to be 

valuable and focus on ways in which the investigation could be expanded, deep-

ened, or applied in the future.3  On the other end of the spectrum, those who ap-

proach suburban environments with derision, or those who generally ignore such 
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environments, may argue that the findings of this research are already known by 

architects, or that builders, rather than architects, need to change their mindset if 

new designs are to be implemented in suburban settings.4  Overall, this attitude 

is not constructive because it attempts to ignore the issue at hand and place the 

responsibility on all parties except architects.  Architects may well be aware that 

customization is an important issue in housing and that standardized houses do 

not necessarily remain standardized once inhabited by residents, but many still 

seem to be of the mindset that buildings within these types of environments are 

not worthy of their energies or of the label of “Architecture.” 

 Mundane mass-produced environments are a part of our society, provide 

homes to millions of people, and are unlikely to disappear anytime soon.  Dis-

missing these environments as “bad (or not) architecture” and any person who 

designs such environments as a “bad architect” discourages involvement, and the 

potential introduction of greater innovation and ingenuity, by other architects.  

Within the academic realm these sentiments are even more problematic because 

they perpetuate inaccurate stereotypes and mindsets in generation after genera-

tion of architects instead of inspiring action to make a change in a setting some 

find distasteful.  For many, it is easier to write off the setting than to do some-

thing about it.

 Housing developers and developer-employed architects, however, often 

do appear to put economic gains ahead of design creativity.  The people involved 

in the actual building of suburbia also need to be involved in the exploration of 

new ways of thinking and building for the diverse population of residents that 

will one day live in their creations.  The endeavor to examine and potentially 

make changes to homogeneous housing environments needs to come from both 

architectural researchers and practitioners, including developers, builders, and the 

architects that work for them.

 Although housing builders and developers do need to be involved in 

shifting thoughts about suburbia, I strongly believe that it is architects who need 

to change the way they think.  If this happens, builders might follow suit.  In 
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a capitalist economy, sales are the driving force.  A house is a consumer good 

that is sold by home builders.  Builders know that the current models they have 

always been making have sold and are continuing to sell.  Therefore, they do 

not have any reason to do anything differently.  Taking a chance on an untested 

prototype puts their business and bottom line at risk.  If, however, architects and 

architectural researchers were to engage in studies that examine what changes to 

housing would be accepted or even desired by residents and share the data with 

the home building industry, change might occur.  Without the active engagement 

of architects, it is unlikely that many home builders would divert from their tried 

and true methods.

Conclusions:

 On the whole, the use of photographic case study analysis and survey-

ing of Buffalo-area neighborhoods was a helpful first step in the examination of 

a highly complex sector of the built environment.  This examination supported 

the hypothesis that there is more to these environments than meets the eye, and 

though the houses may have been built to be similar in façade and plan, each 

resident has made alterations to meet their own unique needs and preferences.  

These communities are not just made up of cookie cutter houses and traditional 

families, but rather are composed of a variety of individuals that may appear 

similar on paper but who have varied preferences and lead diverse lives.  The sur-

vey only scratched the surface, and much more work needs to be done.  Because 

of the exploratory nature of this thesis, it used a survey which asked residents 

about many housing issues, in order to determine what issues might be explored 

in greater depth in future research.  For example, future research could build 

on the broad findings presented here, perhaps through the use of more in-depth 

interviews and focus groups which allow opportunities for qualitative in-depth 

exploration.  Additionally, residents of homogeneous neighborhoods could be 

asked about other houses that are not their own in order to gain a broader scope 

of what people like and want and why.  
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 One of the goals of this investigation was to encourage the re-involve-

ment of architects into the highly contested realm of suburbia for the purpose of 

acting as facilitators of personal customization of housing environments.  The 

literature review and analysis of findings illustrate that there is still work to be 

done before both sides of the debate over suburbia can see eye to eye, but I hope 

that this thesis can act as an initial step towards greater involvement with this 

large portion of our everyday built environment.  

 This thesis has taken the position that the home is an important part of 

the self, and that the ability to make a mark on the physical space of the home is 

an important part of a healthy and complete life.  Responses to the survey show 

that customization is occurring in homogeneous suburban neighborhoods.  From 

the customized garden out front to the new patio in back or the expanded kitchen 

on the interior, users customize residential spaces, and each element of the house 

becomes an integral part of the occupant.  Even if every house on a street is built 

the same, they will not stay that way; users will make their mark.

 Unfortunately many architects have chosen to ignore homogeneous 

housing environments, particularly in suburbia.  This is often because they view 

such environments as common, ordinary, unprogressive, or simply boring, but 

in reality such everyday environments can offer “an amazing number of social, 

spatial, and aesthetic meanings [and reveal] a fabric of space and time defined by 

a complex realm of social practices.”5 This thesis does not ask that architects give 

up their aesthetic values or design expertise for the desires of the public, nor does 

it ask that builders and developers trade in issues of economy for highly individu-

alized designs.  What it does ask is that architects (as well as planners, builders, 

developers, retailers, and social scientists) take on an open, yet analytical mindset 

when examining the everyday buildings that surround us.  A wealth of informa-

tion could be awaiting those who look for it. 
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Notes to Chapter 5:

 1. Comment from Neighborhood A, Question 12 survey response

 2. Comment from Neighborhood B, Question 12 survey response

 3. Commentary on this topic is discussed in Appendix C

 4. Commentary on this topic is discussed in Appendix C

 5. John Leighton Chase, Margaret Crawford, and John Kaliski, eds, Everyday 
Urbanism (New York: The Monacelli Press, 2008) 6.
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Making a Mark:  
Personal Customization of Suburban Housing 
 
 

 
Hello.  My name is Monica Groele.  I am a graduate student in the architecture program at the 

University at Buffalo.  As a part of my Master’s thesis I am examining the relationship between people 
and their houses in the hope of better understanding how to design homes that more fully meet the needs 
of residents.   

 
In order to study this topic, I am currently conducting a survey of residents in your community to 

understand how each household has adapted its home to meet its own unique needs and wants.  The 
survey is divided into four general sections.   

 The first includes questions that ask about your history with your current home.   
 The second section asks about changes you may have made to your home over time, the 

reasons behind the changes you’ve made, and plans you might have for future adaptations 
to your home.   

 The third section asks you about your feelings toward your current home and community, 
and any recommendations you might have for designers and architects to help make 
houses better for more people and at more stages of the life cycle. 

 The fourth section asks some general background questions about you and your home for 
data grouping and organization purposes. 

 
The survey can be completed online (https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/making_a_mark) or on 

paper.  On the afternoon of Sunday, February 24, I will be delivering paper copies of the survey along 
with self-addressed and stamped return envelopes.  If no one at your address is home, I will leave the 
survey on your door.  Participation in this study is entirely voluntary, but your participation would be very 
helpful to me in the creation of recommendations for ways that designers can make future houses more 
livable for residents. 

The survey will take approximately 15-30 minutes to complete and can be completed by any 
resident of this address over 18 years of age.  If you are not yet 18 years old, please do not participate in 
this study.  There is no monetary compensation for filling out the survey, but you may find it enjoyable to 
think about the decisions you have made regarding your residence over the years and the choices you plan 
on making in the future.  There are no identifiable risks involved in participating in this study, and the 
information you provide on the survey will be kept entirely confidential.  Answers and other comments 
will be disassociated from any identifying information, your name will never be asked for, and addresses 
will not be seen by anyone but me.  You are not obligated to answer all of the questions or to finish the 
survey.  If you are uncomfortable with any question, you can skip it.  By answering questions in this 
survey and submitting them, you are consenting to participation in the study. 
 

If you decide to participate, please complete and return the survey, either online or on paper, by 
Sunday, March 3, 2013.  

 
Thank you in advance for your participation.  If you have any questions, please feel free to 

contact me via email (mgroele@buffalo.edu) or my advisor Dr. Korydon Smith (khsmith@buffalo.edu). 
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Making a Mark:  
Personal Customization of Suburban Housing 

Hello.  My name is Monica Groele.  I am a graduate student in the architecture program at the 
University at Buffalo.  As a part of my Master’s thesis I am examining the relationship between people 
and their houses in the hope of better understanding how to design homes that more fully meet the needs 
of residents.  

I am currently conducting a survey of residents in your community to understand how each 
household has adapted its home to meet its own unique needs.  The survey is divided into four general 
sections.  

• The first includes questions that ask about your history with your current home.  
• The second section asks about changes you may have made to your home over time, the 

reasons behind the changes you’ve made, and plans you might have for future adaptations
to your home.  

• The third section asks you about your feelings toward your current home and community,
and any recommendations you might have for designers and architects to help make 
houses better for more people and at more stages of the life cycle.

• The fourth section asks some general background questions about you and your home for 
data grouping and organization purposes.

This survey will take approximately 15-30 minutes to complete and can be completed by any 
resident of this address over 18 years of age.  If you are not yet 18 years old, please do not complete this 
survey.

There is no monetary compensation for filling out this survey, but you may find it enjoyable to 
think about the decisions you have made regarding your residence over the years and the choices you plan 
on making in the future.  Additionally, the results of this study will be helpful in the creation 
recommendations for designers on ways to make future houses more livable for residents.  

There are no identifiable risks involved in filling out this survey, and the information you provide 
will be kept entirely confidential.  Answers and other comments will be disassociated from any 
identifying information, your name will never be asked for, and addresses will not be seen by anyone but 
me.

You are not obligated to answer all of the questions or to finish the survey.  If you are 
uncomfortable with any question, you can skip it. By answering questions in this survey and submitting 
them, you are consenting to participation in the study.

If you decide to participate, the survey can be taken online (https://www.surveymonkey.com 
/s/making_a_mark) or filled out on the attached paper copy.  Please complete and return the survey by 
Sunday, March 3, 2013.  A self-addressed and stamped envelope has been included for returning the 
paper copy if you choose to respond in that way.  The envelope will be returned to:

Monica Groele, Department of Architecture
School of Architecture and Planning
University at Buffalo
114 Diefendorf Hall
Buffalo, NY 14214-8032

Thank you in advance for your participation.  If you have any questions, please feel free to 
contact me via email at mgroele@buffalo.edu.
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  Making a Mark: Personal Customization of Suburban Housing 

Page 2 of 10

PART 1: Residence History
The following questions are related to your history with your current home. 

1. How many years have you lived in your current residence?  __________________________

2. In what year was your house built? (If you do not know, please write “unsure”) ___________

3. Do you know how many people or families have lived in your residence before you?
□ I am the first occupant of my home
□ Yes, _________ families have lived here previously
□ No, I don’t know

4. How many people besides you live at your current residence? _________________________
For each person please list their age, gender, and relationship to you (for example: daughter, 
female, age 16 or father, male, age 85): ___________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Page 3 of 10

5. Major factors leading you to choose your current residence:
Please place a check in the appropriate column to indicate how important or unimportant the following were in 
your decision to choose your current residence.  If any are not relevant to you, please place a check in the 
column marked “N/A.”  If there are any other characteristics that influenced your decision, please write them in 
the space provided below.

Not At All 
Important

Hardly 
Important

Neutral Somewhat 
Important

Very 
Important

N/A

Distance from job

Distance from area amenities
(i.e. shopping, entertainment, 
public transportation, etc.)
Physical appearance of the 
neighborhood
Safety of the 
neighborhood/community
Style/exterior appearance of 
neighboring houses
Style/exterior appearance of 
your house
Style or character of the 
interior of your house
Characteristics of area schools

Price

Square footage of house

Size of lot

Other (please explain): ______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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PART 2: Modifications
The following questions will ask you about the changes you have made to both the exterior and interior of your 
house, your motivations for making those changes, and changes that you may want to make but have been 
unable to. 

6. Have you made any exterior modifications to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the future?  Please check all that apply and 
note why the change was made in the space provided.

a. Landscaping (planting of trees, shrubs, flowers, addition of lawn ornaments, etc.)
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

b. Remodeling of exterior (painting, new siding, new roof, addition of brick or stone, etc.)
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

c. Addition or removal of pool, hot tub, or other recreational items
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

d. Addition, removal, or replacement of awnings, shutters, and/or flower boxes
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

e. Replacement, removal, and/or addition of windows
□ Yes because: ___________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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f. Addition, removal, or replacement of porch, deck, or patio
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

g. Addition, removal, or replacement of fence
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

h. Addition and/or expansion of house
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

i. Addition, expansion, or removal of exterior buildings (garages, sheds, carports, etc.)
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

j. Other?  Please explain.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

7. Have you made any interior modifications to the house since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the future?  Please check all that apply and note 
why the change was made in the space provided.

a. Addition, removal, or relocation of interior walls
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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b. Addition or expansion of living area
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

c. Addition or expansion of bedroom(s)
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

d. Addition or expansion of kitchen or dining area
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

e. Remodeling of bathroom
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

f. Remodeling of kitchen
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

g. Re-carpeting or re-flooring
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

98



 

  Making a Mark: Personal Customization of Suburban Housing 

Page 7 of 10

h. Finishing of basement or attic space
□ Yes, because: __________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
□ No
□ Intend to do this in the future because: _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

i. Other?  Please explain.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

8. Have there been any changes that you have wanted to make to your residence but couldn’t?
□ No
□ Yes (Please list the desired changes.  Example: bathroom remodel, addition to living 

room, etc.)  ___________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
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9. If you answered yes to the above question, why were you unable to make the changes that 
you wanted?  
Please place a check in the appropriate column to indicate how preventative the following were in relation to 
making the desired changes to your residence.  If you are unsure, please mark the column titled “Unsure.”  If 
any are not relevant to you, please place a check in the column marked “N/A.”  If there are any other factors 
that hindered you please write them in the space provided below.

Highly 
Preventative

Somewhat 
Preventative

Neutral Barely 
Preventative

Not At All 
Preventative

Unsure N/A

Rules of 
landlord/lease

Rules of homeowners’ 
association or other 
community group
Zoning regulations

Expense of project

Time needed to carry 
out the project
Knowledge or 
experience needed to 
carry out project
Size of the lot

Construction or other 
characteristics of the 
dwelling
Neighbors

Other family 
members

Other (please explain): ______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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PART 3: Conclusions
The following questions ask you to make some statements regarding your feelings toward your current 
residence.  Your answers in this section are important for helping designers better understand the relationship 
between people and their homes with the goal of creating homes that more fully meet the needs of residents.

10. How accurately do the following statements reflect your feelings about your current 
residence?

Please rate the statements along a scale from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” If you are unsure, 
please place a check in the column marked “Unsure.”

Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Somewhat 
Disagree

Neutral Somewhat 
Agree

Agree Strongly 
Agree

Unsure 

The interior of my current 
residence is too small for my 
needs
My yard is the right size for 
me
I do not plan on moving in the 
near future
I am unhappy with my current 
neighborhood
I am unhappy with my current 
residence
I feel that my residence is too 
similar to others around me
I feel that my current 
residence presents a positive 
image to others
I am not able to make changes 
that I want or need in my 
current residence
I feel that my current 
residence adequately suits the 
needs of my current lifestyle
I feel that my current 
residence will adequately suit 
my needs in the future

11. Are there any other comments that you would like to make about your residence?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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12. Do you have any suggestions or recommendations for architects and builders, to help them 
design houses that are more flexible and adaptable to a wide variety of people and needs or to 
make houses that would be better suited to you?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

PART 4: Background Information
The following questions are related to you and your history with your current home.  All information will be 
kept confidential.  Any personal information given will be used for data collection and grouping purposes only 
and will not be linked to any of your answers or seen by anyone except the researcher.

13. What is your current address?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

14. Gender: □ Male □ Female □ Prefer not to answer

15. Age: □ 18 – 30 years old □ 31 – 45 years old □46 – 60 years old
□ 61 – 75 years old □ Over 75 years old □ Prefer not to answer

16. Do you own your home or are you renting?
□ Own □ Rent

Thank you for your time!  All answers will be kept confidential.   If you have any questions or 
comments about this survey, please contact me by email (mgroele@buffalo.edu) or my thesis 
advisor, Dr. Korydon Smith, by email (khsmith@buffalo.edu) or by phone (716-829-5908).
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Monica Groele
Department of Architecture
School of Arch. & Planning
University at Buffalo
114 Diefendorf Hall
Buffalo, NY 14214-8032

 Dear Resident,

   This is a friendly reminder about the survey 
being conducted in your community on the 
relationship between people and their houses.  

   If you have not yet completed the survey, 
and are over 18 years of age, I would like to 
encourage you to do so online (at https://www. 
surveymonkey.com/s/making_a_mark) or on 
the paper copy that was delivered to your 
house.  Your answers will be very helpful in 
the creation of recommendations for designers 
on ways to make future houses more livable 
for residents.  The survey is entirely 
confidential and voluntary.

   If you have already completed the survey, I 
would like to sincerely thank you for your time 
and effort.  Your participation is very helpful 
and appreciated.
 
Sincerely,
Monica Groele
Student, UB Department of Architecture

Resident
Street Address
City, State
  zip

Postcard Front

Postcard Back
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APPENDIX B
Survey Data

Background/Demographic Information (Combined) ...........

Background/Demographic Information (Neighborhood A)

Background/Demographic Information (Neighborhood B) 

Survey Results (Combined) .......................................................

Open-Ended Response Coding ...............................................
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Background/Demographic Information 
(Combined Neighborhood A + Neibghborhood B)

Mode of Response

Total # of responses

Total % of responses

# Online Responses

% Online Responses

# Paper Responses

% Paper Responses

21/114

18.42%

6

28.57%

15

71.43%

# Male

% Male

# Female

% Female

# Unknown

% Unknown

9

42.86%

10

47.62%

2

9.52%

# 18-30

% 18-30

# 31-45

% 31-45

# 46-60

% 46-60

1

4.76%

3

14.29%

7

33.33%

# 61-75

% 61-75

# Over 75

% Over 75

# Unknown

% Unknown

5

23.81%

4

19.05%

1

4.76%

# Own Home

% Own Home

# Rent Home

% Rent Home

21

100%

0

0%

Q1. Average # of years in 

residence
Q1. Median # of years in 

residence

Q3. % responding as first 

residents
Q3. Average # of previous 

residents

Q4. Average # of other people 

in house

Q2. Average year house was 

built

22.4

22.0

52.38%

0.69

0.79

1973
Q3. % unsure of # of previ-

ous residents
23.81%

Q14. Gender

Q15. Age

Q16. Tenure

Part 1: Residence History
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Background/Demographic Information 
(Neighborhood A)

Mode of Response

Total # of responses

Total % of responses

# Online Responses

% Online Responses

# Paper Responses

% Paper Responses

11/21

52.38%

4

36.36%

7

63.64%

# Male

% Male

# Female

% Female

# Unknown

% Unknown

6

54.55%

5

45.45%

0

0%

# 18-30

% 18-30

# 31-45

% 31-45

# 46-60

% 46-60

1

9.09%

3

27.27%

4

36.36%

# 61-75

% 61-75

# Over 75

% Over 75

# Unknown

% Unknown

1

9.09%

2

18.18%

0

0%

# Own Home

% Own Home

# Rent Home

% Rent Home

11

100%

0

0%

Q1. Average # of years in 

residence
Q1. Median # of years in 

residence

Q3. % responding as first 

residents
Q3. Average # of previous 

residents

Q4. Average # of other people 

in house

Q2. Average year house was 

built

22.3

22.0

9.09%

1.83

0.91

1953
Q3. % unsure of # of previ-

ous residents
45.45%

Q14. Gender

Q15. Age

Q16. Tenure

Part 1: Residence History
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Background/Demographic Information 
(Neibghborhood B)

Mode of Response

Total # of responses

Total % of responses

# Online Responses

% Online Responses

# Paper Responses

% Paper Responses

10/21

47.62%

2

20%

8

80%

# Male

% Male

# Female

% Female

# Unknown

% Unknown

3

30%

5

50%

2

20%

# 18-30

% 18-30

# 31-45

% 31-45

# 46-60

% 46-60

0

0%

0

0%

3

30%

# 61-75

% 61-75

# Over 75

% Over 75

# Unknown

% Unknown

4

40%

2

20%

1

10%

# Own Home

% Own Home

# Rent Home

% Rent Home

10

100%

0

0%

Q1. Average # of years in 

residence
Q1. Median # of years in 

residence

Q3. % responding as first 

residents
Q3. Average # of previous 

residents

Q4. Average # of other people 

in house

Q2. Average year house was 

built

22.6

22.5

100%

0

0.63

1990
Q3. % unsure of # of previ-

ous residents
0%

Q14. Gender

Q15. Age

Q16. Tenure

Part 1: Residence History
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(1)
not at all 
important

(2)
hardly 

important

(3)
neutral

(4)
somewhat 
important

(5)
very 

important
n/a

<3
not 

important

>3
important median

a. distance from job

b. distance from area amenities

c. physical appearance of the 
neighborhood

d. safety of the 
neighborhood/community

e. style/exterior appearance of 
neighboring houses

f. style/exterior appearance of 
your house

g. style or character of the 
interior of your house

h. characteristics of area 
schools

i. price

j. square footage of house

k. size of lot

Survey Results
(Combined Neighborhood A + Neibghborhood B)

Q5. Major Factors leading you to choose your current residence:

10%

14%

0%

0%

5%

5%

5%

10%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

5%

5%

0%

5%

0%

0%

0%

0%

14%

14%

10%

5%

19%

5%

0%

24%

5%

19%

0%

33%

29%

10%

5%

29%

33%

33%

24%

14%

57%

67%

19%

33%

67%

81%

38%

52%

48%

33%

81%

24%

10%

14%

10%

10%

0%

0%

0%

0%

10%

0%

0%

0%

9.52%

14.29%

0%

4.76%

9.52%

4.76%

9.52%

9.52%

0%

0%

0%

52.38%

61.90%

76.19%

85.71%

66.67%

85.71%

80.95%

57.14%

95.24%

80.95%

76.19%

4

4

5

5

4

5

5

4

5

4

4

Factors in Order of Importance:
Overall:

1. Price 
2. Safety of the neighborhood/community
2. Style/exterior appearance of your house
3. Style/character of the interior of your house
3. Square footage of house
4. Physical appearance of the neighborhood
4. Size of lot
5. Style/exterior appearance of other houses
6. Distance from area amenities
7. Characteristics of area schools
8. Distance from job

Factors in Order of Importance:
Neighborhood A:

1. Price
1. Safety of neighborhood/community
2. Physical appearance of the neighborhood
2. Style/exterior appearance of your house
3. Style/character of the interior of your house
4. Square footage of house
4. Characteristics of area schools
4. Distance from area amenities
5. Style/exterior appearance of other houses
5. Size of lot
6. Distance from job

Factors in Order of Importance:
Neighborhood B:

1. Price
1. Square footage of house
1. Size of lot
2. Style/exterior appearance of your house
2. Style/character of the interior of your house
3. Safety of neighborhood/community
3. Style/exterior appearance of other houses
4. Physical appearance of the neighborhood
5. Distance from area amenities
5. Distance from job
6. Characteristics of area schools
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Part 2: Modifications
Q6a. Have you made exterior modifications? (landscaping)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

19

90.48%

11

100%

8

80.00%

2

9.52%

0

0%

2

20.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Q6b. Have you made exterior modifications? (remodeling of exterior)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

16

76.19%

8

72.73%

8

80.00%

2

9.52%

1

9.09%

1

10.00%

3

14.92%

2

18.18%

1

10.00%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q6c. Have you made exterior modifications? (recreational items)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

8

38.10%

5

45.45%

3

30.00%

13

61.90%

6

54.55%

7

70.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Q6d. Have you made exterior modifications? (awnings, shutters, etc.)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

5

23.81%

3

27.27%

2

20.00%

16

76.19%

8

72.73%

8

80.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q6e. Have you made exterior modifications? (windows)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

15

71.43%

8

72.73%

7

70.00%

4

19.05%

2

18.18%

2

20.00%

2

9.52%

1

9.09%

1

10.00%

Q6f. Have you made exterior modifications? (porch, deck, patio)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

13

61.90%

8

72.73%

5

50.00%

7

33.33%

2

18.18%

5

50.00%

1

4.76%

1

9.09%

0

0%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q6g. Have you made exterior modifications? (fence)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

9

42.86%

5

45.45%

4

40.00%

7

33.33%

4

36.36%

3

30.00%

4

19.05%

1

9.09%

3

30.00%

Q6h. Have you made exterior modifications? (add/expand house)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

3

14.29%

2

18.18%

1

10.00%

17

80.95%

9

81.82%

8

80.00%

1

4.76%

0

0%

1

10.00%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q6i. Have you made exterior modifications? (exterior buildings)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

5

23.81%

0

0%

5

50.00%

15

71.43%

11

100%

4

40.00%

1

4.76%

0

0%

1

10.00%

Q7a. Have you made interior modifications? (interior walls)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

7

33.33%

6

54.55%

1

10.00%

14

66.67%

5

45.45%

9

90.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q7b. Have you made interior modifications? (add/expand living area)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

4

19.05%

2

18.18%

2

20.00%

16

76.19%

9

81.82%

7

70.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Q7c. Have you made interior modifications? (add/expand bedroom)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

2

9.52%

2

18.18%

0

0%

18

85.71%

9

81.82%

9

70.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q7d. Have you made interior modifications? (add/expand kitchen)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

5

23.81%

4

36.36%

1

10.00%

13

61.90%

7

63.64%

6

60.00%

2

9.52%

0

0%

2

20.00%

Q7e. Have you made interior modifications? (remodel bathroom)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

13

61.90%

10

90.91%

3

30.00%

6

28.57%

1

9.09%

5

50.00%

1

4.76%

0

0%

1

10.00%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q7f. Have you made interior modifications? (remodel kitchen)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

13

61.90%

9

81.82%

4

40.00%

5

23.81%

2

18.18%

3

30.00%

2

9.52%

0

0%

2

20.00%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Q7g. Have you made interior modifications? (re-flooring)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

18

85.71%

11

100%

7

70.00%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

2

9.52%

0

0%

2

20.00%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?
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Q7h. Have you made interior modifications? (finishing basement/attic)

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No Intend 
To

9

42.86%

4

36.36%

5

50.00%

10

47.62%

5

45.45%

5

50.00%

2

9.52%

2

18.18%

0

0%

Why have you made changes?

Why do you plan to make changes?

Q8. Have there been any changes you wanted to make but couldn’t?

66.67%
72.73%

60.00%

28.57%
27.27%

30.00%

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

70.00%

80.00%

90.00%

100.00%

Overall Neighborhood A Neighborhood B

No

Yes

Overall #

Overall %

Neighborhood A #

Neighborhood A %

Neighborhood B #

Neighborhood B %

Yes No

14

66.67%

8

72.73%

6

60.00%

6

28.57%

3

27.27%

3

30.00%
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Q9. If you answered yes to the above question, why were you unable to make the changes you wanted?  
How preventative were the following:

(1)
Highly 

Preventative

(2)
Somewhat 

Preventative

(3)
Neutral

(4)
Barely

Preventative

(5)
Not At All

Preventative

n/a < 3
Preventative

> 3
Not 

Preventative

Median

a. Rules of landlord/lease

b. Rules of homeowners’ 
association or community 
group

c. Zoning regulations

d. Expense of the project

e. Time needed to carry out the 
project

f. Knowledge or experience 
needed to carry out the project

g. Size of the lot

h. Construction or other 
characteristics of the dwelling

i. Neighbors

j. Other family members

0% 0% 7.14% 0% 7.14% 64.29% 0% 7.14% 4.00

0% 0% 7.14% 0% 7.14% 64.29% 0% 7.14% 4.00

0% 0% 7.14% 0% 14.29% 57.14% 0% 14.29% 5.00

57.14% 14.29% 7.14% 0% 0% 14.29% 71.43% 0% 1.00

7.14% 7.14% 14.29% 0% 14.29% 35.71% 14.29% 14.29% 3.00

28.57% 0% 7.14% 7.14% 14.29% 21.43% 28.57% 21.43% 2.00

0% 0% 7.14% 7.14% 28.57% 35.71% 0% 35.71% 5.00

7.14% 0% 14.29% 0% 21.43% 35.71% 7.14% 21.43% 4.00

0% 0% 7.14% 0% 35.71% 35.71% 0% 35.71% 5.00

7.14% 0% 7.14% 0% 35.71% 28.57% 7.14% 35.71% 5.00

Factors in Order of Preventativeness:
Overall:

1. Expense of project
2. Knowledge or experience needed to carry out 
the project
3. Time needed to carry out the project
4. Construction or other characteristics of the 
dwelling
4. Other family members
5. Size of the lot
5. Neighbors
5. Zoning regulations
5. Rules of homeowners’ association or 
community group
5. Rules of landlord/lease

Factors in Order of Preventativeness:
Neighborhood A:

1. Expense of project
2. Time needed to carry out the project
3. Size of the lot
3. Neighbors
4. Knowledge or experience needed to carry out 
the project
4. Construction or other characteristics of the 
dwelling
4. Other family members
4. Zoning regulations
4. Rules of homeowners’ association or 
community group
4. Rules of landlord/lease

Factors in Order of Preventativeness:
Neighborhood B:

1. Expense of project
2. Knowledge or experience needed to carry out 
the project
3. Time needed to carry out the project
3. Construction or other characteristics of the 
dwelling
3. Other family members
3. Size of the lot
3. Neighbors
3. Zoning regulations
3. Rules of homeowners’ association or 
community group
3. Rules of landlord/lease
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Part 3: Conclusions
Q10. How accurately do the following statements reflect your feelings about your current residence?

(1)
Strongly 
Disagree

a. The interior of my current 
residence is too small for my 
needs

b. My yard is the right size for 
me

c. I do not plan on moving in 
the near future

d. I am unhappy with my 
current neighborhood

e. I am unhappy with my 
current residence

f. I feel that my residence is too 
similar to others around me

g. I feel that my current 
residence presents a positive 
image to others
h. I am not able to make 
changes that I want or need in 
my current residence
i. I feel that my current 
residence adequately suits the 
needs of my current lifestyle
j. I feel that my current 
residence will adequately suit 
my needs in the future

23.81%

0%

4.76%

42.86%

47.62%

19.05%

0%

33.33%

9.52%

19.05%

(2)
Disagree

9.52%

9.52%

0%

14.29%

14.29%

28.57%

0%

19.05%

0%

0%

(3)
Somewhat
Disagree

14.29%

0%

0%

14.29%

9.52%

9.52%

0%

9.52%

0%

4.76%

(4)
Neutral

28.57%

0%

9.52%

0%

9.52%

23.81%

19.05%

4.76%

0%

9.52%

(5)
Somewhat 

Agree

9.52%

9.52%

4.76%

14.29%

9.52%

4.76%

9.52%

14.29%

14.29%

9.52%

(6)
Agree

0%

23.81%

14.29%

0%

0%

4.76%

23.81%

9.52%

42.86%

33.33%

(7)
Strongly 

Agree

4.76%

47.62%

61.90%

9.52%

4.76%

4.76%

38.10%

4.76%

28.57%

19.05%

Unsure

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

4.76%

0%

0%

0%

Negative

14.29%

9.52%

4.76%

23.81%

14.29%

14.29%

0%

28.57%

9.52%

23.81%

Positive

47.62%

80.95%

80.95%

71.43%

71.43%

57.14%

71.43%

61.90%

85.71%

61.90%

Median

3.00

7.00

7.00

2.00

1.50

2.50

6.00

2.00

6.00

6.00

Positive Rankings:
Overall:

1.I feel that my current residence adequately suits 
the needs of my current lifestyle
2. My yard is the right size for me
2. I do not plan on moving in the near future
3. I am unhappy with my current neighborhood
3. I am unhappy with my current residence
4. I feel that my current residence presents a posi-
tive image to others
5. I am not able to make changes that I want or 
need in my current residence
5. I feel that my current residence will adequately 
suit my needs in the future
6. I feel that my residence is too similar to others 
around me
7. The interior of my current residence is too 
small for my needs

Positive Rankings:
Neighborhood A:

1.I feel that my current residence adequately suits 
the needs of my current lifestyle
1. My yard is the right size for me
2. I am unhappy with my current neighborhood
2. I feel that my current residence presents a posi-
tive image to others
3. I do not plan on moving in the near future
3. I am unhappy with my current residence
4. I am not able to make the changes I want or 
need in my current residence
4. I feel that my current residence will adequately 
suit my needs in the future
4. The interior of my residence is too small for 
my needs
5. I feel that my residence is too similar to others 
around me

Positive Rankings:
Neighborhood B:

1. I do not plan on moving in the near future
2. My current residence adequately suits the needs 
of my current lifestyle
3. My yard is the right size for me
4. I feel that my residence is too similar to others 
around me
4. I feel that my residence presents a positive 
image to others
4. I feel that my current residence will adequately 
suit my needs in the future
5. I am not able to make the changes I want or 
need in my current residence
5. The interior of my current residence is too 
small for my needs
6. I am unhappy with my current residence
6. I am unhappy with my current neighborhood
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Q11. Are there any comments that you would like to make about your residence?

Q12. Do you have any suggestions for architects and builders, to help them design houses that are more 
flexible and adaptable to a wide variety of people and needs or to make houses that would be better suited 
to you?

Positive Responses

Negative Responses
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Open-Ended Response Coding
(Combined Neighborhood A + Neibghborhood B)

Q4.a. How many people besides you live at your 
current residence? For each person please list their 
age, gender, and relationship to you:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Male Respondents
  1.1 Other occupants: Male
   1.1.1 Husband
   1.1.2 Partner
   1.1.3 Fiancé
   1.1.4 Son
  1.2 Other occupants: Female
   1.2.1 Wife
   1.2.2 Partner
   1.2.3 Fiancé
   1.2.4 Daughter
 2. Female Respondents
  2.1 Other occupants: Male
   2.1.1 Husband
   2.1.2 Partner
   2.1.3 Fiancé
   2.1.4 Son
  2.2 Other occupants: Female
   2.2.1 Wife
   2.2.2 Partner
   2.2.3 Fiancé
   2.2.4 Daughter
   2.2.5 Mother

Male, husband, age 42    [A.2.1.1]
Male, son, age19      [A.2.1.4]
Female, daughter, age 13      [A.2.2.4]
Female, daughter, age 12     [A.2.2.4]
Female, fiancé, age 27    [A.1.2.3]
Female, wife, age 66     [A.1.2.1]
Female, wife, age 56     [A.1.2.1]
Female, mother, age 81     [A.2.2.5]
Female, daughter, age 18     [A.2.2.4]
Male, son, age 16     [A.2.1.4]
Female, age 53      [B.1.2.1]
Male, husband, age 70     [B.2.1.1]
Female, partner     [B.2.2.2]

Q5.other. Major factors leading you to choose your 
current residence

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Proximity 
  1.1 To family
  1.2 To schools
 2. Neighborhood
  2.1 Age of Community
  2.2 City/Town Services
  2.3 Neighbors
   2.3.1 Children in the 
    neighborhood
  2.4 Culture of community

Close proximity to each of our families   [A.1.1]
New development when we purchased   [A.2.1]
Lots of children      [A.2.3.1]
Schools were close     [A.1.2]
Town maintenance has always been excellent  [A.2.2]
Lots of children      [A.2.3.1]
Friendly neighbors     [A.2.3]
Culture       [B.2.4]
Neighbors      [B.2.3]
Age of homes in area     [B.2.1]
Support from the city     [B.2.2]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  a) Landscaping:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Overgrowth
   1.1.2 Lack of prior landscaping
   1.1.3 Drainage
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Appearance/Beauty
   1.2.2 Recreation/Gardening
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Overgrowth
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Appearance/Beauty

a. Yes, because:
 Landscaping to make the yard look better  [A.1.2.1]
 I like gardening and entertaining guests  [A.1.2.2]
 It adds beauty to our yard    [A.1.2.1]
 There was none     [A.1.1.2]
 Shrubs, trees, gardens, lawn ornaments to keep up to   
  the times    [A.1.2.1]
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 Exterior beautification/curb appeal  [A.1.2.1]
 The original had overgrown the house  [A.1.1.1]
 Better curb appearance    [A.1.2.1]
 Added trees and flowers for appearance  [A.1.2.1]
 Improve appearance in front   [A.1.2.1]
 Help absorb water in backyard   [A.1.1.3]
 Planting of shrubs, flowers, trees, and sod for 
 appearance     [B.1.2.1]
 There was no landscaping when I moved in  [B.1.1.2]
 To beautify property    [B.1.2.1]
 Beautification of house and neighborhood  [B.1.2.1]
 Beautification     [B.1.2.1]
 Nothing there when we moved in   [B.1.1.2]
 Personalize     [B.1.2.1]
 Nothing was on the lot    [B.1.1.2]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Always updating appearance   [A.2.2.1]
 Shrubs are getting overgrown and may need work in the 
  future     [A.2.1.1]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  b) Remodeling of exterior:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Roof
    1.1.1.1 Age/condition
    1.1.1.2 Water leakage
   1.1.2 Siding/Walls
    1.1.2.1 Peeling paint
    1.1.2.2 Age
   1.1.3 Other
    1.1.3.1 General maintenance
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Roof
   1.2.2 Siding/Walls
    1.2.2.1 New material for 
     appearance
    1.2.2.2 New material for 
     ease of maintenance
   1.2.3 Other:
    1.2.3.1 Add shelter at door 
     for convenience
    1.2.3.2 Increase home value
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Roof
    2.1.1.1 Age
   2.1.2 Siding/Walls
    2.1.2.1 Peeling paint
    2.1.2.2 Age
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 New roof had 2 layers already had to be torn off as it 
  was worn   [A.1.1.1.1]
 New siding because old painted shingles needed to be 
  painted or replaced   [A.1.1.2.1]
 Replaced the old roof    [A.1.1.1.1]
 Re-roofed twice, when needed   [A.1.1.1.1]
 Back door awning to protect from rain  [A.1.2.3.1]
 Enclosed front porch for convenience  [A.1.2.3.1]
 Roof, due to age of original  [A.1.1.1.1]
 Siding to avoid painting    [A.1.2.2.2]
 Basic maintenance to keep the house in good repair  
      [A.1.1.3.1]
 New siding, replace paint   [A.1.2.2.1]
 New roof, age     [A.1.1.1.1]
 Painted 3 times, peeling    [A.1.1.2.1]
 Re-roofed twice, age    [A.1.1.1.1]
 New siding, to replace paint   [A.1.2.2.2]
 New siding because paint was inadequate  [A.1.2.2.1]
 New roof, age    [A.1.1.1.1]
 Added brick, appearance    [A.1.2.2.1]
 New roof- old roof had lived its life  [B.1.1.1.1]
 Roof needed to be repaired/replaced  [B.1.1.1.1]
 Water leaking into house    [B.1.1.1.2]
 Wanted maintenance-free metal trim  [B.1.2.2.2]
 New roof because of damage from weather  [B.1.1.1.1]
 Age of home     [B.1.1.3.1]
 Keep up home     [B.1.1.3.1]
 Improve value     [B.1.2.3.2]
 Roof was 20 years old    [B.1.1.1.1]
 Maintenance and repair are part of homeownership  
      [B.1.1.3.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 The roof is getting old and I don’t want damage to my 
  house     [A.2.1.1.1]
 Needs paint on masonry    [A.2.1.2.2]
 Time to replace original siding   [B.2.1.2.2]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  c) Addition or removal of pool, hot 
tub, or other recreational items:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition
    1.2.1.1 Pool
     1.2.1.1.1 
     Entertaining
     1.2.1.1.2 Enjoyment
     1.2.1.1.3 For kids
    1.2.1.2 Hot tub
     1.2.1.2.1 
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     Entertaining
     1.2.1.2.2 Comfort
     1.2.1.2.3 Improve 
     home value
    1.2.1.3 Other
     1.2.1.3.1 Structures 
     for entertaining
     1.2.1.3.2 Play 
     equipment
   1.2.2 Removal
    1.2.2.1 Pool
     1.2.2.1.1 Kids grew 
     up
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 Added a pool to enjoy swimming in the summer 
     [A.1.2.1.1.2]
 Added pool for kids   [A.1.2.1.1.3]
 Removed pool when kids outgrew it   
     [A.1.2.2.1.1]
 Added hot tub for entertaining  [A.1.2.1.2.1]
 Added hot tub for comfort  [A.1.2.1.2.2]
 Above ground pool installed for kids  
     [A.1.2.1.1.3]
 Playhouse   [A.1.2.1.3.2]
 Swing set    [A.1.2.1.3.2]
 Added pool for entertaining  [B.1.2.1.1.1]
 Added hot tub for entertaining  [B.1.2.1.2.1]
 Added gazebo for entertaining  [B.1.2.1.3.1]
 Added swing set for entertaining  [B.1.2.1.3.2]
 Hot tub to improve value   [B.1.2.1.2.3]
 Hot tub as family amenity   [B.1.2.1.2.2]
 Hot tub installed, comfort   [B.1.2.1.2.2]
 Pool installed for kids   [B.1.2.1.1.3]
 Pool removed, kids grew up  [B.1.2.2.1.1]
 Hot tub, comfort    [B.1.2.1.2.2]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 None

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  d) Addition, removal, or replacement 
of awnings, shutters, and/or flower boxes

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Maintenance due to age
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Alterations to change 
   appearance
   1.2.2 Additions to moderate weather
 

2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 Replaced the shutters to change the color  [A.1.2.1]
 Added back door awning to keep out of rain when  
  entering     [A.1.2.2]
 Awning for weather    [A.1.2.2]
 Shutters, appearance    [B.1.2.1]
 Age of the home     [B.1.1.1]
 Like to enjoy outside as the weather changes [B.1.2.2]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 None

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  e) Replacement, removal, and/or ad-
dition of windows:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Addition
   1.1.2 Removal
   1.1.3 Replacement
    1.1.3.1 To increase energy 
    efficiency
    1.1.3.2 Due to age
    1.1.3.3 Due to leaks
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition
    1.2.1.1 Due to additions to 
    house
   1.2.2 Removal
    1.2.2.1 For privacy
   1.2.3 Replacement
    1.2.3.1 For ease of 
    maintenance
    1.2.3.2 For appearance
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Addition
   2.1.2 Removal
   2.1.3 Replacement
    2.1.3.1 To increase energy 
    efficiency
    2.1.3.2 Due to age
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 Windows needed to be replaced because they were not 
  efficient     [A.1.1.3.1]
 Windows were replaced because they were old 
      [A.1.1.3.2]
 Needed new windows, age   [A.1.1.3.2]

124



 All windows replaced 20 years ago to update, age 
      [A.1.1.3.2]
 All windows replaced 20 years ago to save energy   
      [A.1.1.3.1]
 Old windows were outdated   [A.1.1.3.2]
 New windows are energy efficient   [A.1.1.3.1]
 New windows are easy to maintain   [A.1.2.3.1]
 The original windows were not energy efficient 
      [A.1.1.3.1]
 Removed a driveway side window that allowed an 
  unobstructed view to the hallway  [A.1.2.2.1]
 Added windows in additions as needed  [A.1.2.1.1]
 New windows in living room, appearance  [A.1.2.3.2]
 All new windows, age    [A.1.1.3.2]
 New windows to save energy   [B.1.1.3.1]
 New windows for appearance   [B.1.2.3.2]
 Added bay window    [B.1.2.3.2]
 Replaced numerous windows, age   [B.1.1.3.2]
 Windows were old    [B.1.1.3.2]
 Windows were drafty    [B.1.1.3.1]
 Windows had leaks    [B.1.1.3.3]
 Window insulation was poor   [B.1.1.3.1]
 New windows for energy efficiency  [B.1.1.3.1]
 Wood windows replaced with vinyl  [B.1.2.3.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 May replace due to old age   [A.2.1.3.2]
 Windows are originals (old) and need to be replaced 
      [A.1.1.3.1]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  f) Addition, removal, or replacement 
of porch, deck or patio:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Addition
   1.1.2 Removal
   1.1.3 Replacement
    1.1.3.1 Deterioration/Age
    1.1.3.2 Relocation to 
    accommodate house   
    expansions
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition
    1.2.1.1 Entertaining
    1.2.1.2 Personal enjoyment
    1.2.1.3 Access to pool/hot 
    tub
   1.2.2 Removal
   1.2.3 Replacement
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Addition

    2.2.1.1 Entertaining
    2.2.1.2 Personal enjoyment
   2.2.2 Removal
   2.2.3 Replacement

a. Yes, because:
 Addition of patio to entertain guests  [A.1.2.1.1]
 Addition of patio so that I can drink my coffee in the 
  morning on the patio   [A.1.2.1.2]
 Added a deck by the pool so we can put lawn furniture 
  near it     [A.1.2.1.3]
 Added back deck as a place to relax and eat outside   
      [A.1.2.1.2]
 Added stamp concrete patio for ease of accessing hot 
  tub     [A.1.2.1.3]
 Replacement of porch due to deterioration  [A.1.1.3.1]
 Patio has been changed 3 times due to expansion of   
  house     [A.1.1.3.2]
 Deck because of my style    [A.1.2.1.2]
 Patio because of my style    [A.1.2.1.2]
 Replacement of porch due to large crack  [B.1.1.3.1]
 New deck because of larger outside amenities- hot tub  
      [B.1.2.1.3]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Would like a front porch    [A.2.2.1.2]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any exterior modifications in the fu-
ture?   g) Addition, removal, or replacement 
of fence:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Addition
    1.1.1.1 For pets
   1.1.2 Removal
   1.1.3 Replacement
    1.1.3.1 Age/condition
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition
    1.2.1.1 For privacy
    1.2.1.2 To keep other people/ 
    animals out
   1.2.2 Removal
    1.2.2.1No longer want 
    privacy
    1.2.3 Replacement
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Addition
    2.1.1.1 For pets
   2.1.2 Removal
    2.1.2.1 No longer have pets
   2.1.3 Replacement
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    2.1.3.1 Because of damage
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Addition
    2.2.1.1 For privacy
    2.2.1.2 To keep other people/
    animals out
   2.2.2 Removal
   2.2.3 Replacement

a. Yes, because:
 Added fence for privacy    [A.1.2.1.1]
 Added fence for pets    [A.1.1.1.1]
 Added a fence because we have 3 dogs  [A.1.1.1.1]
 Removed back fence since we no longer have a pool   
  and I like the open yard look  [A.1.2.2.1]
 Wooden stockade fence replaced old chain link fence 
  for privacy    [A.1.2.1.1]
 New fence is more secure for dogs   [A.1.1.1.1]
 Replacement of backyard fence, age  [A.1.1.3.1]
 Installed fence for privacy    [B.1.2.1.1]
 Wanted to define boundaries with neighbors  [B.1.2.1.2]
 Added gate to stop individuals from cutting through 
  yard     [B.1.2.1.2]
 Security      [B.1.2.1.2]
 I don’t like cleaning up after cats and dogs that poop in  
  my yard     [B.1.2.1.2]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Add a new gate for security  [B.2.2.1.2]
 Possible removal- no more large dogs  [A.2.1.2.1]
 Replace gate that was damaged by snow plow in winter  
      [A.2.1.3.1]
 Possibly add fence in future for privacy  [B.2.2.1.1]
 I now have a dog     [B.2.1.1.1]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?   h) Addition and/or expansion 
of house:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Increase space for family
   1.2.2 Increase space for entertaining
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Increase space for family
   2.2.2 Increase space for entertaining

a. Yes, because:
 Addition to accommodate ourselves [A.1.2.1]
 Addition to accommodate family functions   [A.1.2.2]
 Roof raised on entire back of house to add bedrooms   
  for growing family   [A.1.2.1]
 20’ x 20’ 2-story addition at back of house (kitchen and  

  bedroom for growing family)  [A.1.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Increase size of family room and kitchen for   
  entertaining    [B.1.2.2]

Q6. Have you made any exterior modifications 
to your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do 
you plan to make any exterior modifications in the 
future?  i) Addition, expansion, or removal of 
exterior buildings:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Storage
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Conversion to living space
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Storage
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Increased parking space

a. Yes, because:
 Added a shed for storage    [B.1.1.1]
 Added shed for storage    [B.1.1.1]
 Shed- for space to store lawn equipment  [B.1.1.1]
 Shed for storage     [B.1.1.1]
 Changed garage to family room   [B.1.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Increase garage from 2 to 3 car   [B.2.2.1]
 Add shed for storage of lawn equipment [B.2.1.1]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?  a) Addition, removal, or relocation of 
interior walls:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Accommodate addition to house
   1.1.2 Addition of space within house
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Efficiency/Ease of movement
   1.2.2 Open up/Increase spaciousness
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 I wanted an open layout    [A.1.2.2]
 Added a wall in the finished part of the basement to   
  make an additional bedroom  [A.1.1.2]
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 Addition and relocation to expand for addition[A.1.1.1]
 Addition and relocation of walls to ease flow   
  throughout entire home  [A.1.2.1]
 Removal of wall between kitchen and dining area to   
  make it more spacious   [A.1.2.2]
 Removal of wall between kitchen and dining area to   
  make it efficient    [A.1.2.1]
 Enlarged living room by 3’ for space  [A.1.2.2]
 Cut archway between 2 first floor bedrooms to make   
  sitting room    [A.1.2.2]
 Relocation of basement walls for entertaining   
      [B.1.2.2]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 None

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?  b) Addition or expansion of living 
area:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition to house
    1.2.1.1 For increased space
    1.2.1.2 For entertaining
    1.2.1.3 For ease of   
    movement within house
   1.2.2 Expansion within house
    1.2.2.1 For increased space
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Addition to house
    2.2.1.1 For increased space
    2.2.1.2 For entertaining
   2.2.2 Expansion within house

a. Yes, because:
 Addition to allow for more entertaining within house   
      [A.1.2.1.2]
 Addition to ease traffic pattern in house  [A.1.2.1.3]
 Enlarged living room by 3’ by relocating 2 closets for  
  additional living space   [A.1.2.2.1]
 Finished basement for space   [B.1.2.2.1]
 Added family space in basement   [B.1.2.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Add family room for entertaining   [B.2.2.1.2]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?  c) Addition or expansion of bedroom(s):

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Addition to house
    1.1.1.1 Space for growing 
    household
   1.1.2 Expansion within house
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition to house
   1.2.2 Expansion within house
    1.2.2.1 Private sleeping 
    space
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire

a. Yes, because:
 Added bedroom in basement- we wanted the kids to   
  have their own bedrooms  [A.1.2.2.1]
 20’ x 20’ 2-story addition at back of house included   
  additional bedroom for growing family   
      [A.1.1.1.1]
 Built bedroom in basement for additional sleeping   
  space     [B.1.2.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 None

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?  d)Addition or expansion of kitchen or 
dining area:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Addition to house
    1.1.1.1 Space for growing   
    household
   1.1.2 Expansion within house
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Addition to house
    1.2.1.1 For entertaining
    1.2.1.2 For additional space  
    (“spaciousness”)
    1.2.1.3 To add value
   1.2.2 Expansion within house
    1.2.2.1 For entertaining
    1.2.2.2 For additional space  
    (“spaciousness”)
  1.3  Other
   1.3.1 Addition to house
   1.3.2 Expansion within house
    1.3.2.1 Related to alterations  
    by previous occupant
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
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 2.2 Because of personal desire
  2.2.1 Addition to house
   2.2.1.1 For entertaining
   2.2.1.2 For additional space   
   (“spaciousness”)
  2.2.2 Expansion within house

a. Yes, because:
 Expanded the kitchen into the old dining room (since   
  obsolete due to previous occupants’ expansion)  
      [A.1.3.2.1]
 Addition of kitchen to allow for more entertaining in   
  house     [A.1.2.1.1]
 Addition of kitchen to add value to house  [A.1.2.1.3]
 Addition because both were cramped and lacked space  
      [A.1.2.1.2]
 Added dining area to accommodate large family   
      [A.1.1.1.1]
 20’ x 20’ 2-story addition at back of expanded kitchen  
  for growing family   [A.1.1.1.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Kitchen for additional counter space  [B.2.2.1.2]
 Need more spacious kitchen   [B.2.2.1.2]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?   e) Remodeling of bathroom:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Condition
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Age/Outdated
   1.2.2 Add value to house
   1.2.3 Convenience
   1.2.4 Comfort
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 “Update”

a. Yes, because:
 Updated to replace old tile and tub because they were  
  dirty and old    [A.1.2.1]
 It was outdated     [A.1.2.1]
 Remodeled upstairs bathroom- outdated  [A.1.2.1]
 Outdated     [A.1.2.1]
 Update first floor bath, tub, vanity, and floor  [A.1.2.1]
 Updates to both for user comfort   [A.1.2.4]
 Updates to both for convenience   [A.1.2.3]
 Updates to add value to house   [A.1.2.2]
 Removed tub and installed walk-in shower for   
  convenience    [A.1.2.3]
 Installed half bath in basement for convenience   
      [A.1.2.3]

 Bathtubs refinished    [A.1.1.1]
 Updates- new countertops, sinks, windows, and flooring  
  for bathrooms    [B.1.2.1]
 Needed new toilets and tub due to fracture  [B.1.1.1]
 Steam shower- comfort    [B.1.2.4]
 Jacuzzi- comfort     [B.1.2.4]
 Update tile    [B.1.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Outdated     [B.2.2.1]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?   f) Remodeling of kitchen:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Condition
   1.1.2 Increase storage space
   1.1.3 Increase efficiency/use
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Age/Outdated
   1.2.2 Increase spaciousness
   1.2.3 Increase storage
   1.2.4 Add value
   1.2.5 Material/fixture preference
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Condition
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Age/Outdated
   2.2.2 Increase spaciousness

a. Yes, because:
 Removed island and make room more useful [A.1.1.3]
 It was outdated      [A.1.2.1]
 I wanted a modern space to cook   [A.1.2.1]
 Outdated     [A.1.2.1]
 Small      [A.1.2.2]
 Update cabinets and floor    [A.1.2.5]
 Expansion for ease of use and traffic flow  [A.1.1.3]
 Expansion to add value to home   [A.1.2.4]
 To make less cramped   [A.1.2.2]
 Replaced cupboards and added more  [A.1.1.2]
 Removed snack bar- inefficient   [A.1.2.2]
 New hardwood floor    [A.1.2.5]
 New oak cabinets    [A.1.2.5]
 New cabinets, flooring, countertops, windows, sink,   
  and faucet    [B.1.2.5]
 Needed more cabinet space   [B.1.1.2]
 Needed more cabinet space   [B.1.1.2]
 New countertops, sinks, cabinets, and floor  [B.1.2.5]
 To keep modern     [B.1.2.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because: 
 Need more spacious kitchen   [B.2.2.2]
 Uneven floor (#13.2)   [B.2.1.1]
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 Outdated     [B.2.2.1]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?   g) Re-carpeting or re-flooring:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Because of practical necessity:
   1.1.1 Condition
   1.1.2 Addition to house
   1.1.3 Asbestos
  1.2 Because of personal desire:
   1.2.1 Outdated
   1.2.2 Material preference (hardwood)
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.1 Condition
  2.2 Because of personal desire
   2.2.1 Outdated
   2.2.2 Material preference (hardwood)

a. Yes, because:
 Refinish hardwood floors due to preference  [A.1.2.2]
 The original flooring was in need of repair  [A.1.1.1]
 Pulled up all the old carpet because we wanted   
  hardwood floors which were underneath   
      [A.1.2.2]
 Expanded hardwood floors   [A.1.2.2]
 Replace wall-to-wall carpeting with hardwood and area  
  rugs- personal preference   [A.1.2.2]
 New carpeting in addition    [A.1.1.2]
 Took out old carpeting to use/expose hardwood floors  
      [A.1.2.2]
 Needed updating     [A.1.2.1]
 Old and needed replacing    [A.1.1.1]
 Kitchen floor had asbestos   [A.1.1.3]
 I like hardwood floors    [A.1.2.2]
 Hardwood flooring- preference               [A.1.2.2] 
 Replaced due to wear and tear   [B.1.1.1]
 Hardwood flooring in kitchen, dining room, and living  
  room     [B.1.2.2]
 Rug that came with the house needed to be replaced   
      [B.1.1.1]
 Worn carpet     [B.1.1.1]
 Went from carpeting to hardwood floors  [B.1.2.2]
 Re-carpeted upstairs and stairs because it needed   
  replacing    [B.1.1.1]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 Old carpet needs removing   [A.2.1.1]
 Refinish hardwood floors    [A.2.1.1]
 Needs redecorating and updating   [A.2.2.1]
 Want hardwood floors instead of carpet  [B.2.2.2]
 Carpet is old and worn    [B.2.2.2]

Q7. Have you made any interior modifications to 
your residence since you’ve lived here?  Or do you 
plan to make any interior modifications in the fu-
ture?  h) Finishing of basement or attic space:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Yes
  1.1 Basement
   1.1.1 Because of practical necessity:
    1.1.1.1 For storage
    1.1.1.2 For laundry
   1.1.2 Because of personal desire:
    1.1.2.1 For living space
    1.1.2.2 For recreation/  
    hobbies/leisure
    1.1.2.3 For entertaining
    1.1.2.4 For sleeping space
    1.1.2.5 For office
  1.2 Attic
 2. Intend to
  2.1 Basement
   2.1.1 Because of practical necessity
   2.1.2 Because of personal desire
    2.1.2.1 For living space
    2.1.2.2 Update appearance
  2.2 Attic

a. Yes, because:
 Finishing of basement as an office  [A.1.1.2.5]
 Finishing of basement as a “recreation area”  [A.1.1.2.2]
 To create more space for overflow guests  [A.1.1.2.1]
 To provide space for my sewing studio  [A.1.1.2.2]
 Basement for entertaining space   [B.1.1.2.3]
 Basement laundry room    [B.1.1.1.2]
 Basement office space   [B.1.1.2.5]
 More closets in basement    [B.1.1.1.1]
 More space for leisure activity   [B.1.1.2.2]
 Office space in basement    [B.1.1.2.5]
 Bedroom in basement    [B.1.1.2.4]
b. Intend to do this in the future because:
 I would like to increase the livable space  [A.2.1.2.1]
 Outdated basement    [A.2.1.2.2]

Q8. Have there been any changes that you have 
wanted to make to your residence but couldn’t?  If 
yes, please list the desired changes:

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Related to living space
  1.1 Additional space
 2. Related to eating/dining spaces
  2.1 Additional space
  2.2 Update/remodel
 3 Related to bathrooms
  3.1 Additional space
  3.2 Update/remodel
 4 Related to sleeping spaces
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  4.1 Additional space
 5 Related to basement
  5.1 Finishing
  5.2 Update/remodel
  5.3 Increase ceiling height
 6 Related to attic
  6.1 Addition of storage
 7 Related to exterior
  7.1 Replace driveway
  7.2 Replace fence
  7.3 Replace windows
 8 Related to practical necessity
  8.1 Add insulation
  8.2 Replace furnace
  8.3 Replace plumbing

Addition of second bathroom    [A.3.1]
Conversion of attic space into walk-in closet  [A.6.1]
Finish the basement     [A.5.1]
Remodel kitchen      [A.2.2]
Additional bathroom     [A.3.1]
Deeper basement for headroom   [A.5.3]
Insulate living room     [A.8.1]
Finished basement     [A.5.1]
Large expansion of living room    [A.1.1]
New fence      [A.7.2]
New windows      [A.7.3]
New kitchen cabinets    [A.2.2]
Remodel basement     [A.5.2]
Replace furnace      [A.8.2]
Replace plumbing     [A.8.3]
Finished basement     [B.5.1]
Expand the kitchen     [B.2.1]
Additional bedroom     [B.4.1]
New concrete driveway     [B.7.1]
Bathroom remodel     [B.3.2]
Adding additional space over garage to make up for the lack of  
 large closets    [B.6.1]

Q9.other. If you answered yes to the above ques-
tion, why were you unable to make the changes 
that you wanted?

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Related to physical structure
  1.1 Layout of house
 2. Related to site
  2.1 Drainage/flooding
 3 Related to lifestyle
  3.1 Kids grew up

Basic layout of the house prevents these, needed to be done at   
 initial construction    [A.1.1]
Basement flooded a couple of times   [A.2.1]
No longer required as the kids are gone   [A.3.1]

Q11. Are there any other comments that you would 
like to make about your residence?

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Related to house
  1.1 Positive
   1.1.1 Praise/thankfulness for house
   1.1.2 Sound construction
   1.1.3 Enough space
   1.1.4 Space for family/guests
  1.2 Negative
   1.2.1 Poor design/construction
   1.2.2 Lack of space
 2 Related to neighborhood
  2.1 Positive
   2.1.1 Praise for neighborhood
   2.1.2 Praise for neighbors
   2.1.3 Character of neighborhood
  2.2 Negative
   2.2.1 Complaints about neighbors
   2.2.2 Closeness of houses
   2.2.3 Lack of amenities
 3 Related to city/region
  3.1 Positive
   3.1.1 Good services
   3.1.2 Access to region
  3.2 Negative
   3.2.1 Shrinking population

We love our home    [A.1.1.1]
The neighbors need to maintain their property  [A.2.2.1]
Great neighborhood    [A.2.1.1]
Wonderful neighbors     [A.2.1.2]
Great services in the town of Tonawanda   [A.3.1.1]
The drawback is that the area and population are shrinking   
      [A.3.2.1]
Great access to all of Western New York   [A.3.1.2]
I love our neighborhood     [A.2.1.1]
I love our house      [A.1.1.1]
The house was well-built and is sound for its age  [A.1.1.2]
The area has maintained its friendly character  [A.2.1.3]
I maintain my home for my children and grandchildren   
      [A.1.1.4]
I enjoy frequent guests in the summer and at the holidays   
      [A.1.1.4]
I am comfortable with the size    [A.1.1.3]
Ideally I would like another room (living or dining room)   
      [A.1.2.2]
House was poorly designed    [B.1.2.1]
Houses are too close together    [B.2.2.2]
Little closet space     [B.1.2.2]
Small bedroom is the size of a walk-in closet  [B.1.2.2]
A master bath would have been nice   [B.1.2.2]
The original windows were poorly installed  [B.1.2.1]
The original front porch was poorly installed  [B.1.2.1]
We’re thankful and will continue to improve our dwelling as   
 much as we can     [B.1.1.1]
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The neighborhood has no services (grocery store, shopping…)  
 that is the only down fall to staying in this area   
      [B.2.2.3]

Q12. Do you have any suggestions or recommen-
dations for architects and builders, to help them 
design houses that are more flexible and adaptable 
to a wide variety of people and needs or to make 
houses that would be better suited to you?

Coding Key: (A: Neighborhood A, B: Neighborhood B)
 1. Related to house
  1.1 Living spaces
   1.1.1 Amount of space
   1.1.2 Location
   1.1.3 Layout
  1.2 Eating/dining spaces
   1.2.1 Amount of space
  1.3 Sleeping spaces
   1.3.1 Amount of space
  1.4 Bathroom spaces
   1.4.1 Amount of space
   1.4.2 Location
  1.5 Storage spaces
   1.5.1 Amount of space
   1.5.2 Location
  1.6 Basement
   1.6.1 Depth
  1.7 Exterior
   1.7.1 Garage location
   1.7.2 Porch
   1.7.3 Lighting
  1.8 Other
   1.8.1 Laundry location
   1.8.2 Construction
 2 Related to neighborhood
  2.1 Amenities
   2.1.1 Location of resources
  2.2 Appearance
   2.2.1 House styles
 3 Related to lifestyle
  3.1 Aging
   3.1.1 Single floor for ease of access
   3.1.2 Adaptability

Dig the basement an extra foot, even if not finished originally for  
 future remodel    [A.1.6.1]
Large kitchens with islands and eat-in area   [A.1.2.1]
Large master bedroom     [A.1.3.1]
Bathroom adjoining master bedroom   [A.1.4.2]
Walk-in closet adjoining master bedroom   [A.1.5.2]
First floor mud room with washer and dryer  [A.1.8.1]
Attached garage      [A.1.7.1]
Foyer with closet     [A.1.5.2]
Front porches are becoming more popular   [A.1.7.2]
Lots of exterior lighting     [A.1.7.3]

The most important factor is the soundness of construction.    
 Then, no matter how long you live there, you can build  
 on that      [A.1.8.2]
As you grow older, you need to adapt the home to the   
 needs of your situation    [A.3.1.2]
Kitchens need to be adequate for the size of the home [A.1.2.1]
Baths need to be adequate for the size of the home  [A.1.4.1]
One floor dwellings are needed for seniors   [B.3.1.1]
Two full baths, not a bath and half bath   [B.1.4.1]
I like large living rooms     [A.1.1.1]
I like living rooms facing gardens    [A.1.1.2]
Open floor plans are readily adaptable to family life and 
 entertaining activities    [A.1.1.3]
When I purchased my home I wanted two levels, but now that   
 I am older I would prefer a single level home.    
 Negotiating the stairs could be a problem with an aging  
 population     [B.3.1.1]
Houses need to be in a community where there is support for   
 families      [B.2.1.1]
Vary the styles     [B.2.2.1]
Large closets      [B.1.5.1]
Main floor laundry     [B.1.8.1]
Storage space- could make a single car garage longer to   
 accommodate lawn equipment   [A.1.5.1]

131



This Page Intentionally Left Blank

132



APPENDIX C
Final Review Commentary + Responses

 The thesis exploration concluded with a presentation to a panel of crit-

ics from both the University at Buffalo Department of Architecture and external 

organizations.1 The responses of the critics embodied both sides of the debate 

over suburban housing, with some critics finding the research to be a valuable, 

albeit initial, step toward a better understanding of environment that could lead 

to greater usability and satisfaction amongst residents of all walks of life.  This 

line of discussion centered on the limitations of the survey and potential avenues 

for adding depth to the research in the future, similar to that which was discussed 

above.  

 Other critics expressed the sentiment that architects already know the in-

formation presented, and that instead it is the residents of these environments, the 

builders, and the home improvement retailers that keep architects from making a 

greater difference in suburbia.  Overall, this attitude is not constructive because 

it attempts to ignore the issue at hand and place the responsibility on all parties 

except architects.  Architects may well be aware that customization is an impor-

tant issue in housing and that standardized houses does not necessarily remain 

standardized once inhabited by residents, but many still seem to be of the mindset 

that buildings within these types of environments are not worthy of their ener-

gies or of the label of “Architecture.”  During the course of the critique, it was 

brought up that many housing developers use architects to design tract-type hous-

ing.  To that comment, about half of the reviewers responded that these architects 

are not “good architects” since their designs are mass-produced and often put 

economic factors ahead of ingenuity.  Both sides of this argument are troubling 

within the context of this thesis.  

 On the one hand, mundane mass-produced environments are a part of our 

society, provide homes to millions of people, and are unlikely to disappear any-

time soon.  Dismissing these environments as “bad (or not) architecture” and any 
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person who designs such environments as a “bad architect” discourages involve-

ment, and the potential introduction of greater innovation and ingenuity, by other 

architects.  The fact that such sentiments are held by so many in the academic 

realm is even more problematic because they perpetuate the inaccurate stereo-

types and mindsets in generation after generation of architects instead of acting to 

make a change in a setting they find distasteful.  For many, it is easier to write off 

the setting than to do something about it.

 At the opposite end of the spectrum, housing developers and developer-

employed architects do often appear to put economic gains ahead of design 

creativity.  The people involved in the actual building of suburbia need to also be 

involved in the exploration of new ways of thinking and building for the diverse 

population of residents that will one day live in their creations.  The endeavor to 

examine and potentially make changes to homogeneous housing environments 

needs to come from both architectural researchers and practitioners, including 

developers, builders, and the architects that work for them.

 This argument leads into another question that arose in the critique: is it 

architects that need to change the way they think about housing or is it the build-

ers?  Once again, this response attempts to shift the responsibility for housing 

design onto someone other than architects.  This statement assumes that archi-

tects are already trying to do the things proposed by this thesis but are prevented 

from implementing any of them because builders refuse to change the way they 

always do things.  As mentioned in Chapter Five, I strongly believe that it is 

architects who need to change the way they think.  If this happens, builders might 

follow suit.  As a consumer good, houses are built and sold in a capitalist market.  

Builders do not have any reason to do anything differently if the models they of-

fer continue to sell.  Taking a chance on an untested prototype puts their business 

and bottom line at risk.  If, however, architects and architectural researchers were 

to engage in studies that examine what changes to housing would be accepted 

or even desired by residents and share the data with the home building industry, 

change might occur.  Without the active engagement of architects, it is unlikely 
134



that many home builders would divert from their tried and true methods.

 A third primary line of criticism that arose related particularly to the al-

terations made by residents.  As was mentioned previously, the changes made by 

residents to their houses fell within a range of apparent acceptability.  None of the 

changes mentioned were highly unique and many of the reasons given for mak-

ing changes implied that residents are getting ideas about what changes to make 

and how to make them from sources such as the media and home improvement 

retailers.  One critic commented that the problem with suburban housing, and its 

subsequent customization, is the narrow range of products to originally choose 

from.  Home improvement retailers only offer a narrow selection of products 

with which to customize the already narrow range of house styles.  This critic 

presented the argument that even if architects study customization and make 

homes more amenable to customization by residents, they will still be limited 

by the narrow range of options available to them by the standard retailers.  Once 

again, this comment seems to push the focus of the project and responsibility for 

future exploration off of architects and onto retailers.  

 The sentiment expressed is reminiscent of Berger’s summary of Jonathan 

Edwards’s Freedom of Will (1754), “we can choose as we please, but can we 

please as we please?”2  By this, Berger means that even though men and women 

are free to act as they wish, giving the illusion of free will, their choices are 

limited by a higher power.  In the case of Edwards’s original writing, the higher 

power was God.  In today’s context, the higher power could be consumerism, 

profit, popular culture, or any number of other forces.  Consequently, though hu-

mans can act as they please, a higher force has already determined which choices 

should be available to them.3  This particular critic was stating her opinion that 

home improvement retailers are the higher power that has already determined 

which choices will be made available to customers for home alterations.  This 

may be true, but in returning to Hebdige’s position on pop culture goods we can 

see that even a limited number of consumer items can be used in innumerable 

ways and in countless combinations with other products.4 Just like the houses 
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in suburban neighborhoods, the products may start out the same, but they can be 

used by residents in ways that make them unique.

 This argument could also be extrapolated to incorporate the houses and 

neighborhoods as a whole.  Many of the sources presented in the literature review 

illustrated that many residents of suburbia actually like living in these communi-

ties and take pride in their houses.5 One could bring forth the question of whether 

these residents actually like these environments or whether they like the environ-

ments because their choice has been influenced by the larger forces of market op-

tions and popular culture.  Additionally, one could ask whether the changes that 

residents make are really made because they are wanted or needed or because 

other forces influence the residents to think that they want or need such changes.  

 The broader issues involved in these questions are probably beyond the 

scope of most architectural research and would likely be better addressed by indi-

viduals who study psychology, sociology, or even economics.  Architects could, 

however, investigate preferences amongst residents in suburban neighborhoods 

by asking them about houses that are different from their own.  For example, in 

this thesis exploration the survey participants were only asked about changes they 

had made to their own homes and their feelings on their own homes and commu-

nities.  As such, the responses were limited within the range of acceptability dis-

cussed previously.  A potential alternative for researching housing customization 

would be the use of photographs of less common home alterations.  Residents 

could be asked their opinions on photographs of less ordinary houses and spaces.  

Recording and sorting of these opinions might lead to a clearer identification of 

what suburban residents find to be acceptable and unacceptable and how they 

draw these distinctions.  Separating the questioning from the participants’ homes 

may perhaps result in the acquisition of previously unknown opinions about 

housing, but until the work is done we cannot know what might be found.

 Though the comments of the reviewers did raise many issues that are im-

portant to the debate over suburbia, their value to this particular thesis and future 

work on the topic is limited.  Many of the reviewers were not familiar with social 
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science research methods, and therefore could not comment on the techniques 

used or potentials for future research.  The debate brought up in the commentary 

portion of the critique was, however, very useful in reflecting on this thesis and 

in imagining potentials for future research.  Any research on this topic will have 

to contend with architects and others who have negative perceptions of suburbia.  

Discussing this research with such people allows for strengthening of the argu-

ment and gives insight into their thoughts and motivations on the subject.  This 

was, perhaps, the most important take-away from the final thesis review.
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