Theme: Live/Work Clusters in the New Century

America has a great entrepreneurial culture. 

There is a popular notion that America was founded as a haven for Europeans seeking religious freedom. To an extent that was true, especially in the northeast. However, there has always been an economic attraction, as well – first to supply the British and French empires, then later to provide new economic opportunities for individuals. 

From colonial days, American entrepreneurs have launched and maintained business ventures in, under, and next to the family home. Shopkeepers lived above their shops and farmers lived on their farms. 

Then came the industrial revolution, which redefined the workplace. Factories grew overnight and were too large to build in a founder’s backyard. 

Still, most ventures that grew into multinational conglomerates can trace their roots to the family homestead. Henry Ford, widely recognized for innovating “assembly line” manufacturing, built his first motorized vehicle in a garage behind his home in 1896. 

During the first half of the 20th century, American entrepreneurship slid. Two World Wars and the Great Depression left little room for new enterprise. Factory jobs and the economic Post-War boom provided attractive alternatives to the rigors and uncertainties that come with self-employment. 

After World War II another troubling trend emerged – planned communities and zoning. I say troubling only because of its impact on entrepreneurship in America. Suddenly, architects, community leaders, developers, and others were in essence saying: “We don’t want you operating a business in our neighborhood.” This thinking has had a tremendous negative impact on our economy.

Emergence of Live/Work Homes/Art Districts

At some point in the later 20th century, someone applied the clever label of “Live/Work” to homes that double as a workplace. 

While America has always had “Live/Work” homes, the new paradigm that emerged appeared to include a “collectivist” element – several entrepreneurs or enterprising people living in close proximity. 

To illustrate, consider events in the mid-1970s in Los Angeles, when hordes of artists started renting cheap “studio” space in abandoned warehouses. Most were “starving artists” that secretly lived in their studios to save money, dodging surprise inspections from the fire department. 

In 1981, Los Angeles passed the “Artists In Residence” ordinance that approved special live/work spaces so long as safety codes were observed. Rent quickly increased, but a flourishing arts community survived. Today there are over 1,200 artist live/work lofts in the Downtown Arts District. 

The Technology Revolution

The 1970s were the gateway to a new era in economic history – the Technology Revolution. Computers and all things electric became smaller and cheaper. Opportunity knocked once again for entrepreneurs, and many went back to work in family dens, basements, and garages to be part of this new movement. 

In 1974, two young electronics enthusiasts named Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak started building desktop computers in the Jobs family garage. Their venture, Apple Computer, became an icon for the new Live/Work computer generation. 

Today, the personal computer and the Internet have provided an exciting infrastructure for home-based business ventures. Entrepreneurs literally have the world at their fingers and can be far more productive than most full-service offices were just 10 years ago. 

Live/Work Homes

Curiously, the Live/Work housing market has not consolidated as quickly as one might have imagined. On the West Coast – especially in the cities stretching from Los Angeles to San Francisco, the Live/Work market has grown rapidly. Most of these developments have been multi-family buildings – some renovated and some new. Their costs, like all California housing costs, are quite high. But this is often offset by the savings from foregoing a high-rent office suite. 

Elsewhere across the country, Live/Work housing is emerging in new, planned communities, including single family homes. Much of this popularity can be attributed to the efforts of Miami architects Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, pioneers of the New Urbanism movement. 

DPZ has worked on several creative mixed-use communities throughout America, many which include a Live/Work component. 

One DPZ development is the Kentlands in Gaithersburg, Maryland: The project, launched in 1988, featured about 800 acres that would eventually include commercial development linked to walkable neighborhoods. This connection is facilitated in part by three-story Live/Work townhouses which were built in the late 1990s. The concept has become popular and other builders have added Live/Work units to the Kentland neighborhoods. 

Recognizing a trend, DPZ created 3 Live/Work Models in Atlanta Georgia: These units were designed and built specifically to be showcased during the 2001 National Association of Home Builders show. These units, built in the city’s Castleberry Hill neighborhood, feature three “flex” units ranging from 1,060 to 3,666 square feet. 

The Value of Live/Work Homes

Those of us in the field are well aware of the value of Live/Work homes. 

Live/Work homes help entrepreneurs. Foregoing the cost of maintaining separate home and office facilities frees up capital for business expenses. Removing the commute gives the owner more time and flexibility to attend to business matters. It can often save other costs, such as child care. 

Live/Work homes are economic development engines. A small cluster of 25 Live/Work homes in a community not only mean 25 new families have moved in, it also means that 25 new businesses have opened. If each hires only a few people over the course of a year, that adds up to 100 new jobs in town. More families, jobs, and businesses mean more money spent in the local neighborhood. 

Live/Work homes are good for the environment. More than 1,000,000 new businesses are launched in American homes each year. That’s 1,000,000 less daily automobile commutes. That’s also 1,000,000 less duplicated spaces, including the financial and environmental cost of heating, cooling, electricity, water, and other utilities. 

Live/Work homes are good for the neighborhood. Many housing developments turn to ghost towns during the day while adults are at the office and kids are at school. Live/Work neighborhoods are active all day long. This also tends to keep the neighborhood safer – more eyes are on the streets during the day. 

Challenges for the Live/Work Movement

While there is progress in Live/Work housing models in the United States, many challenges remain. 

The Technology Infrastructure must be improved. Many communities in America have little or no broadband access, especially in rural regions. Live/Work clusters need to have reliable high-speed Internet access and other telecommunications capacity. This includes powerful “last mile” access into their developments and into each Live/Work home. 

Live/Work home design must be innovative. Too many developers put an Internet connection in a spare bedroom and call it a home office. True Live/Work homes will feature functional and separate “live” and “work” flows, business privacy (no ringing doorbells or barking dogs during important business calls), and adequate storage for work and play. 

Zoning and building covenants must be pro-business. America still has far too many neighborhoods and planned residential developments that discourage home-based business activity. While some restrictions are clearly needed, there has to be a provision for Live/Work homes. Ideally, this will allow for clusters – Live/Work neighborhoods – that may feature shared employee/client parking and permit modest, non-intrusive signage. 

There must be interdisciplinary dialogue on Live/Work issues. We, in America, are only beginning to promote dialogue among architects, developers, land use planners, environmentalists, economic development professionals, and others who have a vested interest in Live/Work housing. A lack of awareness – not a lack of interest – is to blame. 

To illustrate, American research universities have become very important to economic development initiatives over the past 15 to 20 years. They tend to be incubators of tomorrow’s technologies, which often lead to entirely new industries. In turn, this can generate hundreds of new companies and thousands of new jobs. Many students become successful entrepreneurs, often before graduating. 

Michael Dell started building and selling computers while he was a biology student at the University of Texas at Austin. At age 18, he launched Dell Computer Corporation while still in college. There are countless other examples.

Don’t you think that a student-oriented Live/Work “dormitory” near universities would be a great idea? It would not only provide a student housing option, but also serve as an economic development engine in the local community.  

I’ll stop at this point and let you start thinking about the possibilities for Live/Work housing in your community. Good luck with your projects!
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