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LIFESTYLES AND HOUSING DESIGN: 
CASE FINNISH TOWNHOUSE 
 

EIJA HASU, ANNE TERVO AND JUKKA HIRVONEN

Abstract
When explaining housing preferences and choice behaviour in terms of 

a new housing typology, the traditional approaches based on economic 

and socio-demographic factors are more or less insufficient to describe 

and develop understanding of housing preferences. Therefore, this pa-

per presents a lifestyle-based approach, which is explained in a frame-

work investigating the conceptualization of a new housing typology, a 

Finnish townhouse. The Finnish Dream Home (FDH) survey provides a 

context where housing design components are investigated based on 

residents’ attitudes and values, enabling the identification of four life-

style profiles. The identified profiles help to understand the end-users, 

i.e. the inhabitants, by explaining how to match the lifestyle approach 

and concrete, small-scale housing design aspects in a manner that bene-

fits the environmental design disciplines in different contexts. Thus, the 

lifestyle-based approach deepens the understanding of housing prefer-

ences and their relation to preferred dwelling attributes. Consequently, 

this paper argues that urban planning and housing design may meet the 

diversifying housing needs, today and in the future.
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Introduction 
Ways of increasing housing variation has been an important topic for ur-

ban planners and architects for many years. Similarly, housing research 

has investigated the diversifying housing preferences. However, when 

explaining housing preferences and choice behaviour, the traditional 

approaches based on economic and socio-demographic factors have 

been considered more or less insufficient (cf. Heijs, et al., 2011; Jansen, 

2012; Kauko, 2006b). Thus, the researchers have turned their interest into 

lifestyles. However, lifestyles are typically discussed in relation to rather 

general housing preferences, thus reflecting, for instance, the character-

istics of housing areas. This paper presents a novel lifestyle approach 

into housing design in order to contribute to the development and con-

ceptualization of a new housing typology, a Finnish townhouse, while 

simultaneously considering the culture-specific aspects of related hous-

ing design and planning processes. 

For a decade, the townhouse has been promoted by the Helsinki City 

Planning Department as a housing alternative particularly for the fam-

ilies preferring to live in detached houses (Jalkanen, et al., 2012). By intro-

ducing an urban housing typology, the objective has been to increase 

density and prevent the urban sprawl. 

In Finland, a townhouse is defined as a private house, which consists of 

two to four storeys and is connected with neighbouring houses by the 

firewalls. Typically, it provides a small garden and often a small front-

yard or buffer zone facing the street (see Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1 (left)

Malminkartano, Helsinki. Front yards 

enabling car parking and modest green 

elements. 

PHOTO: EIJA HASU

Figure 2 (right)

Kalasatama, Helsinki. Townhouse build-

ings with narrow private zones in front 

of the entrance.

PHOTO: ANNE TERVO 
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Although favoured by the planners, a townhouse has remained a rather 

unknown typology in Finland (Huttunen and Kuittinen, 2014). Consider-

ing the socio-demographic changes in the urban population, highligh

ted by an extensive share of one-person households, the Finnish Dream 

Home study (FDH) aimed to find out under what conditions living in a 

townhouse (later referred as townhouse living) could appeal to differ-

ent kinds of urban dwellers (Huttunen, 2015). As such, developing a new 

housing typology primarily for families with children was considered 

worth of questioning. 

The FDH was based on three interrelated data collection methods: a lite

rature review and expert interviews, a survey, and a series of workshops 

(Tervo and Hasu, forthcoming). This paper focuses on the survey. Reflect-

ing the unfamiliarity of townhouse living in Finland, the FDH survey was 

based on deconstructed design components of the typology explained 

in the methods section. The design components were studied through 

residents’ attitudes and values, enabling the identification of four life-

style profiles. Examining the lifestyle theories and related approaches, 

the paper discusses how to match the lifestyle approach and concrete, 

small-scale housing design aspects in a manner that benefits the envi-

ronmental design disciplines in different contexts. Using the private out-

door spaces and shared domestic spaces as an example, the FDH survey 

results explain the interconnection of the identified lifestyle profiles 

and design attributes. In this paper, shared domestic spaces denote the 

housing-related spaces located outside the boundaries of privately con-

trolled domestic spaces and shared with a limited number of neighbours, 

typically the members of a housing company, in various ways. Shared 

domestic spaces include facilities that can be used simultaneously with 

neighbours, such as clubrooms, as well as spaces reserved for private use 

of households, as often is the case with guest rooms and saunas. In con-

trast to co-housing, shared domestic spaces do not necessarily embody 

the sense of community or any other ideology-driven goals. 

The paper is structured as follows. The second section discusses lifestyle 

theories related to housing preferences and housing research. The main 

idea behind the lifestyle-based profiles is that they do not follow the typ-

ical household classification based on the household size and life-stage. 

The third section describes the FDH survey as a data collection method 

and presents four lifestyle profiles that reflect urban ways of living. The 

fourth section focuses on the transferability of research findings by ex-

plaining how the identified lifestyle profiles and design attributes are 

matched to provide knowledge for the processes of urban planning and 

housing design interested in developing townhouse living in Finland. 

The concluding section discusses how the urban structure and inherent 

social aspects, embodied in the presented lifestyle-approach, can bene-

fit the environmental design disciplines and related design processes. 
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Lifestyles, ultimate needs and housing research
Lifestyle approach is becoming an increasingly popular approach in ur-

ban planning and housing research. However, in terms of processes of 

housing design, the contribution of lifestyle profiling has remained rela-

tively low due to a number of reasons. 

One challenge for research is that a lifestyle can have several meanings. 

Chaney (1996, p.15) describes lifestyles as “sets of practices and attitudes 

that make sense in particular contexts”. In terms of urban planning, Ge 

and Hokao (2006, p.167) define residential lifestyle as “the way of life 

related to residence associated with the consumption of time, space 

and money”. Regarding housing, the definition thus indicates that con-

sumption of spaces is an essential aspect of a lifestyle (cf. Holt, 1997; Bell 

and Hollows, 2005). Essential is also the way lifestyles can and should 

be used. Heijs, et al. (2009; 2011) suggest that lifestyles are plausible 

for housing research only if the assumptions motivating the lifestyle  

approach and choice of methods are valid; the expected results provide 

realistic outcomes; and the life-styles used provide higher additional 

value than traditional variables. The reasons for using the lifestyle- 

approach are undeniably important to consider, since lifestyles are inter-

preted in different ways both between and within different disciplines 

(Jansen, 2012). In this paper, the concepts of lifestyle profiling and life-

style-based residential profiling are used interchangeably.

In housing research, lifestyles are often examined as a mixed image of 

behavioural and psychological aspects, sometimes including even so-

cio-demographic characters, to identify and to predict different consum-

er segments (Jansen, 2012). Thus, the concept as such is flexible to use. 

However, the problem within the lifestyle approach seems to rest in the 

aims of research: The lifestyle approach seeks to explain the ever chang-

ing, dynamic society. Again, the approach tends to produce a classi

fication with simplified interpretations of factual housing behaviour (cf. 

Heijs, et al., 2009).

Using lifestyles to predict and reveal housing preferences

Despite the obvious challenges placed by the lifestyle approach, life-

styles are used in the field of housing to fulfil different research inter-

ests. Examples of attempts to understand the dynamics of inhabitants 

and housing markets include tribes (Brown and Kyttä, 2014), lifestyles 

(van Diepen and Mustered, 2009; Fleisher, 2007; Æro, 2006) and residential 

profiles (Ge and Hokao, 2006). Although lifestyle research often explains 

the choice of a specific residential area (Heijs, et al., 2011; Ge and Hokao, 

2006; Ærø, 2006), the lifestyle profiling particularly applies to the efforts 

of understanding the housing choices (Jansen, 2012; 2014; Kauko, 2006a), 

while excluding the limitations off housing supply, experiences, or sol-

vency (Clapham, 2005; also Ærø, 2006).
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Ærø (2006) has used the concept of lifestyle to investigate residential 

area preferences, exploiting four different study areas (high-rise with 

high-density, high-rise with low-density, low-rise with high-density, and 

low-rise with low-density). One of the questions posed by his research 

was: “In what type of residential district would you prefer to live if you 

were free to choose?” (p.118). A majority of respondents preferred low-

rise with low-density, interpreted as detached single-family houses with 

gardens, whereas urban centres appealed to younger residents. The re-

sults indicate that certain areas reflect aspects that appeal to certain 

values and attitudes throughout different class structures.

Kriese and Scholz (2012) provide another approach probing lifestyle as 

a part of housing development processes. According to their historical 

review, housing production is only partially a result of decisions by the 

builder, investor or architect. Instead, the building process may be more 

of an outcome of the predominating values and lifestyles of the time, 

including the socio-cultural matrix. Consequently, the researchers recog

nise the importance of understanding both the social structure and the 

individual; thus, it is important to include the subjective meanings of 

housing choices interpreted through lifestyles, whilst examining hous-

ing development through changing times. 

Changes occur also in urban settlements. One approach to housing are-

as and lifestyles is acknowledged in statistical analyses evaluating the 

relation of urban structure and lifestyles. Studies investigating housing 

consumption, including housing energy, transportation and other forms 

of use, have argued that the urban structure reflects citizens’ lifestyles 

(Bin and Dowlatabadi, 2005; Heinonen, et al., 2013). In this context, life-

styles are related to a wider understanding about tribes, implying that 

urban settings entail consumption-driven groups favouring, for exam-

ple, travelling and shopping. Succinctly, the approaches use lifestyle as 

a synonym for consumption choices in the urban context, and suggest 

that urban environments affect lifestyles. Majamaa, et al. (2008) em-

phasise that in an urban setting, planning processes require innovative 

approaches that integrate the consumer based understanding with ur-

ban planning methods; however, the housing design aspect is left in the 

shadows, as the research interest focuses on the residential area. The 

choice of a neighbourhood is interpreted as a statement of a person’s 

willingness to belong to a group, suggesting that residents place more 

value on the neighbourhood than the house. However, the research 

findings do differ in this manner; for instance, Kauko (2006b) discovered 

location and social factors as more important than the house itself in 

metropolitan Helsinki, in comparison to Randstad, Netherlands. Moreo-

ver, Ancell and Thompson-Fawcett (2008) discovered affordable housing 

as the most important factor in the residents’ housing selection process. 
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Some researchers suggest that a neighbourhood sharing similar values 

may prevent problems, underlining the understanding of different tribes 

and their compatibility in urban planning (Heijs, et al., 2009). Analogously, 

urbanity as a social sphere is a matter of importance. Van Diepen and 

Mustered (2009), for instance, investigate the meanings of urbanity and 

the ways urbanity is reflected in the everyday life. The researchers are 

thus interested in the lifestyle as a behaviour that explains households’ 

types, their use of urban facilities and their orientation on the city. The 

examination results in various urban household profiles, explained as 

lifestyle groups reflecting economic and social attitudes.

In comparison to the approach described above, a need to study lifestyle 

in relation to both housing design and urban planning, nevertheless, de-

mands additional approaches. The Finnish townhouse case challenges 

both the housing typology and urban environment based preferences. 

Highlighting the fact that the research setting was dictated by the lack 

of existing townhouse examples, we were, instead of revealed preferen

ces, interested in the values and attitudes expressed by urban dwellers 

towards the design components of townhouse typology.

Values explaining housing preferences and behaviour

In order to avoid the limitations of the existing, and relatively limited, 

interpretation of a Finnish townhouse, the research interest was hence 

aimed towards the aspect of housing values and attitudes. According to 

Schwartz and Bilsky (1990, p.878), values: 

(a) are concepts or beliefs, (b) pertain to desirable end states or behavi­

ours, (c) transcend specific situations, (d) guide selection or evaluation 

of behaviour and events, and (e) are ordered by relative importance. 

Thus, values may well explain the motives for different design solutions 

and, more importantly, the reasons to weight one design solution over 

another, a point of interest related to housing preference studies. Re-

garding the weight, the values may explain motives for choices. Values 

are indicated as of varying importance: end-state values refer to termi-

nal goals, such as equality, and instrumental values to the modes of be-

haviour. Schwartz and Bilsky underline the importance of beliefs shap-

ing these values – a notion in line with Clapham’s recognition of housing 

behaviour, underlining the importance to recognize experiences, values 

and attitudes influencing individuals’ and households’ housing choices 

(2005). However, values do not only shape individual behaviour: Schwartz 

(1994, p.21) describes values as “desirable trans-situational goals, varying 

in importance, that serve as guiding principles in the life of a person or 

another social entity”. From that understanding, values are more abid-

ing than trends and tastes, and have thus been used in housing prefer-

ence studies. Especially, Coolen (2008) has explained a detailed approach 

to examine housing related values, based on the laddering method, 

which is, however, resource consuming. Thus, additional approaches are  

needed. 
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Other challenges occur in addition to the methodological ones; values 

and goals play an important role regarding the research setting and 

aims. From this point of view, lifestyle-based approach has typically 

been considered problematic, since:

there is a big gap between the academic world of theoretical debate 

and methodological doubt, on the one hand, and the quick and uncriti­

cal development of lifestyle typologies by commercial bureaus, on the 

other (van der Wouden and Kullberg, 2002 cited in Jansen, 2012, p.275).

The commercial use of lifestyle typologies in the field of housing too  

often misleads one to look into oversimplified classifications, as most of-

ten lifestyle typologies try to set boundaries between different lifestyle 

groups. Thus, while seeking explicit indicators and classifications, one 

may lose important information (Heijs, et al., 2011) and end up with an 

overly simplified picture of the respondents (Jansen, 2012). A more loose 

approach to lifestyle classes is needed, notably since “(p)eople seldom 

belong to just one lifestyle group but show characteristics of multiple 

groups” (ibid., p.278). Therefore, instead of strict lifestyle classification, 

values can be used as a means to understand and predict resident behav-

iour; in this context, Heijs, et al. (2011) discuss lifestyle indicators. 

From an environmental design perspective, the majority of ultimate 

and terminal values, as described by Schwartz (1994), can be reinterpret-

ed through planning and design solutions. A garden is an example of a 

design object that may provide a place for activities but simultaneous-

ly reflects values, such as a sense of privacy or self-expression (Coolen 

and Hoekstra, 2001). Thus, the architects and planners do not necessarily 

have to examine the ultimate goals from scratch, but rather interpret the 

value-based importance of design objectives in order to establish design 

guidelines that reflect the lifestyles. As such, a fundamental question is 

whether it is possible to deconstruct a house or residential area into de-

sign components in order to scrutinize residential preferences and life-

styles. The endeavour is worth of taking, as the outcome may foster a 

wider design understanding.  

Empirical findings from a housing preference survey
The FDH research setting was dictated by the need to identify different 

potential customer groups showing interest for a new housing typolo-

gy, a Finnish townhouse. In the FDH study, our interest was therefore 

two folded: First, we wanted to investigate what kind of housing char-

acteristics appeal to urban residents without a connection to a specific 

housing typology. As such, the starting point was based on the under-

standing that without strictly defined attributes we might find new 

design aspects for future townhouse concepts. Second, we wanted to 

understand what kind of residential profiling could facilitate the design 
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processes of housing design and urban planning. Hence, highlighting 

the culture-specificity of environment design disciplines and housing 

itself, a Finnish interpretation of a townhouse typology was yet to come. 

In order to avoid the traditional preference examination based on the res-

idents’ knowledge and prejudice grounded on existing housing typolo

gies, the survey was constructed in such a manner that the preference 

towards this new typology was asked only at the end of the question-

naire, including a short description of the townhouse concept (Huttunen 

and Kuittinen, 2014). The fact that the specific typology was introduced 

at the end of the questionnaire ensured that the results could be ana-

lysed also from a more general perspective of urban housing develop-

ment, as presented in the next section. Additionally, the respondents 

were challenged to evaluate their housing attitudes and perceptions in 

relation to given housing situations. For instance, they were asked to im-

agine themselves living in a multi-storey home and consider, from this 

perspective, whether the spatial arrangement would be experienced as 

dangerous or enabling privacy of family members. In this manner, the 

questionnaire examined attitudes towards the characteristics of both 

the typology and residential area. Although it has been argued that a 

connection between behaviour and architectural solutions is difficult to 

compose (cf. Jansen, 2014), a decision to apply the lifestyle approach into 

housing design processes was emphasized by the understanding that 

the socio-demographic characteristics of households do not explain all 

the housing preferences. 

Data

The web-based survey was conducted in 2014 using web panellists1. 

A sample of 1012 respondents between the ages of 25 and 59, and 202 

respondents between the ages of 60 and 80, was collected based on a 

stratified quota sampling in the Helsinki metropolitan area. Although 

the collected data was not based on a random sampling, a comparison 

with the population of the Helsinki region by birth year and gender in-

dicated that the data was quite well representative in this respect. Only 

the oldest age group (70–80 years) was somewhat underrepresented. In 

addition, the web panel provided a representative set of different ten-

ures and housing typologies; particularly, tenants have been difficult to 

reach in housing preference surveys (cf. Ancell and Thompson-Fawcett, 

2008). It is also noteworthy that the sample represents residents in differ-

ent urban settings, in city centres (24%), together with sub-centres and 

suburbs (74%), thus highlighting that attitudes and values reflect pref-

erences in the Helsinki metropolitan area, which is considered as an ur-

ban settlement. The survey revealed that a total 56% of the respondents 

were interested in townhouse living. The amount of interest was almost 

equal amongst different household types.

In the results section, we also refer to the workshops, which were based 

on the survey results and arranged the following year, in 2015. The  

1	 Web panels, managed by commercial 

operators, are used especially for 

market and opinion on-line surveys. 

Web panellists provide their back-

ground information when enrolled 

as panel members. The information 

enables surveys to draw selected 

samples from the panel. In the FDH 

case, the current location, household 

status and age were used as criteria; 

the panelists did not represent any 

particular panel, but the panellists 

were reached using several panel 

groups. The quality of responses was 

compared with two other on-line 

survey groups, 112 respondents 

looking for a plot in Helsinki, and 

86 respondents reached through a 

housing portal (Etuovi.com).
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seven workshops occupied 61 residents interested in townhouse living 

and provided an additional explanation for the lifestyle-based approach 

and value recognitions. (For a more detailed review about the work-

shops, see Tervo and Hasu, forthcoming.) 

Lifestyle-based profiling: house and residential environment 

connected

To investigate lifestyle-based values, the survey offered several state-

ments that described preferences for urban living. The statements were 

mostly derived from the Resident’s Barometer2. The Barometer examines 

housing satisfaction in Finnish municipalities with more than 10,000 

inhabitants, accommodating 64% of the Finnish inhabitants (Strandell, 

2011, p.8). The results have indicated that city dwellers have a differ-

ing appreciation for different housing typologies and environments  

although a more detailed profile examination is still missing. For in-

stance, one-person households are examined as a homogenous group of 

residents although their housing needs may differ greatly. On the other 

hand, it has been acknowledged that solo dwellers in a different life 

situation with different kinds of housing needs may have similar hous-

ing preferences. For instance, many would like to have a spare bedroom, 

while the reasons for this vary (Wulff, Healy and Reynolds, 2004). How

ever, it is important to note that the willingness to have a spare bedroom 

is based on the existing housing supply whereas the future-oriented 

practice-based research also seeks to find ways to study the possibilities 

of unestablished forms of housing. As such, the need for a spare room 

can be studied, for instance, in relation to shared domestic spaces, which 

further resonates with shared domestic spaces and potentially more 

sustainable housing alternatives. While not providing a solution for 

everyone, shared domestic spaces are particularly interesting in relation 

to an increasing number of people living alone as one of the greatest 

challenges in the contemporary urban housing design. As presented in 

this paper, the lifestyle-approach can assist the design processes, which 

also aims at increasing housing variation and design in respect to solo 

living. 

Along these lines, we chose to combine traditional, planning related 

variables (such as interest for public transport or own yard) derived from 

the Barometer survey with the urban lifestyle-based approach (such as 

the preference for a lively cityscape). Additionally, the respondents were 

asked to identify their favourite housing type as well as to indicate atti-

tudes towards alternative, commonly known housing typologies, such 

as detached houses, terraced houses and apartments, by placing the 

types into an order of preference. Aspects of residential environment 

were asked in relation to the previous housing experience (open-ended 

question) as well as in relation to the most preferred housing typology. 

2	 The Residents’ Barometer 2010 is 

“carried out in cooperation with 

Statistics Finland. Implemented for  

the third time, the Residents’ Baro-

meter is used by the environmental 

administration to monitor the 

quality of the living environment. 

The first Residents’ Barometer survey 

was conducted in 1998, and the se-

cond in 2004” (Strandell, 2011, p.111). 

The material is collected through 

telephone interviews, consisting of 

approximately 50 questions.



ISSUE 1 2017  LIFESTYLES AND HOUSING DESIGN: CASE FINNISH TOWNHOUSE  EIJA HASU, ANNE TERVO AND JUKKA HIRVONEN 44

Moreover, the often-used polarizations between high-density and 

low-density areal structures (as explained in this paper by Ærø, 2006) 

were not followed because they do not serve the purposes of urban 

housing design that identify the ever increasing multidimensionality of 

housing areas. Instead, different statements describing different hous-

ing area characteristics were provided, as explained next. 

Resident’s Barometer 2010 indicated that the Finnish housing preferen

ces are being polarised: suburban areas with flats seldom are preferred; 

instead, the urban centre and the countryside living are appreciated as 

a rising trend (Strandell, 2011). In this respect, we were particularly in-

terested in understanding why residents appreciate urban settings, and 

whether the preference for city centres is becoming dominant. There-

fore, we modified several value-based statements. The statements were 

based mainly on the Barometer survey: Closeness to services was inter-

preted as a statement: “I enjoy being a part of liveable, urban housing 

environment”; easiness and maintenance-free dwelling was formulated 

into a statement: “I am not interested in being responsible for the main-

tenance of a house or a garden”; and willingness to enjoy recreational 

amenities without car-dependency was translated into the statements: 

“I would like to be able to follow bustling street life from my window”, 

and “Nearby park is enough nature for me”. In addition, statements such 

as “Socializing with the neighbours is very important for me”, “I want ac-

tively to participate in a development of my neighbourhood” and “the 

importance of social contacts” were formed (see also Kyttä, Pahkasalo 

and Vaattovaara, 2010).

Respondents assessed the statements in a five-point Likert-scale that 

ranged from strongly disagree (value 0) to strongly agree (value 4). “Can-

not say” was offered as an additional alternative sixth option. Based on 

the given statements, attitudes were studied through reciprocal correla-

tions. As a result, two different scales were constructed using the sum of 

scores of correlating statements. The scales indicated attitudes towards 

(1) local community (named as “socialness”) and (2) type of built environ-

ment (named as “urbanity of housing preference”, later referred also as 

“urban scale” and “urbanity”). 

The scales were further examined. For the urban scale, Cronbach’s Alpha 

was 0.76, indicating good reliability. The variable was further dichoto-

mized so that values 0–8 were scored as the low and 9–16 as high urban-

ity of housing preferences. The social variable was constructed using a 

similar method. For the socialness scale, Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.69, indi-

cating acceptable reliability. The variable was further dichotomized so 

that values 0–6 were scored as the low and 7–12 high socialness. 
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Four residential profiles: urban lifestyles detected

For decades, urban living has been associated with anonymity (Simmel, 

1903). On the other hand, urbanity has been associated with participa-

tion and social activities; research suggests that densification creates 

opportunities to meet other citizens, thus enhancing urban socialness 

(cf. Brain, 2005). To our surprise, two scales, socialness and urbanity, did 

not correlate, suggesting that densification of the built environment 

does not automatically boost a sense of community.

The relationships of social and urban aspects were further analysed in 

the context of four residential profile groups detected. The groups were 

named combining the dimensions of two scales described above. The 

density of urban structure was named as urban to describe the dense, 

city centre type of structure with a reduced amount of green window 

views compensated with vivid cityscape and bustling street life; subur-

ban was used to describe the less dense structure, encompassing less 

vivid environment but more greenery. The other dimension, socialness, 

is described by socials, the social-minded residents in the one, and 

anonymous, the private-minded in the other end of the axis, as shown in  

Figure 3.

As the Figure 3 indicates, only in subsocials, families are presented as 

majority (51%; Table 1). In other words, the income level, position in the 

labour market, type of household or age do not predict the apprecia-

tion towards a specific way of dwelling, neither regarding the house nor 

the environment (see also Table 1). The finding is in line with previous 

research (Heijs, et al., 2011; Jansen, 2014) and current examples. For in-

stance, the aging Finnish population has not shown interest in high-rise 

housing as expected (Strandell, 2011). The notion is an important exam-

ple of a bias that steers both urban planning and housing supply – a spe-

cific life stage is often interpreted as a statement of preferred housing 

setting. Although this is often the case, the diversification of preferences 

is obvious (also Jansen, 2012). The results of FDH survey demonstrate the 

diversification of the housing preferences, as there was only a small dif-

ference between solo dwellers, couples or families who would prefer the 

townhouse as a housing option.

In this research, urbsocials is recognised as a heterogeneous group 

in terms of the household type. Currently, most of them are living in 

multi-storey buildings. Despite the aspirations for apartment living, 

altogether 62% of urbsocials regard the townhouse as an option. In 

this group, 22% of the households do not own a car, which also partly 

explains the interest in an amenity-rich housing environment. In a sim-

ilar vein, the urbnymous favour living in a city centre, but they prefer to 

keep a distance from their neighbours. Relatively, this group entails the 

smallest number of families with children, thus reflecting the traditional 

lifestyle-related interpretation of careerism that keeps residents in city  
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Figure 3

Four lifestyle groups. The relative sizes 

of the groups, as indicated in the web 

panellist dataset, are given in parenthe-

ses. In each lifestyle group, the relative 

share (%) of each household type is also 

included.

centres (Karsten, Lupi and de Stigter-Speksnijder, 2013). Despite the 

smallest share of families, 58% feel that the townhouse is a convenient 

housing option, which is against the original planning discussion paring 

townhouses and families. Altogether, 31% of the urbnymous do not have 

a car, and in this group, relatively the smallest number of respondents 

considered a leisure-time home as an essential way to counterbalance 

city life. A vital question in the Finnish context, and also included in 

Ærø’s study, is whether one feels that a leisure-time home is an essential 

element to compensate city life or not. In the light of the FDH survey, 

the urbnymous are persons that spend most of their time in the cities. 

However, their lifestyles suggest an appreciation for privacy rather than 

actively seeking connection with the urban life. 

Subsocials are a group who embrace the largest number of families with 

children, thus representing the original target group for townhouse liv-

ing. However, the subsocials underpin the preference for residential en-

vironments with spacious feeling, thus questioning the planning objec-

tives of combing townhouses and dense urban settings. The subsocials 

value closeness to nature and a child-friendly environment – combined 

with a socially active milieu. At the moment, a half of this group resides 

in one-family terraced or semi-detached housing. This group favours spa-

cious homes, preferring large and most often one-family houses (Table 

1). However, their willingness to pay on a monthly basis for housing (incl. 

mortgage or rent) does not differ from other groups, indicating that in 

order to gain a larger home, one needs to move further away from the 

most expensive inner-city areas. Surprisingly, preference for a more spa-

cious residential environment does not diminish the interest towards 

shared domestic spaces, thus underlining the social attitude in relation 

to design and planning. 
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In addition, over a half of the households identified as subsocials felt 

that a leisure-time home is essential, which may indicate that their cur-

rent housing situation is not perceived as optimal, or that the need for 

a child-friendly environment is satisfied through second homes. Indeed, 

in the previous research, second homes are identified as places to meet 

relatives and friends, especially if there is no room for such gatherings 

in the urban setting (Hasu, 2012). Second homes are also an example of 

housing culture and context-dependency of the housing studies: accord-

ing to Kauko (2006a), a considerable amount of second homes in Finland 

affects as a compensative factor for the urban housing preferences, par-

ticularly addressing the privacy needs of a household.  

Subnymous are similar to urbsocials in the sense that the different house-

hold types are distributed remarkably heterogeneously in the group. Ap-

proximately a half of the subnymous lives in a detached, semi-detached 

or terraced house, which shows in the housing preferences: the most fa-

voured housing type is the individually designed single-family dwelling. 

The ownership of a home and plot is also highly valued. Nearby services 

are not considered important matters, in contrast to other groups. This 

is partially explained by the high rate of car ownership.  

Table 1

Four lifestyle groups. The background information (e.g. income) does not 

predict the likely residential profile of an individual. The table describes stated 

housing preferences as well as the current housing situation, based on the FDH 

survey and examined by each lifestyle-group. The information is used to de-

scribe each life-style group in relation to the housing preferences and current 

housing situation.

  Total
urb

socials

urb

nymous

sub

socials

sub

nymous
Test result

Interested in Townhouse, % 56% 62% 58% 55% 45% 1) ***

Stated preferences for housing              

preferred dwelling size, sq.m. 108 102 99 120 115 2) ***

preferred number of rooms 3,9 3,8 3,6 4,3 4 1) ***

prefers apartment in a city centre, % 33% 53% 53% 5% 8% 1) ***

prefers detached house, individ.design, % 36% 26% 23% 60% 47% 1) ***

willing to choose smaller apartment due to environ-

mental reasons (strongly agree, agree), %
31% 45% 21% 35% 22% 1) ***

Income and housing costs              

household net income, € per month 3.499 3.428 3.414 3.766 3.429 2) –

monthly housing costs, maximum WTP of net  

income, %
31% 32% 30% 30% 31% 2) –

Current housing situation              

households without a car, % 21% 22% 31% 14% 13% 1) ***

city centre dwellers, % 24% 38% 34% 11% 7% 1) ***

second home experienced to compensate urban 

living
35% 36% 31% 37% 37% 1) –

1) Chi Square Test; 2) Kruskal-Wallis Test; *** p < 0,001; * p < 0,05; – not stat. significant p ≥ 0 
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Regarding the current housing situation, 24% of all respondents were 

currently dwelling in city centres, but altogether 33% would prefer to 

dwell in city centre, close to the services (Table 1). This gap is one exam-

ple of the discrepancy between traditional research settings, examining 

either stated or revealed preferences (Schwanen and Moktharian, 2004; 

Vasanen, 2012). This notion implies that the traditional comparison be-

tween most favourable housing types do not necessarily explain the 

preference for chosen housing environment. For example, 53% of the 

respondents would prefer an apartment in a multi-storey building, inter-

twining with the preference for city centre living. A townhouse enabling 

personal design solution in an urban environment could be a choice for 

many of these urban minded: 26% of urbsocials and 23% of urbnymous 

would prefer individually designed detached house. Consequently, par-

alleled with a detached house, an individually designed townhouse 

located in an urban setting could change the way the specific housing 

typologies are traditionally associated with specific residential environ-

ments. 

In many cases in Finland, however, specific housing typologies are asso-

ciated with specific residential environments, such as detached houses 

as suburban, not as a part of urban centre or sub-centre settings. The 

lifestyle profiling presented in this paper does not follow this kind of rea-

soning, thus providing material for novel approaches in housing design.  

Lifestyles to guide planning and housing design
An urban one-family house with facing firewalls may sound complex. 

Simultaneously, a townhouse typology, paralleled in Finland with de-

tached houses as the most private form of dwelling, offers an intrigu-

ing starting point to study home-related dimensions of privacy. Under-

standing how different types of environments assist in regulating daily 

encounters with neighbours, and also other urbanities, plays a signifi-

cant role when trying to understand how housing options can meet the 

needs of different lifestyle profiles in an urban environment. 

By looking at the statements covering outdoor areas and shared domes-

tic spaces, we discuss how the lifestyle profiles explain the preferred de-

sign solutions examined in the FDH survey. To increase the reliability of 

the answers, the statements preceded a sentence describing a specific 

housing situation to consider. In the first example, the respondents were 

asked to imagine a house facing the street and reflect the feeling of pri-

vacy from this point of view. The results indicate that privacy is an im-

portant factor for the most; only a small number of residents in all four 

lifestyle groups do not mind if the passers-by can see inside their homes 

(see Figure 4). As the rows of townhouse are expected to create dense 

urban structure, at times even without a front yards as a buffer zone be-

tween private and public spheres, the results provide a clear signal for 
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planners and architects. Raising the ground-level plan above the street 

level could otherwise be an easy way to restrict the visual connection be-

tween the street and the ground-level domestic spaces, but the Finnish 

accessibility regulations hinder the use of this solution. 

Figure 4

Attitudes towards different levels of 

privacy, as examined by the state-

ments. Differences between lifestyle 

groups were statistically significant in 

all items, median test, p < 0.05. “Cannot 

say” was offered as a fifth alternative, 

but is not included in this figure.

According to the survey, respondents portraying a more private attitude 

to local community do not place importance on a small front yard (in 

Figure 4, “not important” urbnymous 50% and subnymous 42%). Instead, 

the residents with more social-minded values seem to show a more  

favourable attitude to adopt this design solution. Unexpectedly, the 

level of urbanity does not seem to affect the attitude towards the front 

yard as much as the level of socialness does. The result is unanticipat-

ed, since the majority of all respondents indicate a preference for pri-

vacy. For the social-minded, the value-based interpretation (cf. Coolen 

and Hoekstra, 2001; Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990) suggests that the front 

yard may offer different instrumental and end-state values than for the 

more private-minded. Gehl (2006), for instance, describes front yards as 

places for social encounters, which may resonate with the attitudes  
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expressed in this survey. The social sphere interests the social-mind-

ed, but the more private-minded would supposedly value privacy, and 

therefore, one would expect them to express interest in the front yard 

as a buffer zone between the private home and public streetscape (cf. 

Figures 1 and 2). Accordingly, the question of a front yard is specific in 

the context of Finnish townhouses, since the front yard is relatively 

unknown element among our urban housing typologies, and thus, the 

respondents may have difficulties to recognise the reasons to favour a 

small front yard.  

As Clapham (2005) points out, one research setting seldom reveals all as-

pects of interest. Therefore, the meaning of a small front yard as well 

as the visual connection between the street and ground floor domestic 

spaces was further studied in the townhouse workshops following the 

survey. As the ground floors were converted, for instance, into home of-

fices and places for leisure time activities, the meaning of the small front 

yard was also clarified. Interestingly, the proximity of the street, previ-

ously connected with privacy issues, turned out to be an advantage. The 

workshops also demonstrated that the residents noticed only by experi

menting the multiple functions and later, the end-state values of front 

yards. The functional aspects, such as snow piling and bicycle parking, 

were matters of interest to all workshop participants. The social-minded 

seemed to consider the front yard as a transformational space between 

private and public, while the private-minded recognized the aspects for 

privacy. Moreover, most participants valued the architectural aspects, 

including a possibility to have an individually designed outdoor area be-

tween the house and street. These notions are important for not only 

design and planning but also marketing and city branding. 

Overall, privacy is an important aspect also in the context of dense urban 

housing, as only 7% of both urbnymous and urbsocials do not consider 

privacy of the backyard as significant; this stresses the fact that no life-

style classification is unambiguous – even the less private-minded with 

preference for an active urban life style value privacy. The notion also 

underlines the significance of the context-sensitivity when it comes to 

specific typologies and design solutions. For instance, fences lose a part 

of their meaning in terms of privacy if the backyard patios can be seen 

from the balconies of neighbouring houses, as is the case with multi-sto-

ry townhouses (cf. Figure 2). 

A decision to study the attitudes towards shared domestic spaces 

was based on the objective to identify design attributes that could lay 

foundations for new housing trends in relation to a small-scale typolo-

gy represented by townhouses. As shown in Figure 5, the respondents 

were asked to imagine a housing company (e.g. an apartment building 

or terraced house) and take a stand on statements concerning domes-

tic spaces shared with their neighbours. The results indicate that the 
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Figure 5

Attitudes towards shared domestic 

spaces. Differences between lifestyle 

groups were statistically significant in 

all items, Chi Square test, p < 0.05.

socially oriented lifestyle profiles, both subsocials and urbsocials, are 

more receptive for housing variations containing shared domestic spac-

es. Whereas the level of urbanity of the favoured housing area does not 

explain this attitude, the social orientation does; both socially oriented 

lifestyle profiles have leisure time activities, which would benefit from 

the extra spaces nearby their apartment. 

However, the results indicate that the sense of community and shared 

domestic spaces do not necessarily go hand in hand, as 50% of the re-

spondents were interested in shared domestic spaces only if they could 

reserve the spaces for private use, as suggested by the statement used 

in the survey (Figure 5). While this can result from several reasons, it was 

considered that the answers were influenced by the respondent’s previ-

ous experiences, as validated by the open-ended questions. After all, the 

familiar examples of shared domestic spaces, such as the laundry room 

and sauna, are typically ones that are booked for private use. The idea of 

shared domestic spaces can also collide with the privacy valued in the 

home environments. Thus, a willingness to use the spaces with a chosen 

group of people may reflect the means of regulating the privacy. The re-

sults also underline that the potentials of the shared domestic spaces 

are not clearly defined nor well known by the laymen, as confirmed by 

the workshops. 
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Lifestyles contributing design and planning understanding

In an ideal situation, the future residents are involved with the design 

processes of shared domestic spaces, not just to understand what kind 

of spaces are needed, but also in order to understand what kind of prej-

udices, and even threats, are associated with these spaces. Since this is 

only rarely an option in case of large-scale urban housing projects, the 

residents should at least, following the principles of participatory design 

approach, have a possibility to work out together the terms and condi-

tions related with the use of these spaces in such a manner that both the 

socially and privately oriented profiles could benefit from them. Indeed, 

the representatives of the lifestyle profiles who are less keen to interact 

in the local community, i.e. subnymous and urbnymous, provide impor-

tant information about the challenges faced when trying to introduce 

housing concepts that contain housing-related spaces shared with the 

neighbours. This also applies to shared urban outdoor spaces, potential-

ly boosting the sense of community.

 

If a person is able to maintain the aspired level of privacy, s/he may be 

willing to share some part of the housing-related domestic spaces with 

people who have similar attitudes and values. However, the design solu-

tions, also in terms of related outdoor spaces, should be carefully consid-

ered. For instance, the workshop participants favoured semi-private en-

trances and private terraces regardless of their lifestyle profile. Although 

privacy is not always included in the design (cf. Figure 6), creating a sharp 

separation between private and shared areas may also be a difficult de-

sign task (cf. Figure 7).

Ideally, the shared domestic spaces are used in such a manner that they 

can be used for various purposes. A space for different types of private 

gathering, such as a clubroom, is probably the easiest one to design. A 

design task is a bit more complicated if the objective is, for instance, to 

have a shared kitchen or living room; however, a possibility to withdraw 

to a private corner may increase the use of the space. 

It should also be noted that the preferred urban structure did not explain 

the interest towards shared outdoor areas. Particularly, in the context of 

townhouse areas, the shared courtyard framed by the rows of houses, 

can serve as a meeting place for residents and thus increase the forma-

tion of a more collective housing culture. The residents who are less keen 

to socialize with their neighbours can find the courtyard interesting if it 

provides possibilities for activities and relaxation, as well as connected-

ness to nature. In the workshops, the participants expressing different 

lifestyle profiles explained these different attitudes and values: For the 

social ones, a courtyard provided a meeting place. For the more private 

ones, it was a place for gardening and a relaxation, seasoned with the 

connectedness with nature. Again, the notions emphasize the signifi-

cance of context-sensitive design solutions. Completed with a block-



ISSUE 1 2017  LIFESTYLES AND HOUSING DESIGN: CASE FINNISH TOWNHOUSE  EIJA HASU, ANNE TERVO AND JUKKA HIRVONEN 53

house, the courtyards could be developed in such a manner that they 

serve both the residents in the block and the neighbourhood.

Figure 6 (left)

Alppikylä, Helsinki. Townhouse back-

yards lacking privacy and therefore use. 

PHOTO: EIJA HASU

Figure 7 (right)

Ormuspelto, Helsinki. Barriers are sepa-

rating the private and shared outdoor 

spaces. 

PHOTO: EIJA HASU 

Finally, in relation to developing typologies reflecting the lifestyle pro-

files, the socially minded respondents were interested in reducing the 

size of their apartment if they had different types of shared spaces (e.g. 

guest room and recreation room) at their disposal. This is in line with the 

future housing challenges of decreasing household sizes. Additionally, 

along with new family formations, a number of people sharing the do-

mestic space may vary on a daily basis, thus stressing the need for flex-

ible and potentially shared, spatial solutions. In fact, in the workshop, 

the flexibility was identified as the single most significant design aspect 

when developing townhouse living. 

Conclusion
In times of differentiating housing preferences and dispersing consump-

tion opportunities, housing choices can be interpreted as acts of self- 

expression and individualisation, in addition to meeting the basic needs 

of shelter and safety (Kersloot and Kauko, 2004; Kauko, 2006b). The under-

standing of housing behaviour is crucial, since the current development 

in Western society indeed alludes that the traditional approaches have 

been considered as more or less insufficient, which are based on eco-

nomic and socio-demographic factors explaining housing preferences 

and choice behaviour (cf. Heijs, et al., 2011; Jansen, 2012; Kauko 2006b). 

Furthermore, Clapham (2005) has stressed that housing research should 

pay attention to many gaps in the current empirical knowledge of hous-

ing: attitudes, values and experiences are aspects that shape the under-

standing of each person’s own housing possibilities, underlining the im-

portance of current supply, which shape the housing preferences. 

Since the traditional economic and socio-demographic factors have 

been recognized as inadequate to explain the diversifying housing 

preferences, the lifestyle-based approach may enable taking into  
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account the specific context-dependency of housing. While using life-

styles, one nonetheless must bear in mind the reasons and justifications 

for the chosen approach. Jansen (2012) suggests that lifestyles should ex-

plain behavioural patterns. Heijs, et al. (2009; 2011) underline the validity 

of add-on value and methods, relevancy of outcomes, as well as an ap-

propriate definition for housing policy and planning, implying the wide 

range of lifestyle definitions and approaches. 

In this paper, lifestyles were, based on the understanding discussed 

above, regarded as values and attitudes towards urban housing and de-

sign solutions. As a result, we were able to identify four resident groups 

in the urban context that provide guidelines for housing design and ur-

ban planning. The groups were not formed according to strict classifica-

tions; rather, the classification based on scales of urbanity and socialness 

was to expand the interpretations based on the traditional background 

factor analysis. The scales of socialness and level of urbanity shed light 

on questions raised by van Diepen and Musterd (2009) by examining the 

appreciations that different lifestyle-based groups manifest towards lo-

cal social community and participation, and the way aspects of built en-

vironment are valued. In this way, we were able to follow the guidelines 

suggested by Heijs, et al. (2009, p.354), who explain: 

Combined variables such as life-styles should only be used as a final re­

sort because real information can be lost in the grouping process, false 

information may be produced and classifying residents in a limited set 

of segregated clusters may produce artificial results when forcing less 

typical cases into groups they do not really belong to. (…) The definition 

and the methodology should reflect the complexity and dynamics of 

the real world. 

The case of a Finnish townhouse is an example of such complexity. How-

ever, decomposing a housing typology and residential area into design 

components, and investigating the aspects as reflections of values and 

attitudes, enabled the identification of both new design options and life-

style profiles. The profiles explain the ways the potential residents may 

favour different design solutions and the way the residents might be-

have in a specific housing situation. As a result, architects and planners 

can predict the consequences of different design choices, as explained 

in this article, with shared domestic spaces and front yards as examples.

While there is no urban space without other people and social encoun-

ters, the privacy valued in home environments may be challenged by 

the proximity of others, as validated by our results. In a similar vein, less 

dense areas invite people that would appreciate shared spaces. Thus, 

in reference to the social dimension of home environments, the life-

style-based approach presented in this paper increases the understand-

ing of the psychological side of housing choices, which can be applied 

with different types of residential settings. The workshops that were  
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arranged 2015, highlighted the understanding that, in one form or an-

other, the meaning of home is present in discussions concerning one’s 

attitude towards neighbours and communities. In other words, to gain 

a wider understanding about housing behaviour, the research benefits 

from using various methods revealing various levels of housing prefer-

ences, aspirations and beliefs. To cite David Clapham (2005, p.240): 

it would be difficult to design and implement (housing) research that 

did include all elements simultaneously (...) concentration on some as­

pects of the whole is usually necessary, although (...) all of the elements 

need to be in place for a full understanding.  

Following Clapham’s reasoning, we admit that one housing research set-

ting is unable to include all relevant aspects. The same applies to life-

style examination, including the recognition of the terminal values and 

design attitudes. However, the more research is conducted in each sec-

tor, the more information and broader understanding can be provided, 

concurrently narrowing the gap between research and planning.

All things considered, the examples presented in this paper combining 

design solutions and lifestyle-approach are one answer to the challenge 

posed by Heijs, et al. (2009; 2011) – showing that lifestyles are plausible 

for housing research only if the assumptions motivating the lifestyle-ap-

proach and choice of methods are valid, the expected results provide re-

alistic outcomes, and the lifestyles are used to provide higher additional 

value than traditional variables. 

In terms of housing studies, lifestyle is indeed a concept to use in ad-

dition to traditional variables when discussing how to match housing 

preferences and design solutions. Nonetheless, the context matters: 

Although we are fully aware that the lifestyle approach as described in 

this paper is limited, and does not give full credit to the potentialities in 

the concept of lifestyles, the identified lifestyle profiles are a serious at-

tempt to identify differences and similarities between urban residents, 

previously discussed in terms of life stage and socio-demographic fac-

tors. Thus, this paper indicates that lifestyle is a prominent factor for 

consideration in both housing design and urban planning. 
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