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abstract
Throughout most of human history in nearly every civilization
on earth, people have lived communally with their families.
In the United States, this has changed as a product of a
century of incredible prosperity that corresponded with
revolutions in transportation, communication, and mobility.
Americans have come to consider independence as the
ultimate virtue.
Today, most families no longer live together in an
intergenerational community. Young people are segregated
at schools and in “young professional” apartments, while
families with small children flee to the suburbs and the
elderly are orphaned to special “homes”. The trend of living
arrangements defined by independence has created a
socially and economically isolationist society.
The paradigm of unlimited and unstoppable growth that has
defined America for so long has changed. Young people
- theoretically well prepared to enter the workforce - have
trouble finding jobs and drown under the weight of massive
college debt. Middle aged families watch as their savings
vanish with the declining DOW, mortgage crisis, and the
ballooning costs of raising and educating a family. A growing
number of elderly discover that their retirement plan will
no longer be sufficient and that they can no longer rely on
government social security.

The natural response to social isolation and challenging
economic circumstances is to reconsolidate the family unit,
increasing interaction and lowering the cost-to-income
ratio. However, with the massive dispersion of family and
the increasing age segregation of housing options, people
are finding that the American physical housing stock is ill
prepared for this sort of transition, and there remains a
unique stigma of familial “dependence”.
The Brush Park neighborhood in Detroit is a case study
of the fleeing wealth and personal relationships that The
United States is facing. Once a prosperous community,
Brush Park is now essentially an urban prairie only a few
blocks from the financial capitol of Detroit. While popularly
defined by desolation, the area has recently seen a fervor of
grass roots community organization - a premonition of more
to come.
The intent of The Retroit Project is to create a community
that benefits all generations by consolidating economics
and fostering intergenerational interaction. Simultaneously,
the project will serve as a catalyst in the grass roots urban
revival of Brush Park, Detroit.
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Typical Family Dispersion Cycle Over Time

At any given time, there are multiple residences being maintained and
isolated members of differing generations. Each separate household
unnecessarily duplicates costs and creates a boundary between people
of different ages.

thesis statement
This thesis is a reexamination of the traditional housing
system in the United States in order to reconnect the
segregated members of different generations through
architecture that facilitates interaction and community
engagement. The resultant intergenerational community
will serve as a catalyst for revitalization in the Brush Park
neighborhood—an architectural victim of the existing system
of dispersion.
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The Retroit Project: a Collective for All Generations

Most families have at least one member that lives in an isolated condition.
These family groups (as well as unrelated individuals if desired/necessary)
come together to make up the Retroit community.

research

area of focus summary
This design thesis focuses on the disappearance of the
intergenerational family living situation in the United States
as a result of unprecedented opportunity, mobility, and
wealth. With the economic and social winds changing, there
is a need to reconsider our age based segregation and how
people of different generations can live together for mutual
benefit.
The design solution proposed though this thesis will address
the situation in the context of Brush Park, Detroit. Brush Park
was once an incredibly prosperous community embedded
in the heart of Detroit, but the area has faced decline and
abandonment over the past fifty years. Consequently, The
Retroit Project will rekindle intergenerational relationships
while simultaneously rehabilitating a neighborhood that has
suffered from the same double edged sword of prosperity.
Architecturally, The Retroit Project strives to encourage
interaction and cooperation between the residents, while
simultaneously maintaining individuality and privacy.
Externally, the project will harness the burgeoning
entrepreneurial grass roots spirit of contemporary Detroit
in order to become a building block of a powerful new
community.

Brush Park, Detroit - Abandonment

Loss of population and prosperity has caused the neighborhood to fall
into disrepair and most of the buildings have been razed.
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Generational Pressures on Most Stable Generation

Changing economic times are causing many families to reconsolidate
due to instability in particular generations. The middle generation is not
necessarily the most stable.

research
literature review

There is a wealth of research in the general area of
gerontology, or the study of the social, psychological, and
biological facets of aging. The Gerontologist and The Journal
of Gerontology have published a wide range of articles that
are essential to understanding the process of aging and how
it will effect the organization and architecture of The Retroit
Project. These journals (as well as others) also display an
interest in the idea of intergenerational households and their
prevalence in the United States.
After reviewing a range of these publications, a number of
things became apparent. First of all, studies have shown
repeatedly that living with others (often specifically with
family) is beneficial to the well-being of the elderly. These
same studies indicate that the elderly prefer to live in such
intergenerational situations even if the physical condition is
significantly worse than something they could find in an agesegregated community. (Carp, Chappell, Coward, Garcia,
Markides)
As expected, an intergenerational living arrangement is
directly associated with the economic stability of the family
(especially in the United States). Minority groups in the
United States are also much more likely to live within an
extended family unit. This proves that living together is in
fact an effective way to save resources. (Cohen, Coward,
Garcia, Hashimoto, Mindel)

In addition to being beneficial to the elderly and an effective
way to cut down on costs, studies have shown that children
benefit from being raised in a situation in which elders are
present and participate in their socialization. It has also
been established that elders typically provide more social
support to their social network than they receive until they
are well into their 80’s. This research indicates that having
elders around not only benefits the elders themselves, but
also the other members of the family. (Morgan, Neiderhaus,
Valentine)
Another interesting area of research being pursued is the
idea of a family obligation to support other members of the
family either in their old age or in their struggles related
to employment or other economic circumstances. One
specific study examined the attitudes of different groups
within the United States towards living with family. While
many participants cited an obligation to help family members
whenever help is required, the study found that, in general, it
was viewed as a bad idea by Americans. This is particularly
interesting when viewed in the context of the previously
mentioned studies in which intergenerational living was
seen as highly preferable to minority group elders. This
disparity between obligation and preference seems to stem
from the American ideal of independence and the economic
freedom to have many options. (Carp, Seltzer)

3

Architecturally, a significant amount of research has been
conducted on intergenerational spaces and what prevents,
creates, and defines them. Many of these studies deal with
this issue in the context of public space, but there are also a
number of resources that examine how living arrangements
can be designed to maximize interaction and minimize
conflict between generations.
The studies that examine public spaces indicate that people
of differing generations have different needs for a public
space. Many times, the accessibility of a public space
to the elderly depends on the physical aspects including
places to sit and good lighting. Another aspect that governs
the elderly’s perception of public space is the perceived
safety of the space. Studies have shown that large groups
of young people can make a public space inaccessible to
people of an older generation. The younger generations on
the other hand are mostly interested in their ability to claim
a small piece of the world for themselves and their friends
to use away from the supervision of their elders. (Holland,
Valentine, Girls Action Foundation)
In a residential setting, it is suggested that a certain amount
of independence be maintained between generations
including things like separate entrances and kitchens to
avoid conflicts. (Neiderhaus)
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research

questions and theoretical issues raised
With an intergenerational living situation becoming
increasingly necessary for many, the questions that arise
revolve around spaces that are deliberately designed to
house populations of multiple generations.

What kinds of activities and spaces encourage
intergenerational interaction and collaboration?
What
prevents people from interacting in this way in the current
condition?

Instead of converting a spare room or garage into an
apartment for our adult children, or segregating our elderly
into special homes, how can we design a community that
allows people to live together harmoniously and benefit
collectively from the expansive knowledge and experience
of people from different generations?

What is it to dwell? How can the individuality and identity
of community members not only be preserved, but also
encouraged and expressed?

How can the members of a community work together by
sharing resources, time, and experience to the benefit of
not only themselves, but the broader community?

How can the collective action of The Retroit Project be
harnessed to benefit the larger community of Brush Park
and Detroit?
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research

architectural issues
Architecturally, three main questions arise from this proposal:
1.

How can architecture facilitate intergenerational
interaction and cooperation?

2.

How does the design of a space provide for both the
community needs of a family and for the private
needs of an individual?

3.

How can the interface between the enclosed
community and the broader neighborhood
encourage and participate in the grass roots
rehabilitation of the area?
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Ransom Gillis House Mothballed for Future use

The Edmund Restored and Now Leasing

research

architectural precedents

Cheesecake Cohousing Consortium - Fernau & Hartman

“This compound...plans for the congregate living, evolving mutual
support, and eventual retirement of eleven people whose ages range
from mid 40s to mid 60s...The joint decision making process can be
traced in the forms—both individual and common needs, as well as
fiscal accounting are recorded in the shapes, color, and materials of the
complex”.
Source: fernauhartman.com

The Garden in The Machine - Studio Gang (right)

“‘The Garden in the Machine’ demonstrates how the remains of Cicero’s
industry - its lands, building materials, and existing rail infrastructure
- could be transformed into healthy and thriving neighborhoods...the
project proposes revised zoning and a different form of ownership, one
that allows citizens to purchase and sell shares corresponding to the
live/work units they occupy”.
Source: studiogang.net

3

current projects

historical and world examples

The two examples (opposite) illustrate two different aspects
of The Retroit Project. The Cheesecake Cohousing
Consortium in Mendocino County, California represents
an effective variety of voluntary and independent co-living
among a group of people with similar goals in a similar
situation. This project serves as precedent for a group
that has self organized through architecture and created a
community that is benefiting all of its members.

In addition to a small number of contemporary projects that
pursue themes similar to The Retoit Project, there is also a
plethora of examples of communal family living arrangements
that engage all generations for economic and social reasons
from nearly every country in the world. In the United States,
housing prior to twentieth century also followed a similar
pattern. Rather than creating a completely new innovative
housing scheme for the United States, The Retroit Project
is simply resetting the American housing system to factory
defaults.

The Garden in The Machine - designed for Cicero, Illinois
- illustrates a different facet. This project examines how
architecture can work in a post-industrial area to create a
vibrant community of people with different backgrounds,
coming together for the betterment of all. This project also
examines the idea of ownership in a communal setting and
considers the needs of people of different generations.
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site and context information
aerial photos and maps

2827 John R Street Brush Park, Detroit - Michigan

The site includes three residential lots in the Brush Park neighborhood,
located in the southern end of midtown, adjacent to downtown.
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West Side of John R Street Between Alfred and Edmund
The site spans an interior alley way and contains a stable dating from
the 1870’s.

site and context information
aerial photos and maps

Brush Park - 1921 and 2012

The Sanborn map (left) illustrates the neighborhood before demolition
began. The buildings highlighted in red are the only ones that survive
today. The modern aerial (right) shows most of the neighborhood as
grass.
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Brush Park Context Map

Brush Park is uniquely situated between the financial district downtown
and the “New Detroit” midtown. Close proximity to The Medical Center,
Wayne State University, The Eastern Market, downtown, and Corktown
makes the site ideal for The Retroit Project.

site and context information
site documentation

1			2		3					4

Existing Conditions

From John R Street the site consists of four main parts. The first is a
small industry building from the 60’s or 70’s (1). The second is a 1920’s
billiards company (2). Thirdly there is a stable that survives the original
house erected in the 1870’s (3). The final part is the empty lot to the
north that once was the site of another house from the 19th century (4).
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4.1
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John R Street Looking South

To the south, John R Street serves as a primary axis for both the Detroit
Tigers’ new ball park and the Renaissance Center. To the north, John
R Street leads to the Medical Center, the Detroit Science Center, the
College for Creative Studies (CCS), and the Detroit Institute of Arts.

site and context information
site documentation
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site and context information
site analysis

Brush Park, Detroit - Time line

Brush Park holds an intimate place in the history of Detroit. It was
originally part of the Brush Family Farm, well before Detroit was a city.
The neighborhood served as a housing district for the newly wealthy
elite of Detroit during the period of American growth known as The
Golden Age. Its northern border was also marked by Ford’s first factory
in 1904 which signaled the beginning of dramatic changes. As Detroit
industrialized on the back of the automobile industry, the area of Brush
Park became housing for poor workers close to the factories.

The wealthy elite fled the downtown industrialism for the suburbs as
transportation became reliable and efficient. Eventually, industry began
to leave for the cheaper surrounding areas and foreign countries. As
this trend continues, the population of Detroit has been steadily falling
since the 1950’s. This has led to the general abandonment of Brush
Park and widespread demolition.
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Explosive Growth and Decline

Detroit followed the pattern of many early American industrial cities as it grew
explosively during the industrial revolution and both of the world wars. Between
1900 and 1925, Detroit added nearly one million people to its population of just
over two hundred fifty thousand.
This massive growth was facilitated and emphasized by the invention of the
electric street car and the mass produced automobile. Even before World War
II, people were beginning to use their new found mobility and wealth to escape
the urban core’s “dirt, disease, and crime.”

site and context information
site analysis

Exodus

The massive exodus from the industrial downtown to the pristine suburbs was
especially potent in Brush Park. In this case, the neighborhood’s close proximity
to downtown worked against it, as it became less important to be near to the
center of business. In fact, it became highly undesirable to live anywhere close
to downtown due to the industrial activity. With the wealthy population already
removed, when industry also fled to the outskirts it left Brush Park essentially
abandoned.
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1850 - Ransom Gillis

2005 - Ransom Gillis - across John R. Street from site.

1881 - Albert White House

2012 - Albert White Lot - future site of The Retroit Project

site and context information
site analysis

Grass Roots and Arts Leading Revitalization Today

Today, Detroit is the home of many not for profit and grass roots
organizations that are working to rebuild the community. Many of these
organizations have their origins in the arts. The casual reuse of existing
Detroit is a common theme that is apparent everywhere from the parking
garage installation (top) to the art made from reused building material at
the 5e Gallery (middle left) and the appropriation of an old school bus to
provide affordable independent transportation to the citizens of Detroit
(bottom).
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Community Activity in Brush Park

The community level organization and activity has not ignored Brush
Park. In the immediate vicinity of the site there are at least two community
gardens run by residents of the neighborhood and one new music school
adopting one of the old structures. The Brush Park Community Organic
Garden (top left) is located directly across Alfred Street from the site of
The Retroit Project.

site and context information
site parameters

MRC. Mixed-Residential/Commercial

PD-H Zone. Planned Development Historic District

“Medium density housing areas should have an overall density of 16 to
24 dwelling units per net residential acre”.

“Lot dimensions, setbacks, height limitations, lot coverage percentages,
and floor area ratios should be appropriate to the nature of the project
and relate well to surrounding development”.

Source: Detroit Master Plan

Source: Detroit Building Ordinance

“Areas consist predominantly of medium-to-high density housing
developed compatibly with commercial and/or institutional uses. This
classification is well suited to areas proximal to existing centers of
major commercial activity, major thoroughfares, transportation nodes, or
gateways into the city”.

“This district will permit planned developments throughout the City
and will be particularly useful in urban renewal areas. Such planned
developments shall be substantially in accord with the goals and
objectives of the Master Plan”.

4

site parameters summary
The zoning code states that any building in a Planned
Development Historic District (PD-H) must conform to the
intentions of the Master Plan. In this case, the Master Plan
designates this area as a Mixed-Residential/Commercial
area with a density of 16 to 24 dwelling units per acre. The
site for The Retroit Project is 39,500 sq-ft or .907 acres and
therefore must contain 14 - 21 dwelling units.
Specific zoning codes for PD-H areas in Detroit are flexible.
There is a requirement that new buildings must “relate well”
to surrounding buildings and have similar densities and
setbacks. This unusual flexibility appears to be because the
city is interested in pursuing urban renewal in these “planned
development” districts and is willing to permit designs that
pass the design review board.

4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4.0

program

program type and description
The Retroit Project contains three main programmatic
functions. The first major program area is the private
residential quarters of the individuals residing within. These
consist of specialized dwellings that cater to the particular
needs of people of different generations. They also facilitate
a certain degree of connectivity to allow family groups to
establish an interactive relationship.
The second important programmatic area is The Retroit
Project community spaces, including both public living
spaces and shared facilities. These spaces focus on
providing people of all generations with an environment in
which they feel comfortable together. These spaces serve
to encourage intergenerational interaction and exchange of
knowledge and experience. At the same time, these shared
community spaces will serve communal functional needs,
eliminating duplicate infrastructure expenditures.
Finally, The Retroit Project strives to engage the wider
community of Brush Park. This manifests in a space that
allows for elaboration in a grass roots community fashion
and can help the residents serve as a catalyst for the urban
revival of the area.
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5.1.0
5.2
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1

Program Description

2		

There are three main types of programmatic spaces. The first is the
private living quarters for the residents (1). The second is the internal
intergenerational community spaces and shared facilities (2). Lastly
there is the Brush Park Community outreach spaces (3).

3

program

programmatic elements
Residential
Variable Apartment		
Auxiliary Apartment		
Common Living Room

7 x 1330
7 x 1075
7 x 420

sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft

Community
Courtyard			
Communal Street		
Formal Gathering		
Community Kitchen		
Fitness Center		
Terrace			
Shared Laundry		
Garage			
Lobby				
Library			
Conversation Pit		

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

4400
5750
1100
460
1950
4300
450
3800
1100
2500
1500

sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft

Outreach
Childcare Base		
Com. Garden Storage
Greenhouse			
Tech-Cafe			
Indoor/Outdoor Seating
Event Hall			

1
1
1
1
1
1

x
x
x
x
x
x

1950
750
1300
3600
1800
3775

sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft
sq-ft

Totals
Program Total		
60,260
Site Area			
43,000
FAR				1.4

sq-ft
sq-ft
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5.1
5.2.0
5.3

Residential 19,775
Community 27,310
Outreach 13,175

program

graphic representation of program
The three different sectors of The Retroit Project program
are organized in a stacked fashion. The most important
community amenities and outreach spaces are located
on the ground floor in order to create a mixing between
inhabitants of the project and locals from around Brush Park.
The second floor contains most of the community spaces for
the residents of the structure as well as the majority of the
flexible living quarters. This creates a semi-public realm for
the inhabitants to claim.
The third floor consists solely of the most independent
“auxiliary” apartments. These can be occupied by a single
individual or couple, or they can be added to the living
quarters below as an expansion.

5

5.1
5.2
5.3.0

Residential
Community
Outreach

design project
project parameters - accessibility

Accessibility is an important aspect of The Retroit
Project because of its over-arching goal of facilitating
intergenerational interaction. Therefore, every area of the
building is accessible to people of all states of mobility.
The overall massing of the design is low slung to avoid as
much level change as possible for the residents. All strictly
community and public spaces are located on the ground
floor. Where a single family may not be able to afford an
elevator, the pooled resources of the residents makes it
possible to split to cost and include this helpful feature.
The individual apartments are also specially designed
to accommodate persons in a wheelchair. These design
features include proper turning radii and walk in showers.
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6.1.0
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Accessibility - 1/4” = 1’

ADA Considerations - Typical Apartment

The dimensions of the apartments are designed to accommodate proper
wheelchair turning radii and door widths.

design project
project parameters - sustainability

The Retroit Project includes a number of sustainability
features. Many of these are latent in the very premise that is
being investigated. For example, The Retroit Project reduces
waste by eliminating construction duplication in housing.
Another inherent sustainability feature is the compressed
volume, reduced surface area, and limited floor plan when
compared to the equivalent number of single family homes.
There are also a number of programmatic choices that
promote sustainability. The primary sustainable aspect of
the program is the encouragement of an involvement with
nature through the community garden support center. This
area provides an educational and utilitarian center for the
Brush Park Community Garden located just across the
street.
Day lighting through the light chimneys connecting to every
apartment encourages interaction and provides natural light
to all living spaces. The communal street also provides day
lighting while also assisting in the heating of the building
during the cold months. During the summer, the solar shade
blocks all direct solar gain.

GREENHOUSE
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Light Chimney and Street Solar Shade

The south facing light chimney is designed to funnel natural light into the
living spaces and to highlight the shared space between private units.
The street provides both light and heat during the winter, but the solar
shade blocks direct solar gain during the warmest parts of the summer.

design project
project parameters - code analysis

6

6.1.2
6.2
6.3
6.4
6.5
6.6
6.7
6.8
6.9

design project

studies or devices revealing architectonic ideas
The research conducted in the scope of this investigation points to a number of architectural
qualities that can help to create an environment that is truly designed to be intergenerational.
The architecture must be interdependent, interwoven, and interactive

Interdependent
Intergenerational architecture is interdependent.

The components

of the design rely on one another to function—sharing space, utility,
structure, and purpose. The Retroit Project strives to foster a similar
interdependence among the residents and between the community and
the revitalized Brush Park.
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6.1
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Interwoven
Intergenerational architecture is interwoven.

The programmatic

structure fosters connections between different elements and different
generations. The Retroit Project weaves spaces together and creates
a unique structure that allows unexpected connections and encourages
flexibility and accommodation.

design project

studies or devices revealing architectonic ideas

Interactive
Intergenerational architecture is interactive. The design encourages
engagement
—both spatially and socially—between the architecture,
the occupants, and the ageing process. The Retroit Project strives to
facilitate this interaction by creating a physical environment that allows
for and encourages said engagement

6

The Communal Street:
The Retroit Project combines the factors of intergenerational
architecture by recreating an urban typology of the past.
This typology is the communal street—safe to inhabit by
the vulnerable individual, but owned and occupied by all
members of the community. This typology is interdependent
as all dwellers and dwelling units rely on the street for access
to utilities and social interaction and each resident relies on
the other to maintain the safety of the street. The communal
street is interwoven as it brings people of all generations
and positions together in a setting that is neither public nor
private. The communal street is interactive in the way that
it brings all comers to an equal plane and combines the
functions of a social space with a utilitarian corridor.
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design project
site plan

100’
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design project
site model
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design project
building plans
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The plan is organized with the main community and outreach spaces
on the ground floor to encourage interaction with the surrounding
community. The residential functions take place on the second and third
floor, with all elements centering around the communal street.
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design project
elevations and facade studies
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design project
elevations and facade studies
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design project
building and site sections
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design project
building and site sections
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design project

wall sections and structural systems
Structurally, The Retroit Project is based on a system of
steel elements and poured in place concrete. This system
allows for the most flexibility and appropriate fire protection
throughout the project. The wall section pictured features the
important communal street facade that can be customized
by the residents beyond the basic structural framework
provided.
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The intent of this exploration was to reexamine the traditional
housing system in the United States in order to reconnect
the segregated members of different generations through
architecture that facilitates interaction and community
engagement. The resultant intergenerational community
was also to serve as a catalyst for revitalization in the Brush
Park neighborhood-—an architectural victim of the existing
system of dispersion.
The design for The Retroit Project embodies the ideas
and goals originally set fourth by this thesis in a number of
ways. First of all, this concept for a new type of communal
intergenerational living is in itself a good starting point for a
dialogue and reexamination of the dispersive housing system
that is common today in the United States. Secondly, the
architecture itself begins to facilitate the interaction between
generations by not only allowing them to coexist within the
same structure, but by creating spaces that allow productive
activities to take place within the framework. Examples
of this sort of interaction include the young learning the
techniques of gardening from the more experienced, and
the elderly being brought up to speed on technology by the
youth.

Engagement within the community is encouraged programmatically
through spaces such as the childcare facility, formal gathering space,
and ultimately the communal street. This revived and re purposed
urban typology is safe to inhabit by the vulnerable individual, but
owned and occupied by all members of the community. It also
synthesizes the conceptual principles of interactive, interwoven,
and interdependent proposed after the initial research phase. The
communal street is interdependent as all dwellers and dwelling
units rely on the street for access to utilities and social interaction
and each resident relies on the other to maintain the safety of the
street. The communal street is interwoven as it brings people of all
generations and positions together in a setting that is neither public
nor private. The communal street is interactive in the way that it
brings all comers to an equal plane and combines the functions of
a social space with a utilitarian corridor.
Lastly, The Retroit Project encourages revitalization and re
population of Brush Park by providing a social catalyst to the
neighborhood. The ground level amenities and diverse population
that come with the design will encourage similar development in
the area and hopefully become the beginning of something new in
Brush Park.
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conclusions
The design for The Retroit Project detailed in this document
is a good starting place for further discussion about
intergenerational living in the United States. While the
design does not necessarily answer all of the questions that
surround this complicated issue, it does begin to ask the
right questions and formulate answers that point in the right
direction.
The strengths of the project lay primarily in the overall
structure of the complex. The re purposing of the communal
street seems to be a successful organizing and catalyzing
element for the building that definitely deserves further
exploration.
The main weaknesses of the project are mainly the somewhat
timid engagement of broader social issues that are present
at the specific site and within the world of intergenerational
housing. In addition to this, the form of the building needs
to be much more refined and detailed in the future to fully
explore the possibilities of the framework proposed in the
course of this project.
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next steps:
- what else can be done to make architecture intergenerational?
- what about the project makes it a viable social strategy?
- how does the framework function at a more detailed scale?
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