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Like it or not, the defining housing typology of New Haven’s current era will be the 5- 
to 7-story, rectilinear, wood and concrete buildings that are popping up all over the city. 
Depending on who you ask, 5-Over-1s (so called because they are typically constructed 
with 5 floors of wood-framing above 1 floor of concrete) are one of the best things to 
happen in the built environment in decades, or one of the worst. Proponents claim that 
they represent a turn towards densification, mixed use, and active mobility, and away from 
the environmental degradation and social exclusion of the suburbs. Skeptics object on several 
grounds: from the safety of wood construction in the city; the cheapness of materials; the 
banality of aesthetics; and the active debate on gentrification and affordability. The 
reality, of course, is that both sides are correct, to a degree. Opinions aside, the 
fact remains that these buildings are here, and their rise - literally and 
metaphorically - is only just beginning. While many look on with a wry 
mixture of confusion and amazement, expecting that their high 
rate of construction will outpace consumer demand, 
data shows that the opposite is actually true: 
they are renting and the vacancy rate is 
low. The annual number of new 
projects is trending upwards. 
How long this trend continues 
remains to be seen, but the 
fact that it continued despite 
the supposed urban exodus 
of COVID-19 likely signifies 
the 5-Over-1’s staying power.  
Much like the double-deckers 
and the single-family homes 
from decades past, 5-Over-1s are 
the product of a confluence of 
economic, social, environmental, 
political, and technological 
factors. They’re so popular for 
developers, politicians, and 
renters alike for a rather 
simple reason: they satisfy the 
needs and wants of each of 
these groups. So, given their 
obvious prevalence - and the 
fact that they will be a defining 
part of the built environment 
for decades to come - it’s worth 
understanding some more about 
them. This newsprint attempts to 
do so with a variety of methods, 
providing some identifying 
characteristics (second fold), 
some background (third fold), a 
debate about their merits (fourth fold) 
and illustrating their local context 
(fifth fold). We hope you’ll read on to 
see how this unfolds…
Authored by Zach Felder with Elihu 
Rubin. The “New Haven Building 
Newsprint” is part  of Yale Urban 
Media Project (YUMP). 
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 Four of the biggest buzzw
ords in urban planning for the past decade have been densi-

ty, m
ixed-use, active street w

all, and w
alkability (or bikeability). W

hen these apartm
ent 

buildings include a restaurant, pharm
acy, or other sim

ilar com
m

ercial enterprise on the first 
floor, they im

m
ediately satisfy all four considerations. They bring m

ore people to a block 
(density), include a m

ixture of residential and com
m

ercial use (m
ixed-use), build and 

prom
ote an active street edge (street w

all), and encourage non-m
otorized trans-

port through their proxim
ity to w

ork, leisure, and am
enities (w

alkability). In 
m

any cases, they also represent Transit-O
riented-D

evelopm
ent (TO

D
), 

another favored trend, w
hen located close to bus, m

etro, or train 
stations. Checking all the boxes (w

hich, noticeably, typically 
don’t include m

uch having to do w
ith aesthetics or 

m
aterial quality), the 5-O

ver-1s are typically ap -
proved, beginning the construction phase. 

Fortunately again for developers, this 
construction phase has becom

e 
nearly 40%

 cheaper, 
thanks m

ostly to…

OPTIMAL USE OF CONCRETE
 Concrete is essentially the opposite of wood. Its downfalls are wood’s 

strengths: it’s non-renewable, is fairly expensive, requires extensive coordi-
nation and timing to obtain, is nearly impossible to change once poured, and 

consequently requires a more skilled, expensive workforce. Yet wood’s 
downfalls are also concrete’s strengths: rebar-reinforced concrete 

excels at long-spans and being stable (in fact, ten times more 
stable, by some measurements). This is perfect, in the 

case of the 5-Over-1, for the foundation and lower 
floors, which form the structural basis and 

are typically utilized for more open-plan 
uses, including parking, restau-

rants, and all types of …

PARKING LOTS: 
Thanks in no small part to the powerful auto-friendly Urban Renewal policies of 

the 1950s and 1960s, cities are filled with parking lots. Many are noticeably underuti-
lized, that is, empty - but even those that are often full still represent economically 

underutilized space in increasingly valuable cities. Seeing this opportunity, 
developers can purchase these lots, proposing to build much-needed 

housing units while still (if necessary) maintaining the same amount 
of previous parking through first-floor, interior, or underground 

lots. The developers’ pitch seems so simple that it almost 
writes itself: “we’ll maintain everything that was there, 

while adding a whole lot more.” It’s no surprise, 
then, that these developments often quick-

ly garner…
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BUILDING CODE CHANGES
:

 This part of the story, at least according to legend, begins w
ith LA architect Tim

 

Sm
ith’s vacation to H

awaii in the late 1990s. There, on the beach, he realized that wood 

treated w
ith fire-retardant was classified as non-com

bustible (likely m
uch to the chagrin 

of M
rs. O’Leary’s cow, the legendary starter of Am

erica’s great wood inferno, 1871’s 

Chicago Fire). Recognizing this opportunity to now
 use wood beyond its three 

story lim
it, Sm

ith and like-m
inded designers across the country began 

a m
ovem

ent that ultim
ately crystallized in the 2015 update to the 

International Building Code. This sem
inal update not only 

allowed 5-story wood buildings, but also perm
itted them

 

to be placed on top of 1-2 story concrete ‘podium
s.’ 

Thus, the 5-Over-1 was offi
cially codified 

everywhere, and becam
e the go-to con-

struction typology in part because 

of its…

AM
EN
IT
IE
S

Fitness Centers. 
Himalayan Salt Y

oga Rooms. C
appuccino Coffee Bars. 

Fireside 

Lounges. C
ommunal Business Spaces. E

ndless Game Rooms. T
he list goes on. 

It’s perhaps the distinguish
ing feature of 5-Over-1 marketing: te

nants are not 

simply liv
ing in an apartment, th

ey’re taking part in
 a life

style. In
 fact, m

any 

5-Over-1 websites don’t even feature any im
ages of th

e apartments 

themselves on the fro
nt pages, in

stead fillin
g them with glossy, 

trendy, in
dustria

l-in
spired photos of th

e common amenitie
s. 

And while it’s
 easy to criti

cize the surface-level m
arket-

ing nature of some of th
e aesthetics and ameni-

ties, it
’s also im

portant to
 realize that th

ey’re 

a significant re
ason why…

POLITICAL SUPPORT:

Few changes sound better to a city’s government than an increase in population, particularly when 

that population represents the more well-to-do end of the economic spectrum. The social impact 

is, of course, complicated, but it’s often said that more people in a given space (higher density) leads 

to a more vibrant community. The economic impact is more straightforward: more people typically 

leads to more money invested in businesses, and - most importantly - a significant increase 

in a city’s tax base (while renters of course do not pay taxes directly, the property 

owners do, to an extent). Consequently, many politicians are quick to lend their 

support (often, somewhat ironically, in the form of tax breaks) to these new 

apartment buildings, provided they can be designed, approved, and 

constructed during their current appointment term. Fortunately 

for developers, this can happen quite quickly due to new 

developments in…

	

DE
MO
GR
AP
HI
C 
TR
EN
DS

Particularly in comparison to previous generations, m
ille

nnials are more 

likely to postpone the tra
ditio

nal m
arks of adulthood: m

arria
ge, buying 

a house, and having children. They also tend to favor a more flexible, 

transient lif
estyle, where moving between neighborhoods, c

itie
s, 

and even countrie
s is becoming more and more common. This 

has led to a new typology of housing demand: m
iddle- to

 

upper-class urban apartments, a
vailable on yearly 

(or even monthly) re
ntal te

rms. F
ortunately for 

developers, 
the space for creating this 

housing is often readily available, in
 

the form of…

OPTIMAL USE OF WOOD

There’s a reason wood is the go-to material for just about every building that can legally 

use it. Actually, there are a bunch of reasons: it’s a renewable resource, particularly when 

sourced sustainably; it’s a relatively cheap resource, especially compared to concrete 

and steel; it’s easily obtainable, with dimensional lumber at every home improvement 

store; it’s easily manipulatable and removable in case of mistakes; and it requires a 

comparatively less-skilled (and thereby cheaper and often less-unionized) labor 

force. Using the same balloon-frame (or platform-framing) technique as 

the typical farmhouse or suburban McMansion, wood also works 

structurally quite well for short spans - perfect, in the case 

of 5-Over-1s, for the upper 5 floors, which are usually 

residential and have frequent supporting walls. 

However, wood’s relative lack of stability and 

strength render it useless for lower, 

more open floors; this, of course, 

is where the 5-Over-1 

typology wins again, 

with its…

DESIGN SOFTWARE:
 

The rise of Building Inform
ation M

odeling (BIM
) program

s has som
ewhat rev-

olutionized the architectural and building industries. These digital program
s 

(the m
ost fam

ous - or infam
ous, depending on who you ask - being Autodesk’s 

Revit) facilitate quick, replicable designs through the use of standardized 

elem
ents, prom

oting an effi
cient and effective design process. Som

e 

architectural firm
s even supplem

ent this software w
ith additional 

program
s that m

athem
atically calculate the m

ost effi
cient use 

of space (that is, greatest num
ber of units) for a particu-

lar site - this, of course, results in the conventional 

5-Over-1 typology, shaped like a U, L, or T, w
ith 

double-loaded corridors. As a result, the 

design process - from
 ideation through 

schem
atic - can be com

pleted 

quite quickly and reliably, 

allow
ing the schem

e 

to be fast-tracked 

to…
S
TA

R
T 

H
ER

E!
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5-over-1s promote density, 

which is inherently 
good! Density enhances 

sustainability, economic 
value, and social cohesion. 

More housing in general is 
a good thing. The market 

rate apartments in 5-over-1s 
have a trickle-down effect 
that promotes apartment 

availability for all. 

5-Over-1s are mostly wood, 
and wood is far more 

sustainable than concrete, as 
a renewable resource. 

It’s better that we’re at least 
building new housing in the 

cities, instead of the single-
family homes of the suburbs.

New fire safety regulations 
and sprinkler systems 

make building with wood 
completely safe, particularly 

with regulatory oversight.

There’s nothing wrong with 
a type of building that’s 
everywhere - look at the 
Brooklyn brownstones!

 
At least architects are 

involved in the construction 
of 5-over-1s - unlike for the 

suburban house

5-over-1s’ relatively 
affordable construction cost 

makes living more affordable 
for everyone who lives there

Cities cycle through 
buildings quickly, so 

longevity is not paramount

Every city needs background 
buildings that don’t call 
attention to themselves

Design value is inherently 
arbitrary, and depends on 

the eye of the beholder. 

From houses to skyscrapers, 
zoning always affects the 
shapes of buildings, and 

that’s not a problem

The chic industrial decor 
inside many 5-over-1s 

recognizes the industrial 
labor heritage of cities. 

 
Tons of amenities are great 

opportunities for apartment 
dwellers to stay in shape, 

have social lives, etc. 

Many theorists say that 4-6 
story buildings promote a 

healthy street life and social 
-ecological connection. 

Is density actually a good 
thing? Is it actually safer 
to have people in close 
proximity during, for 
instance, pandemics? 

More market rate housing 
without any affordable 
housing provisions only 
hurts those who are already 
living in the city and 
contributes to gentrification. 

Is it really sustainable if 
you’re building quickly and 
creating buildings that may 
not last for a long time? 

These buildings are simply 
bringing suburban issues 
of exclusion into the city, 
furthering social fracture.

Have we learned nothing 
from the fires of the 1800s? 
And also, several 5-over-1s 
have already burned down 
during construction.

The lack of quality of 
architecture of these 
buildings makes the city 
seem the same everywhere.

This type of building 
represents the reduction of 
the architect to the lowest-
common-denominator

If so, then 5-over-1s should 
be used for lower-income 
families, like many of the 
first 5-over-1s were.

Will these be able to last for 
a long time, with such basic 
construction techniques? 

These buildings are just ugly, 
with cheap materials and 
repetitive facades

Design should value public 
health - the materials and 
layouts of 5-over-1s does not. 

Zoning issues are simply 
making the buildings fit 
into predescribed boxes of 
predetermined blandness. 

This industrial chic decor 
is a whitewashing of low-
paying jobs to lend fake 
authenticity to 5-over-1s 

So many amenities within 
these compounds further 
privatizes the city and 
divides by class lines. 

Do these 5-over-1s really 
contribute to a healthy street 
life, as they block sun and 
may remove public space?

ASSORTED -5-OVER-1 NICKNAMES

AMENITIES! A
MENITIES!!

ADD YOUR THOUGHTS TO 
THE DEBATE! EMAIL 
YUMP@YALE.EDU

5-over-1s tend to elicit some strong opinions
We’ve collected (and cleaned up) some hot topic quotes

LET THE DEBATE BEGIN

-

”“
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25 New Haven’s 5-Over-1 Boom, by the Numbers
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