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Housing Arlington
To locally address this challenge, the 
County Board launched Housing Arlington 
in March 2019.

Housing Arlington seeks to address 
housing affordability on many fronts to 
expand the supply of housing, broaden the 
types of housing available, and preserve 
or increase the supply of affordable 
housing units. There is no single solution 
that will tackle all of Arlington’s, or the 
region’s, housing affordability challenges. 

Six individual initiatives fall within the 
Housing Arlington umbrella:

• Land Use Tools

• Financial Tools

• Institutional Partnerships

• County Employee Housing

• Condominium Initiative

• Affordable Housing Master Plan 
Review

Arlington is a desirable community and benefits from an evolving economy and growing 
population. However, as housing demands have increased, pressures on the regional and 
local housing market have intensified causing a shortfall in housing supply, fewer housing 
choices, and rising housing costs. These are regional issues that will require sustained 
efforts by all jurisdictions in the region to resolve.

TACKLING ARLINGTON'S 

housing CRISIS

learn more about all six  housing 
arlington initiatives
arlingtonva.us/housingarlington
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MMHS Phases

Phase Pre-planning
Phase 1

Building A Common 
Understanding

Phase 2 Focused Study Phase 3
Implementation

Milestones
Completed Research

Review of Draft Scope, Charge, 
and Timeline

Study Kick Off

Preliminary Priorities and 
Considerations

Preliminary Ideas for New 
Housing Types

Recommendations for New 
Housing Types and Locations

Recommendations for Other 
Studies to Support New 

Housing Types

ACZO and GLUP studies

Comp Plan and CIP Work 
Plan

Outcomes
Research Compendium

CB approved Scope, Charge, 
and Timeline

Report on Recommendations 
for Phase 2 for County Board 

Consideration

Report on Recommendations 
for Phase 3 for County Board 

Consideration

ACZO amendments and 
Comp Plan amendments as 

needed

Timeline
Fall 2019 – Summer 2020 Fall 2020 – Spring 2021 Summer 2021 – Fall 2021 Winter 2021 – Spring 2022
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“Missing middle” is a commonly-
used term that refers to the range 
of housing types that fit between 
single-family detached houses 
and mid-to-high-rise apartment 
buildings. 

Used in this context, “middle” 
references the size and type of a 
home, and its relative location – 
in the middle – on a spectrum of 
housing types.

Examples include duplexes, 
triplexes, courtyard apartments, 
townhouses, and more. 

The cost of these housing types 
vary based on style, size, location, 
and market forces. Missing middle 
housing types do not always 
correlate with a specific income 
bracket.

WHAT DOES 
"MISSING MIDDLE"
REALLY MEAN?

The Missing Middle Housing 
Study is one program under 
Housing Arlington’s Land Use 
Tools initiative. 

The study will examine how 
new housing types and forms 
could be introduced in Arlington 
that increase and diversify the 
County’s housing supply. Easing 
restrictions of the types of 
housing permitted in Arlington 
can increase housing supply 
and provide choices for housing 
that are more affordable than 
the options that are currently 
available.

There are many benefits to 
missing middle housing types. 
They can:
• Act as a bridge between low- 
and high-density areas

• Support walkable 
neighborhoods and more 
transit options

• Support for local businesses 
enabling more workers to live 
close to places of employment

• Create options for a broader 
range of residents

• Meet the needs of a more 
diverse and inclusive cross-
section of our community

There is no single solution that 
will tackle all of Arlington’s, 
or the region’s, housing 
affordability challenges. The 
Missing Middle Housing Study is 
just one piece of that puzzle.

Missing middle housing study phases
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Across the United States, cities and counties face similar housing affordability 
challenges. Several of these cities and counties have considered how "missing 
middle" housing could serve as one tool to address housing affordability and 
supply in their community.

These jurisdictions can serve as case studies, but it ’s important to note that one 
size does not fit all. The intent of Arlington’s Missing Middle Housing Study is to 
develop a solution that’s specific for Arlington. 

case studies

In 2018, Montgomery County, MD published its Missing Middle Housing Study, 
which examined ways that Montgomery County could address missing middle 
housing via changes to existing policies or incentives.

montgomery county, md

minneapolis, mn

In 2019, the Minneapolis City Council adopted a new comprehensive plan, named 
Minneapolis 2040, that would allow for triplexes to be located in neighborhoods 
that primarily contained single-family detached houses.

In 2019, Seattle adopted zoning changes that allow for up to two accessory 
dwelling units on a lot with a single-family detached house. These changes also 
established a limit on the maximum size of a house.

seattle, wa

portland, or

Portland is currently working on its Residential Infill Project, which will examine 
the city's existing zoning to explore potential changes that would reduce the size 
of houses in neighborhoods, allow for additional types of housing, and create 
transparent rules for developing housing on narrow lots.

https://montgomeryplanning.org/planning/housing/missing-middle-housing/
https://minneapolis2040.com/
http://www.seattle.gov/opcd/ongoing-initiatives/encouraging-backyard-cottages
https://beta.portland.gov/bps/rip
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what we know
A collection of Arlington-specific data and existing conditions has been assembled as 
a resource for the Missing Middle Housing Study process. The Research Compendium 
is intended to provide stakeholders an overview of the housing affordability challenges 
Arlington faces, the housing inventory in Arlington – including existing middle housing, 
and how these housing affordability challenges evolved and their effects in shaping the 
way Arlington exists today. The bulletins introduce multiple housing types and terms; 
moving forward, the study will develop a common understanding of additional missing 
middle housing types and terms. This information should serve as a starting point 
for community discussion. More research and analysis will be conducted to support 
development of recommendations for how missing middle housing types could be added 
to Arlington’s housing stock.

The compendium consists of five bulletins. Each bulletin can be viewed as a standalone 
document, or as a chapter in a larger body of knowledge.

Missing Middle
Housing Study:
A Stakeholder Guide1

This initial bulletin summarizes the 
study's purpose, scope and highlights 
from the other bulletins.

housing
market
pressures2

This bulletin examines Arlington's 
housing market, its gaps, and the costs 
associated with housing.

arlington's 
existing 
housing choices3

This bulletin provides an overview of 
Arlington's housing stock, with a focus 
on "existing" middle housing.

Arlington's
Land Use Policy
and zoning4

This bulletin reviews the 90-year 
evolution of Arlington's zoning and 
General Land Use Plan and their 
influence on Arlington's neighborhoods 
past and present.

Missing Middle
Housing Study
In Context5

This bulletin identifies how additional 
policy areas beyond land use planning 
and housing – such as energy, 
stormwater, and trees – influence 
development in Arlington.
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highlights of the 
research compendium
The Research Compendium characterizes Arlington's housing market, its housing inventory, and its history and 
current land use and zoning policies. Here are just a few interesting highlights; more information can be found 
in each bulletin. The bulletins also pose questions for community discussion throughout the Missing Middle 
Housing Study.

•	 Arlington	has	116,000	housing	units	(as	of	2019), 	and	only	a	small	percentage	of	those	homes	
could	be	considered	"missing	middle" 	housing.	Twenty-four percent (24%) of homes are single-
family detached and 70% are low-, mid-, or high-rise multifamily. When counted together, stacked 
duplexes, side-by-side duplexes (also known as semidetached dwellings), and townhouses make up 
just 6% of Arlington's housing.

•	 While	single-family	detached	housing	makes	up	only	a	quarter	of	Arlington's	housing, 	it	covers	
over	three-quarters	of	Arlington's	residential	land.

•	 Less	than	a	third	of	Arlington's	housing	has	at	least	three	bedrooms.

arlington's Housing Inventory

A Regional Housing Need
•	 The	Metropolitan	Washington	Council	of	Governments	adopted	a	target	to	add	at	least	320,000	

housing	units	in	the	region	between	2020	and	2030.	This target aims for 75% of these units in 
Activity Centers (e.g., urban centers, growth areas, towns, transit hubs, etc.) or near high-capacity 
transit, and at least 75% affordable to low- and middle-income households. All cities and counties in 
the region are working to identify ways to address this need.

arlington's Housing Production and Prices
•	 Ninety-one	percent	(91%)	of	the	housing	produced	in	Arlington	from	2010	to	2019	was	mid-	or	

high-rise	multifamily	housing.

•	 Most	of	the	new	housing	produced	in	Arlington	from	2010	to	2019	have	either	one	or	two	
bedrooms.

•	 The	average	sales	price	for	a	detached	single-family	house	increased	45%	between	2010	
to	2019.	During that same time, the average rent increased 26%, and the average sales price of a 
condominum increased 16%.

https://www.mwcog.org/newsroom/2019/09/11/officials-set-regional-housing-targets-call-for-collaboration-to-address-production-and-affordability-challenges/
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Produced by CPHD, Director's Office, Research and Strategic Initiatives Group (January 2020).

Total Renovation Value
Renovations below $200k

Renovations above $200k

Other Areas

Other Single Family Detached Lots

Single Family Teardown and New Construction

Vacant

One to One Replacement

One to Multiple Replacement (lot split)

Public, Government and Community Facilities
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Trends in Arlington's Housing
•	 Opportunities	to	access	rental	housing	throughout	Arlington	vary	greatly	based	on	an	

individual's	race	or	ethnicity. 	U.S. Census Bureau data illustrates that Black or African American, 
Hispanic or Latino, and Asian households face greater challenges in finding housing affordable to 
their incomes as opposed to white households, who can often locate housing affordable to their 
median income in most parts of Arlington.

•	 From	2009	to	2019, 	1,245	single-family	detached	houses	were	torn	down	and	replaced	with	new, 	
significantly	larger	single-family	detached	houses.	The average size of the older houses torn down 
was 1,515 square feet with three bedrooms. The houses that replaced these homes averaged 4,750 
square feet – more than three times the size of the original house – and had an average sales price of 
$1.7 million.

•	 From	2009	to	2019, 	1,029	single-family	detached	houses	were	substantially	renovated, 	resulting	
in	larger	single-family	detached	houses.

•	 Together, 	teardowns	and	substantial	renovations	that	occurred	between	2009	and	2019	have	
transformed	approximately	8%	of	Arlington's	single-family	detached	housing	stock .
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Source: Arlington County, Department of Community Planning, Housing and Development (CPHD)
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highlights of the 
research compendium
arlington's Existing Middle Housing
•	 Arlington	is	already	home	to	missing	middle	housing.	This	housing	is	generally	found	as	either	

stacked	duplexes, 	side-by-side	duplexes, 	townhouses, 	or	small	multiplexes	(for	the	purposes	of	
the	Research	Compendium, 	low-rise	multifamily	residential	buildings	containing	three	to	sixteen	
housing	units). 	These housing types are generally older, built during the first half of the 20th century, 
and are located along Arlington's arterial roads.
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Arlington's History
•	 Historical	decisions	have	contributed	to	the	lack	of	middle	housing	today.	The Zoning Ordinance 

was the only tool to guide growth and development before the adoption of the General Land Use Plan 
in 1961. Early versions of the Zoning Ordinance permitted stacked duplexes, side-by-side duplexes, 
townhouses, and small multiplexes in only certain parts of Arlington, often overlapping with areas 
where African Americans lived, limiting their housing options outside of these existing communities.

•	 Exclusionary	zoning	decisions	in	Arlington	were	consistent	with	policies	and	regulations	
enacted	throughout	the	country	that	have	produced	patterns	of	persistent	racial	segregation.	
Restrictions on housing types other than single-family detached houses in large swaths of the County, 
coupled with discriminatory mortgage-lending practices and covenants restricting ownership to only 
white households, limited housing options for African American families outside of existing African 
American neighborhoods. 	

•	 For	nearly	40	years, 	Arlington's	Zoning	Ordinance	prohibited	row	houses	(today	known	as	
Arlington's	townhouse	housing	type).	This prohibition is an example of actions taken to prevent 
or prohibit a diverse range of housing types that has had an impact on Arlington’s ability to provide 
housing for a range of income levels.

•	 The	establishment	of	the	first	General	Land	Use	Plan	in	1961	corresponded	with	existing	zoning	
and	thus	institutionalized	previous	zoning	decisions	and	locations	where	middle	housing	could	
be	built	in	the	future.  In many areas within Arlington, the land use vision has remained unchanged 
for nearly 60 years since the original General Land Use Plan.

•	 Changes	to	the	Zoning	Ordinance	over	the	20th	century	increased	restrictions	on	how	middle	
housing	could	be	built .  In some zoning districts, requirements for minimum lot size, lot width, and 
setbacks increased over time, and these housing types changed from a by-right use – only requiring 
building permits – to a special exception use that required approval from the County Board.

arlington's Land Use Policy and Zoning TOday
•	 Arlington's	land	use	vision	for	housing	is	divided	into	six	categories	based	on	density, 	and	the	

lowest-density	category	includes	76%	of	the	land	planned	for	housing.	The "Low" Residential (1-10 
units per acre) designation covers 7,400 acres across Arlington.

•	 Seventy-nine	percent	(79%)	of	Arlington's	land	zoned	for	housing	only	allows	single-family	
detached	houses	to	be	built	by	right. 	The exclusionary nature of Arlington’s planning vision 
has been translated into a long-established policy that only single-family detached housing and 
townhouses, in very limited circumstances, should be permitted in the majority of the County's land 
area. As a result, Arlington’s land use policy restricted opportunity for missing middle housing types, 
such as duplexes, triplexes, or small apartment buildings, to limited locations.

•	 The	areas	of	Arlington	zoned	primarily	for	single-family	detached	housing	overlap	with	census	
tracts	where	70%	or	more	of	the	population	is	white.	There is a strong relationship between 
Arlington’s exclusionary zoning and land use policy and a lack of diversity and lack of housing 
opportunities for Arlington’s households of color, especially Black or African American and Hispanic or 
Latino households.
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A Comprehensive Approach to Planning for Growth 
•	 Housing	and	land	use	planning	are	just	two	factors	that	contribute	to	the	livability, 	vibrancy, 	and	

success	of	Arlington.

•	 Arlington's	Comprehensive	Plan	includes	11	elements, 	and	this	overarching	plan	guides	future	
development	and	ensures	Arlington	is	a	safe, 	healthy, 	convenient	and	prosperous	community.

•	 Energy, 	historic	preservation, 	parks, 	parking, 	schools, 	stormwater, 	transportation, 	and	trees	are	
also	addressed	in	the	Comprehensive	Plan	through	numerous	goals	and	policies, 	and	Arlington	
currently	implements	programs	and	initiatives	to	support	the	vision	for	Arlington.

•	 In	addition	to	the	Comprehensive	Plan, 	Arlington	introduced	a	racial	equity	framework , 	RACE:	
Realizing	Arlington’s	Commitment	to	Equity, 	which	builds	on	existing	efforts	to	expand	equity	
in	the	areas	of	digital	access, 	housing, 	and	public	health	and	seeks	to	make	equity	a	basic	
consideration	in	all	functions	of	county	government.

•	 Through	ongoing	coordination	and	collaboration, 	these	programs	and	initiatives	-	including	
Housing	Arlington	and	the	Missing	Middle	Housing	Study	-	are	working	to	achieve	the	overall	
vision	for	Arlington	of	"a	diverse	and	inclusive	world-class	urban	community	with	secure, 	
attractive	residential	and	commercial	neighborhoods	where	people	unite	to	form	a	caring, 	
learning, 	participating, 	sustainable	community	in	which	each	person	is	important."

highlights of the 
research compendium

https://topics.arlingtonva.us/equity/
https://topics.arlingtonva.us/equity/
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housing.arlingtonva.us/missingmiddle
learn more.

The Missing Middle Housing Study will explore how new housing types 
could help address Arlington’s shortfall in housing supply and gaps in 

housing choices.


