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For too long, we have seen an almost inexorable trend toward the production of 
housing as a commodity. Strangely, this can be observed in market-oriented and 
centrally controlled economies alike. Meanwhile, the ruling classes use housing 
as a plaything to customize at will. The forces aligned to sustain this two-tier 
system are formidable, but may buckle under inherent inefficiencies, inequities 
and new realities. This essay discusses signs of success in overturning the 
commodity housing process. 
 
Housing as a commodity 
 
When housing – especially multi-unit housing - becomes a commodity, ordinary 
environment suffers a pathology in which households are separated from a vitally 
important connection to the material world and engagement in the making of 
culture. Experts assert that “people” want dwellings ready to occupy, an assertion 
based on self-fulfilling focus groups, trend analysis and other pseudo-scientific 
research strategies that classify people into the latest categories. This is 
fundamentally flawed information and besides being often wrong is the key to 
objectification of the everyday environment and the reduction of individuality to 
statistical averages. Some argue that this is exactly what the ruling class wants –
a compliant society easily manipulated by slogans and branding. Who is served 
by such an incredible process, and what are the consequences? 
 
The commodification of housing is a deeply subversive activity. Just as the food 
industry prepares ready-to-eat packaged meals of great variety but of little 
nutrient value, the housing industry prepares ready-to-occupy houses of great 
variety but of no authenticity. At what cost do these pervasive industries do their 
magic? The dominant food industry practices work against a healthy diet and the 
experience of preparing and sitting down to a good meal together. The dominant 
mode of housing production works against a healthy built environment. Both 
separate people from the urgent work of direct engagement with the necessities 
of life.  
 
21st Century Mass Housing 
 
We have learned the hard way that the mass-housing estates of the last half of 
the 20th century resulted in slums and a slowly but inevitably decaying 
environment now demanding massive investments to salvage some value from 
them. The alternative is demolition on a massive scale never seen before. The 



housing industry – strangely similar world-wide - now tries desperately to 
produce variety instead of the uniformity that everyone had assumed was 
needed to reduce cost and produce the needed quantity of housing. Yet despite 
the aura of variety, the process is still essentially a commodity process, only at 
higher cost because of the futile effort to produce “choice”. The variety is false, 
just like the proliferation of packaged food variety is no substitute for real 
cooking. 
 
Housing is a complex business. Many agents are involved and no single one of 
them is at fault, and consequently no single power can uproot the 
commodification process. There are many competing and conflicting interests 
and priorities, issues of finance, logistics, construction, standards, and 
community values to balance. And there is time to consider and time is money. 
So it is no surprise that authentic housing variety is hard to deliver. But hard as it 
might be, that is our challenge and opportunity: to cultivate a housing process 
that enables a dynamic equilibrium between the interests of the community and, 
on the other hand, the interests of and possibilities for each individual household. 
 
Open Building may have some answers 
 
Open building may have some answers to overthrowing the tendency toward 
commodification of housing. It may be the housing industry’s equivalent to the 
slow-food movement. But, because analogies can only go so far, a brief 
explanation of open building is in order. 
 
Open building’s fundamental principle is that the individual household must have 
a distinct and decisive role in the housing process. But shared interests must 
have their place as well.  These two spheres of control cannot and should not be 
confused and entangled. It is this duality of control that requires distinction and 
balance: what can the individual family decide? What must be decided by the 
community, within which the individual dwelling is situated? In multiple dwelling 
buildings, sorting out this question is strangely straightfoward yet too infrequently 
achieved – the question is rarely asked.  
 
Several Principles 
 
Open building puts forward several principles. First, the building structure, main 
utility systems and façade must be designed to enable a variety of floor plans to 
be installed inside, initially and over time. Most if not all of the façade, some of 
the utility systems and all of the structure will belong to the building as such, 
offering a supportive architectural infrastructure satisfying shared values and 
needs. This is the distinction between the “base building” (the shared part) and 
the “fit-out” (the individual part). Secondly, the utility or service systems serving 
one dwelling must not go into the space of another dwelling: e.g. never place the 
outflow of the bathtub and toilet in the ceiling of the dwelling below! 
 



Thinking this way has consequences. If the architect does not know the floor 
plans of the individual dwellings – or if these decisions are deferred until the 
building as such is completed - how can she design the building? If the number 
and size of dwellings is not known initially, how can the banks lend money, or the 
building officials approve the parking space count, or the building engineer size 
and locate the structure and main piping and wiring systems? And if the dwelling 
units are not built-out as the building goes up, how can they be installed after the 
building-as-architectural infrastructure is completed? 
 
These questions are not trivial, but answers are available, as thousands of open 
building projects built around the world attest. The design and construction 
methods are well documented. Developers know how to ask for this kind of 
investment; architects know how to design them and contractors know how to 
give good prices and build to high quality. While early pioneering projects were 
experimental, current projects are being built under real economic conditions.  
 
Where open building projects are becoming conventional, good fit-out products 
and systems, and companies to deliver them are needed. These 
product/systems will be similar to IKEA ready-to-assemble products, but will be 
more complex and complete. Parts will be prepared in sophisticated factories and 
distribution centers, delivered in boxes and bundles, and assembled by multi-
skilled installation teams inside the space to be inhabited.  This process is 
already mature in the commercial and office markets, and will soon become the 
norm in the residential market, when the forces of supply and demand are 
allowed to operate correctly. 
 
How a FIT-OUT company would operate 
 
FABRICATING 

 
Once an empty dwelling unit space is sold or leased, and decisions are made 
about the dwelling’s fit-out specifications, the cost and delivery schedule, the 
order goes to the FABRICATION FACILITY. Here, each order for a customized 
FIT-OUT PACKAGE is prepared, one dwelling-at-a-time. Each PACKAGE is a 
“project”, with a contract, warrantee, delivery and installation instructions and 



schedule, and a users manual. The process is highly organized and supported by 
advanced information technology software. Inside the facility, trained workers 
prepare all the specified parts, using advanced fabrication methods, jigs, etc. to 
prepare the “ready-to-assemble” FIT-OUT PACAKGE.  
 
LOADING 

 
Following the parts inventory prepared by the integrated software system, the 
bar-coded parts, in their boxes or bundles, are loaded into containers, the 
number of containers depending on the size of the dwelling to be fitted-out. Some 
products (e.g. bathroom fixtures, or kitchen cabinets) may be off-loaded at the 
FABRICATION FACILTY already palletized by the supplier, a process that is 
already familiar. Along with the parts prefabricated in the FABRICATION 
FACILITY, they are loaded into the delivery containers, in reverse order of their 
on-site installation.  
 
DELIVERY 

 
The containers are delivered to the site where the FIT-OUT PACKAGE will be 
installed. Some few, specialized products may by-pass the FABRICATION 



FACILITY and be delivered directly to the site. A trained, multi-skilled work team 
arrives, ready to begin installation work. The sequencing of these deliveries is 
planned to match the speed of on-site work.  
 
UNLOADING 

 
When the container reaches the building, the container is hoisted up to the 
window or balcony door, or the parts are loaded into a freight elevator. This way 
of handling materials and equipment using boom delivery trucks is familiar, but 
some considerations of the architecture may be required. Everything must be 
small enough to go into the empty unit through a doorway or large window 
opening. Once all the parts have been brought in, the container is returned to the 
FABRICATION FACILITY for the next delivery, with packaging debris and other 
waste products resulting from the installation process. 
 
INSTALLATION 

 
As soon as the first container of the FIT-OUT PACKAGE is unloaded, the multi-
skilled installers, operating as an integrated team, complete the phases of the fit-
out, following detailed installation instructions that come with the PACKAGE. 
Since each FIT-OUT PACKAGE is different (but part of the same system), the 



installation team performs like a learning organization, taking full responsibility for 
completing a FIT-OUT PROJECT, one at a time. The same multi-skilled team 
works on the job until it is completed as a “turn-key” design/built project.  
 
FINISHED DWELLING UNIT 

 
In most cases, the entire FIT-OUT process – from signing the contract to 
finishing the installation punch list – should take no more than three or four 
weeks for an average sized dwelling unit. Since all of the plumbing, wiring and air 
conditioning equipment and installation lines for a dwelling’s FIT-OUT PACKAGE 
are contained inside the dwelling unit’s legal and fire separation walls and floors, 
the installation of each dwelling’s fit-out is independent of other dwelling units. If 
one unit’s FIT-OUT costs more than the next, no one has to know, except the 
occupant.  
 
Conclusions 
 
The trend toward commodification of housing to which Open Building offers an 
antidote arose not out of a pernicious effort but by many convergent forces none 
of which is to blame alone. It is therefore taking a long time for corrective 
measures to take hold.  But new realities bring new necessities, and the 
convergence of three dominant characteristics of the contemporary urban 
environment point inevitably toward the adoption of open building and the 
emergence of a new FIT-OUT industry. First is the increasing size of building 
projects, sometimes serving thousands of people. Second is the dynamics of the 
marketplace where use is increasingly varied and changing. Third is the 
availability of, and demand for, an increasing array of equipment and facilities 
serving the inhabitant user. In that convergence, large-scale real estate 
interventions make simultaneous design of the base building and the user level 
impractical.  Social trends towards individualization of use make functional 
specification increasingly personalized.  Greater complexity and variety of the 
living environment demand adaptation by way of architectural components with 
shorter use-life, such as partitioning, ceilings, bathroom and kitchen facilities, etc. 
The separation of base building from fit-out includes utility systems as well. 



Adaptable piping and wiring systems on the fit-out level, for example, connect to 
their counterpart and more fixed main lines in the base building, which 
themselves connect to the higher level infrastructure operating in the city.  
 
Thus we see a significant contrast between what is to be done on the user level 
on the one hand and what is understood to be part of the traditional long-term 
investment and functionality of the building on the other.  
 
This is the reason for the emergence of the base building as a new kind of 
infrastructure, and the slow but steady growth of demand for the kind of 
product/service outlined in this essay. These are some of the reasons that the 
commodification of housing can no longer be excused. Variety can be efficient! 
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