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Dedicated work space is a recent 
concept. In preindustrial 
times, people lived where 

they worked and worked where they 
lived. In the early industrial age, most 
manufacturing was subcontracted to 
“cottage industry” producers. In the 
mid-19th century, when large factories 
became the norm, workers were often 
housed at factories; the advent of good 
roads and fossil fuel–powered vehicles 
made possible today’s system of racing 
back and forth, breathing noxious 
fumes and risking life and limb to keep 
home and work lives neatly separated.

Now the pendulum is swinging 
back. Communication is beginning 
to replace transportation. Employees 
are choosing to forgo commuting and 
work from home, the neighborhood 
coffee shop or a nearby coworking 
space, and employers are encouraging 
those choices. Home-based businesses 
are on the rise, too – more than 15 
million people in the United States are 
self-employed, and many others run 
home-based “side businesses.”

LIVE, WORK, LIVE AND 
WORK
The first e-lofts building opened this fall 
in Alexandria, Virginia. The developer, 
Novus Residences, divided this former 
office building into 200 loft-style units 
that tenants can use for living, working 
or living and working. (Separating work 
and living spaces is “anachronistic,” the 
developer says.) The neighborhood is 
zoned for commercial and residential 
construction.

E-lofts offers everything from 
a pet salon to conference facilities, 

coworking and breakout rooms, media 
presentation rooms, business-quality 
electrical wiring and soundproof music 
practice facilities. The premier amenity, 
of course, is fiber to the unit. Clearly, 
the developer understands that today’s 
home-based workers need fast, reliable, 
symmetrical internet access.

E-lofts is, admittedly, on the 
bleeding edge. Most MDU residents 
don’t aspire to do more with their 
internet connections than watch 
Netflix without buffering. Many are 
relieved to leave work behind at the 
end of the day. Still, the demand 
for business-quality broadband in 
residential units is real, and it will 
only increase as the boundary between 
business and residence collapses. 

Property owners concerned about 
future-proofing their buildings need 
to ask whether residents will want 
to watch 8K ultra-HD video, play 
virtual-reality video games or consult 
their doctors via telemedicine portals. 
In addition, they should ask whether 
residents will want to upload daily 
footage of their in-progress films, hold 
videoconferences with eight colleagues, 
read MRI scans, analyze stock market 
data in real time, answer tech support 
calls or teach yoga classes remotely. 
Being able to support these activities, 
and more, may be what sets a great 
multifamily community apart from a 
merely good one. v
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The Future of MDUs

As work life and home life converge, some multiple-
dwelling-unit (MDU) property owners prepare to support 
office-style technology in residential buildings.
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