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INTRODUCTION

As I make my way around the world, I see it everywhere: the expanded cultural, social, and economic influence of women.

For a bald, aging retail wonk who’s spent a lifetime wrestling with a stutter, and who Malcolm Gladwell described in his New Yorker magazine profile as “almost goofy looking,” I do a lot of public speaking—w meetings, retreats, and gala dinners. It comes to around forty paid engagements a year. They’re good ways to drum up business and get some media attention. In just about every speech I deliver, I include one line:

“We live in a world that is owned by men, designed by men, and managed by men—and yet we expect women to be active participants in it.”

People laugh. There’s a lot of nodding. Men and women can both identify. From Singapore to Texas, from Dubai to Mexico City, from Dublin to São Paolo, one of the seminal questions I ask is, What makes this package, product, space, design, or service “female-friendly”?

I’m not trying to be provocative or condescending. I’m not bringing any moral or feminist agendas to the question, either.

I’m simply acknowledging the increased social and professional dominance of females across the world. It’s a rapidly spreading evolution I am well positioned to observe, process, and describe within the physical world and the global marketplace, whether it can be seen physically, in packaging, cars, appliances, and clothing; places, such as homes, hotels, offices, stores, restaurants, and attractions; or in plain old everyday services, such as Internet commerce, maid services, banks, and rental car agencies.

Maybe you’re already aware of the effect females have had on our culture. Maybe you simply had your suspicions. But the cumulative effect is striking, and in many cases dramatic.

For example, did you know that:

Approximately 70 percent of all American females work outside the home.

Women control not just a percentage of active income in the world—i.e., money they take home from their own jobs—but a large percentage of passive income, meaning family money, or money they’ve inherited.

Women dominate higher education. Most college and university campuses across the United States and Canada are 60-40 female.

Today, record numbers of females are studying engineering, physics, computer science, biology, and clinical psychology.

The top tiers of business—as well as of medicine, law, and science—are increasingly female, a trend that began in the 1970s, as women began to overrun educational programs that trained them to become lawyers, physicians, and architects—just a handful of professions that were once typically male.

With the exception of the pickup truck, females influence almost every successful car that’s come out of Detroit, whether it’s the family minivan or the half-tank, half-observation post, secure colossus known as the SUV (which was never intended to be a macho vehicle).

Women run households and companies, are attending business schools in record numbers, and make up an increasing percentage of today’s global business travelers.

Females make up a huge majority of all book buyers in the United States.

Women are the acquisitioners of food on behalf of their entire families. They are behind farmers’ markets and the organic food movement.

Women choreograph the social lives of their families, and have a decisive say as to whether or not the family will spend school break camping in Big Bend, sunbathing on Nantucket, or staying home.

Women continue to create their own films and TV shows, as well as their own brands of humor, visual art, and music.

Sure, some of these examples are more conspicuous than others. Some are downright stealthy—the way the organic food movement has taken off, for example, or the way that, despite current pay inequities across the entertainment industry, a wicked-witted female writer and comedian named Tina Fey completely skewed our last presidential election.

It will never be absolutely equal between the sexes, but women are catching up. And it’s only going to get more noticeable.

Enough so that if you’re a man running a business, and if the power and influence females wield hasn’t completely registered on your radar screen, well, then, what you’ve got here is a failure to communicate. If your store, restaurant, bank, hotel lobby, mall, or other public space or amenity doesn’t acknowledge the female factor, if it doesn’t invite women in and make them feel at home, at ease, safe, hygienic, respected, and in control, if it doesn’t take into account what women want and expect (which is a whole lot different from what men want and expect), well, then, it’s bad business. You also risk losing forever a powerful majority of consumers who are more than happy—gleeful, even!—to tell all their friends and acquaintances about your dirty dressing rooms, subpar lighting, creepy hotel lobby, brusque customer service, dingy mirrors or no mirrors at all, and an overall vibe of being treated like a second-class citizen.

In my experience, women are pretty good at spreading the word.
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In 2005, a magical statistic stood out: for the first time in history, young women under the age of thirty in the largest American cities overtook men in earning power.

It was a shift that began in the late 1990s in urban areas like Los Angeles and Dallas. By the year 2000, it had migrated to New York City, when male and female wages came in more or less at a dead heat. Five years later, full-time working females between the ages of twenty-one and thirty living in one of the five boroughs of New York City brought home 117 percent of the wages of equivalent working males. To put it another way, for every guy pulling in a median salary of $30,560, an equivalent female was banking $35,653. And Texas isn’t associated with big bucks, big hair, and big everything for nothing. In Dallas, women’s wage-earning advantage over men was 120 percent—the highest in the nation.

Pay inequities between men and women? Everyone knows they’re still out there. But in early 2009, President Obama signed an equal-pay bill designed to end gender-based income disparities. It’s way overdue.

This increase in female earning power parallels employment figures around the globe. Starting in the United States, with its then-current 2009 employment rate of 8.5 percent, the chances of being twenty-five years old and gainfully employed are higher if you’re a female than if you’re a male. These odds go up even further if we don’t consider immigrant, African-American, and Latino populations. Economic hard times favor females, too. During the recent recession, 82 percent of job losses befell men, who tend to be disproportionately represented in industries like construction and manufacturing. Historically, women are apt to work in fields such as education and health care, which are more resistant to economic swings.

One of the things I find fascinating about traveling overseas is observing how gender differences show up in various countries. In Brazil, as in the United States, the unemployment rates for men are much higher than they are for women. In the Philippines, lower-class females can find work as domestics and childcare workers around the world, while the undereducated Filipino male has been completely marginalized.

Here’s an obvious fact: The more highly educated you are, the better chance you have of being successfully employed in a well-paying job. Male or female, if you didn’t manage to make it through high school, your unemployment rate hovers around 73 percent. A high school diploma raises your chance for some kind of employment by nearly 5 percent, but with a college or grad school degree, your professional opportunities go through the roof.

This could be one reason why women are pulling so far ahead in colleges and graduate schools. Currently 140 women are awarded bachelor degrees for every 100 men in the United States. It’s a gender gap that’s only expected to increase. Between 1969 and 2000, the number of male undergraduates increased by only 39 percent. At the same time, the number of female undergraduates rose by 157 percent. Females today are outpacing males in practically all postsecondary institutions, and also within African-American communities, where, according to one study, two university-educated women exist for every university-educated man.

Part of it can be attributed to the learning disabilities that are epidemic among young males. As of the early part of the twenty-first century, boys are nearly two and a half times more at risk than girls to suffer from reading disabilities. Dyslexia and autism spectrum disorders? Ten percent for boys as opposed to 6 percent for girls. In the United States, boys are also three times more likely than girls to be referred to a special education class, and twice as likely to have to repeat a school year (granted, sociodemographic factors, including the age of the parents and their own educational levels, can rearrange these statistics).

Then there’s ADHD, short for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. It covers a broad spectrum of diagnostic symptoms, ranging from inattentiveness to poor impulse control to restlessness and distractibility. Who gets it? Boys, mostly. It’s just a fact. No one seems to know why, though there are a lot of theories bouncing around. Some educators believe that the norm for classroom behavior in grades K through 6—shhhh . . . concentrate . . . focus . . . —jives perfectly with the average young female temperament. Most little girls are comfortable sitting; little boys tend to squirm, fidget, and daydream. Whether we’re talking about hyperactivity or dyslexia, often young boys aren’t in their natural groove in the classroom while their female classmates thrive, which may ultimately help explain why females are making such educational giant steps.

Another critical reason women are making such headway in their careers—and really, I can’t emphasize this enough—is babies. Or rather, the lack of them. Or rather, the option to choose if, when, and with whom you have one. We’ve stepped over a magical line in the history of our own human species. Thanks to birth control, we’ve decoupled sex from procreation and moved away from biology. Female sexuality, the reproductive kind, is in flux and in play. If you harbor any doubts, rent an old season or two of Sex and the City, or watch the movie. After graduating college or getting an advanced degree, many young women are in no hurry to pair up and settle down, which gives them the time, space, momentum, and luxury to pursue a professional track and make good money at it, too, at least in major American cities, where the social pressures to settle down and procreate aren’t as great as they are in smaller or more rural areas of the country.

The ability to control the reproductive aspect of our lives has fundamentally changed some of the premises rooted in human beings as far back as the caves of eastern Africa. In my opinion, this isn’t good or bad—it just is.

It has also transformed our world as we know it.

Muscle is something men have always brought to the table. But with the exception of, say, Scottish caber tossing, many industries that have historically required brute force—including farming and the military—no longer list “muscle” as part of the job description. In an increasingly digitalized world, the issue of massive biceps and triceps is becoming less relevant. Which comes as welcome news to the ninety-seven-pound weakling trying to defend his girl on the beach, and to women who can now very capably handle work that once called for male brawn.

Take the military. The present-day aircraft fighter? Chances are good the pilot of the new U.S. Air Force Predator is female. This long-endurance, medium-altitude, remotely piloted aircraft system is used for airborne surveillance and armed reconnaissance missions against critical targets. Imagery can be relayed in real time to a frontline soldier. The crew includes a pilot and a pair of sensor operators. Thanks to a hypersophisticated data link, they can fly the aircraft from inside a ground control station. The Predator is equipped with radar, infrared cameras, and two laser-guided AGM-114 Hellfire antiarmor missiles. No bulging biceps needed here—just smarts, focus, diligence, responsiveness, and pinpoint accuracy. Did anyone say “female”?

The woman as wage earner is a relatively recent concept, too. Though women have always worked, the evolution of the female economic powerhouse—the one who can spend money on whatever stuff she wants—is revolutionary, and growing fast. If women decide not to have children, it frees up income to be spent in other ways.

Another aspect of female economic power isn’t active income but passive income. Active income refers to the female executive or employee who earns her own salary. Passive income can refer either to an inheritance, or to the spoils of what her hedge-funder husband left to his widow at age sixty-four when, after a career of seventy-hour weeks, he collapsed of a heart attack on the squash court. Both in the United States and in Japan, a significant amount of passive wealth is held in the hands of women. They’re spending it, too. They’re taking great trips. They’re going on fantastic spa vacations. They’re making their high schools and college alma maters very happy. They’re buying things for their grandchildren, or helping fund their private school and college tuitions.

They would spend lavishly in hotels, restaurants, gas stations, museums, malls, banks, car showrooms, and clothing stores—just a few examples that come to mind—if the guys in charge made these environments more female-friendly.

Frankly, I don’t think the things women are asking for are all that complicated. Are you ready for the short list?

CLEANLINESS

The female of the species likes and appreciates—you might even say she demands—clean. It’s hard-wired. “Clean” and “unclean” register for most women instantaneously. For a majority of the world’s females, Am I in a clean environment? is an intuition, an undercurrent, a sixth sense, a vibe they pick up about every room in their house, every retail establishment they frequent, every dressing room they try clothing on in, every restaurant they dine in, every hotel room they plunk their suitcase down in, every health club they join, every swimming pool they wade into, and every bathroom they enter.

Why? If we think about it, issues of cleanliness play a natural, crucial role in female hygiene, child rearing, as well as in the acquisition and preparation of food—historically a female occupation traceable back to our earliest hunter-gatherer days. This same vigilant attention to cleanliness also finds its place in the nursing profession, which calls for close proximity to bodily fluids and waste, another historically female occupation.

Two years ago I volunteered for two nights a week at a geriatric hospital, working alongside critically ill elderly patients. It got me out of the house when I came home from work and was incredibly rewarding. An important part of our hospital training was teaching us volunteers how to wash our hands properly after making any kind of physical contact with a patient. As a male, I assumed I’d just run my fingers under a stream of water, add soap, scrub, wash off, then dry my hands off on my jeans. Nope, here’s the right way to do it: 1) with a dry paper towel, turn on the faucet; 2) soap your hands completely, while singing “Happy Birthday” (the whole thing, too); 3) rinse your hands, then turn off the faucet with the same sheet of paper towel; and 4) use that paper towel to dry your hands.

If men did that a dozen times a day, they’d appreciate the level of cleanliness that most females live with and expect every day of their lives. Clean matters to women—can I be any more clear? Over the course of their lives, thanks to mothers and girlfriends and wives, most men, including myself, have found this out the hard way.

CONTROL

If you are a male, perhaps you are involved with a female who insists on doing all the driving. Or, on the rare times she allows you behind the driver’s seat, she spends the trip playing with the buttons that govern the heat or air conditioning. She can never get the temperature quite right. As for that song you’re playing on the radio, is there a way to lower the bass any, she wonders aloud? In environments from airline terminals to malls to movie theaters to retail environments, one of the things that’s stood out to me is the widespread female discomfort with the default settings installed and organized, no doubt, by a male management team.

Again, it is not that females necessarily want to change them. All they want is the option. Fair enough?

This same issue of control comes up with the concept of seating. People love movable seating. Again, not because they are in any hurry to move; they simply want to know it is possible. Today, a large section of New York’s Times Square has been shut down to automobile traffic. Red, metal movable chairs have been positioned alongside a pedestrian walkway. Passersby can configure them any way they want to. In many environments or waiting zones, chairs are bolted to the floor. You can’t move them without a jackhammer. Most women don’t have one.

SAFETY

This one is a no-brainer men know, but don’t really understand: most guys are physically stronger, not to mention bigger, than the average woman. Thus, females are conscious of their own personal security in ways most males really can’t fathom, whether it’s the lighting levels in the lobby, the burned-out bulb in the parking lot, or an apartment or hotel window that isn’t locked, even if it’s twelve feet up from the ground. Women often feel vulnerable. Safety may or may not be a design function, say, of a retail environment or a hotel, but the female’s desire to know that she’s safe and sound does fit neatly into Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which starts off with human physiological needs like breathing, food, water, sleep, and sex, followed closely by safety of our bodies, our health, and our resources, all the way up to the top of the pyramid, where we find creativity and problem solving.

Most of us have had the experience of standing in line behind a female who’s finishing paying for an item at the cash/wrap. The cashier hands her a receipt—so why doesn’t she move along? Instead of hustling out of there—and I’ve seen this time and time again—she begins an elaborate, almost Zen-like process of resecuring her belongings. She puts her coins inside her change purse. She places her bills or credit card back inside her wallet, then scans the receipt, before tucking it alongside the bills, or in a special receipt folder. She then replaces both her wallet and change purse (sometimes they’re one and the same) back inside her handbag, then zips or buckles or seals it shut. One final glance down. Nope, she didn’t drop anything.

She’s ready to leave.

Would a male do this? In similar situations, with a queue forming, I’ve observed that men will often slide their purchases to one side to allow the person behind him to pay and get out of there. It could be some male animal collegiality, but I suspect it also has to do with the man’s indifference to his own personal security. The elaborate choreography the female animal carries out before she exits a retail environment isn’t just a coda to the enjoyment she’s had while shopping, but an implicit sealing, and zippering up, of the transaction she’s just completed. She’s not being passive-aggressive; it’s a safety issue.

CONSIDERATENESS

Here, I’m not talking about politeness, but about issues involving weight and muscle. Perhaps you have a female consumer inside your electronics store who would like nothing more than to purchase a large home-entertainment center, but is worried about getting it to her car or van, even though she took the seats out beforehand to accommodate the purchase. Most guys wouldn’t admit they couldn’t manage this process, either; but most women know full well the thing is way too heavy and cumbrous for them to manage. Where is the sign in the store that alleviates the female customer’s anxiety that help is free and on the way—and that no tipping is permitted? Where is this same sign in supermarket parking lots?

As I said, overall, I really don’t think the things women are asking for are all that complicated.

As one of the first males to attend Vassar College in 1970, I’ve been surrounded by interesting, accomplished women my whole life. Women have been friends and business acquaintances. I asked two women to marry me early in my life. Both turned me down. In a way I feel I gave my heart away in my twenties and never got it back, which has freed me to have relationships in my life based on some kind of intellectual admiration. I’m drawn to smart, independent, accomplished women. Over the years, I’ve been involved with politicians and art critics, dancers and musicians. In most cases, I’ve stayed on very good terms with them. Both my female friends and my old girlfriends have turned into an extremely positive network for me over the years—women who’ve helped me advance the interests of my company, find an agent, publish books, and so on.

Though I’ve never married, for more than a decade I’ve shared my life and my living space with a female I love and admire. Her name is Sheryl, but I call her “Dreamboat.” Why? She is one. One of the things that’s made what we have work is that we give each other a lot of rope. A lot of the time, our schedules are in conflict. I’m on the road half the year, while Sheryl, a classical flutist, is gone evenings, performing in a long-running Broadway musical. Her time off is spent playing music festivals around the country. We don’t see each other that much, but when we do, I always feel I’ve come home.

The wide circle of females in my life has made me realize that over the past couple of decades, the changing status of women has transformed our landscape, and the way the world is transacted—and in many cases, how far it still has to go. Women are experiencing a fundamental shift in who and what they are, and this has profound consequences for all of us. Most people don’t realize the extent of it.

The thing is, I don’t feel any threat to my masculinity by advocating on behalf of women. It isn’t that making a retail environment more female-friendly ends up turning it somehow less male-friendly. The irony is that, by walking the female path, you end up making things better for women and men.

When I glance through my Rolodex, I find there are women I consider to be goddesses—women who took pioneering roles in their industries, or who have a distinct point of view concerning the shifting role of females in society. I’ll be checking in with a few of them over the course of these pages. We’ll use facts and figures culled from market research and secondary research wherever appropriate, including from my firm Envirosell’s work. You can laugh, think about it, mull it over.

That said, I’m still no expert on gender issues. I’m just a boy writing about girls. Everybody knows all females aren’t the same. There are women who love to shop, and women who can’t stand the idea. Women who can march into a car dealership, make small talk with the salesguy, and walk out holding the keys to a new minivan, and women who leave it to the man in their lives to carry out the actual transaction. But I will say that there are certain commonalities that females share with other members of their gender, just as two guys who have nothing to say to each other will always have things in common.

The point is, while men were busy doing other things, women were becoming a major social, cultural, and economic force.

Take a look at how they’ve already transformed the everyday world.
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HOUSEQUAKE

I’m parked in front of a large, expensive stone fence, across from a McMansion, some fifty miles north of Manhattan. You go in—I’m staying put, thank you.

Ever taken an up-close gander at a McMansion? Despite the builder’s intention that the structure resemble something like Versailles, or an English countryside spread owned by an aging British rocker, the McMansions that sprout across most of the first world went up less than two decades ago. They’ve just been constructed to look as though they’ve been there forever.

As a popular, if insulting, descriptive term, “McMansion” came into being in the early 1990s, courtesy of New York environmentalist Jay Westervelt. He coined it to describe a real-estate trend that began taking root in the 1980s, when the Wall Street bull market was creating bucketfuls of newly minted wealth. A McMansion generally refers to a gaudy, oversize, spanking-new dwelling situated on a piece of land that can barely contain its size, the unfortunate result being that most McMansions stand cheek-to-jowl with their next door neighbors. Some are the result of teardowns, a repulsive contemporary epidemic whereby a pleasant, maybe historic older house is demolished—along with its plantings, backyard, and provenance—to be replaced by a dramatically out-of-proportion monstrosity that straddles the neighborhood like an . . . I don’t know what. Words fail me.

As a species, the McMansion carries with it the whiff of rote, assembly-line, cookie-cutter construction, not to mention a high degree of aesthetic bankruptcy. It’s also associated with new money. As the first McMansions began showing their mugs across the American and global landscapes, in no time at all they became convenient symbols not just of financial boom times, but of the male ego run amok.

As the penultimate guy dwelling, the McMansion is characterized by, among other things:

1. A schizophrenic mix-and-match of classical and neoclassical design work, ranging from French château to English to Jacobean to contemporary Cosa Nostra (“neo-eclectic” is the polite term for this architectural ragtag).

2. A bizarre assortment of roofline façades. When in doubt put up a dormer, porticos, Gone with the Wind-like columns, Palladian windows, phony stucco, bay windows with stone trim, and a garage spacious enough to hold half a dozen vintage cars, snowmobiles, four-wheelers, and a state-of-the-art woodworking shop that no one has ever run a lathe in.

3. No trees. No bushes. No shrubs. No vegetation anywhere save for a few shivering plantings to give the impression of vitality amid the general vibe of stale newness. From the builder’s perspective, it was cheaper to denude the whole lot before breaking ground, which meant demolishing trees that had been around for centuries, giving shade and pleasure. The absence of mature plantings around most American McMansions gives them an eerie, soul-sucking quality that’s just the opposite of majestic. It’s as though the most unspeakable acts imaginable were taking place behind closed doors.

4. Where’s the porch? There isn’t one. Porches cost too much. If one of the intentions of a porch is to provide a bridge from a family’s private world to the outside world, in this neighborhood a porch would come across as overly familiar and, well, not very regal.

5. If you are a woman, the task of keeping a house this size clean would bring on a migraine a week. Just keeping track of where your family is would be next to impossible unless you outfitted them all with electronic ankle bracelets. If we think about the traditional female role within the family as that of nest maker, that same nest implies some form of focus. Inside a McMansion, the maternal role would take on another description: ensuring that the members of your brood didn’t feel lonely, and simply wander off. Plus, what happens to the female wage earner who’s not only working a full-time job, but who, even with a more or less equitable division of household labor, is saddled both with keeping her family’s house clean and doing all the provisioning? That’s a burden better off left to the imagination.

6. This isn’t a characteristic, just a general observation: I want to go home. Then I remember: this is somebody’s home. But what human being would want to live in a place like this?

7. A man. Who doesn’t get it.

8. Good-bye, McMansions. And hello to a new species of home that accommodates the female of the species.

Maybe sometimes you wake up, thrashing, from a dream about the house you grew up in. Up two or three steps to a welcome mat, sodden with years of rain. The cozy inside hallway, with its generic floral wallpaper. The brown banister, the stairs with their worn carpeting, the dining room used exclusively on Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, and whenever Grandma came to visit; the living room with Dad’s special chair.

The kitchen sat in the back of the house. From the fridge to that stove with its gray hard coils, the appliances had white marshmallowlike contours. You couldn’t even see where or how the fridge opened, plastered as it was with all manner of family stuff—Polaroid pics of Dad on the fourteenth tee, the family reunion in Colonial Williamsburg, a small calendar courtesy of the local hardware store, ladybug magnets, and of course, artwork drawn, sketched, and finger-painted by the kindergarten-age Picassos in the house.

Sure, it was cramped, but it was home. And upstairs, you could probably find a single master bedroom with an attached bath for Mom and Dad, plus two smaller rooms for the kids.

In today’s market, a house like that probably wouldn’t sell.

When my parents bought a house in Chevy Chase, Maryland, in 1964, the property they bought cost roughly my father’s annual salary. When I give a speech, I like to say that if a person lives in a house equal to his or her annual salary in 2010, I’m not entirely sure whether to be sympathetic or envious. The point is, it takes two incomes today to sustain a middle-class lifestyle. During World War II, Rosie the Riveter rolled up her sleeves for the good cause while the men risked their lives on the front, but over the past few decades, women have gone to work to ensure there’s a roof and more over their families’ heads. Along the way, the traditional female role as homemaker has morphed into that of home designer, home contractor, tool-belt lady, and, in many cases, direct mortgage holder.

So what does the twenty-first-century housing unit typically look like—or rather, one that might attract a handful of excited bids?

I’ll tell you this much: It won’t look like the house you grew up in.
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The American home hasn’t altered its basic design since the 1950s. The changes we’re starting to see—after years of protest, I might add—have been readjusted to accommodate certain cultural and demographic realities. Houses that suit a nontraditional family sell at a premium these days. Two master bedrooms, for example, for two sisters living together; enough space for adult children; three generations living under one roof; an apartment for Grandma, or maybe for a local grad student who helps with the cooking and cleaning and dog walking in exchange for room and board.

Nearly a third of all empty nesters anticipate downsizing or simplifying their lifestyles. More and more home buyers are amenable to giving up square footage in exchange for a house containing things they actually use—someplace smaller, more containable, better fit-to-scale. Perhaps a house in a nearby university town, where they can take advantage of classes, movies, theater, coffee shops, and bookstores. Good-bye, male-oriented house—now say hello to a dwelling that accommodates the specific needs of the gender who’s actually in charge of running the thing: the female.

For example, there might be a home office, or a home exercise room. The house might feature a stand-alone apartment with its own fridge, freezer, and dishwasher. If there’s an in-ground swimming pool, there could be a separate bar-keeping station outside, as well as a rolling cabinet for plates and cups. Gabriel and Miranda, my teenage niece and nephew, have their own miniature domestic setups in their bedrooms—small fridges for sodas and snacks. It’s not that they’re spoiled rotten—it’s just that my sister won’t buy them certain things they like to crunch on or guzzle (like Red Bull), so she makes them buy and store it themselves.

As the nuclear family gets smaller, one element of the American landscape is the idea of multiple generations all living under one roof, grandkids in one wing, grandparents in another. With more and more adult children living at home or, having had a taste of the real world, slinking back to the security of their childhood bedrooms, I’m intrigued by the idea of a bedroom that has its own door to the outside. A conventional house, of course, has a front door and a back door and perhaps a side door leading off a mudroom. But who’s to say that as our houses evolve, they may not end up taking on more and more doors?

(Imagine that you’re a twenty-six-year-old male or female and you’ve returned to live at home. You would very much appreciate the option of passing back and forth to your bedroom without passing through a suite of more formal living spaces, not to mention prying eyes. Barring shimmying up the fire escape, a separate door would be nice.)

This reparceling of rooms is particularly true for Hispanic and Latino boomers, whose parents often discourage them from leaving home. Latino boomers are also enmeshed with their grandchildren and aging parents in a way non-Latino families aren’t. For example, it’s a sure thing that every single Latino vacation will include members of all generations. In response, the Princess Cruise line has tailored some of its accommodations for the multigenerational family group at sea.

Alternately, more than a few suburbanites are saying, “To heck with rural living—let’s move back to a more happening urban environment.” I get the arguments against aging in a city like New York or Chicago, but I also see the advantages. Me, I’ll take the ability to walk to Lincoln Center, someone else shoveling the front of my West Village floor-thru, and home delivery of a boxful of cheese from Murray’s Cheese Shop.

Contributing to our mobility, as a society we’ve entered an era of disposable everything. Ikea and H&M have given us permission, or at least justification, to throw out and redecorate. Both these stores sell items that are good, cheap, and not meant to last.

Speaking of “not meant to last,” perhaps new homeowners should begin thinking of their houses as transformational. How long do they plan on living there? If the answer were forever, they’d be wise, as I said, to take into account the changing future status of their children, their parents, and their grandchildren. This is simply known as planning your life up front. I compare this to the plight of friends in New York who’ve lived for years in rent-stabilized apartments, and who are effectively denied the possibility of ever moving. How could they? Their monthly rent would quadruple overnight. They’re married to their rent-stabilized apartments, a housing choice that’s predetermined the rest of their lives.

Another point about downsizing: Our recent economic woes, as well as the decluttering that many baby boomers are either doing, or planning on doing, has focused our attention on stuff, namely, how much of it we’ve accumulated over the years. Is it any coincidence that over the past thirty years, as we’ve overleveraged our credit cards and bought three large-screen TVs rather than the single one we really need, that the self-storage industry has become one of the fastest-growing sectors of the U.S. commercial real-estate industry? There are roughly 53,000 primary self-storage facilities (“primary” meaning that self-storage is the main source of business revenue). Industry grosses as of 2007 were approximately $22.1 billion. One in ten households currently rents a self-storage unit, which represents an increase of approximately 65 percent over the past twelve years. Total self-storage rentable space in the United States is now 2.21 billion square feet—that’s seventy-eight square miles of space overall. Sure, a lot of these minigarages are rented to transient military personnel, but an even greater number are rented to civilian men and women who’ve moved more than once, or who’ve inherited furniture and paintings from their parents and grandparents they just don’t know what to do with.

It’s little wonder that container stores are doing such booming business these days. Even during an economic slowdown, the female religion of keeping things neat and tidy isn’t going anywhere.

In 2007, a Utah-based neighborhood development group known as Kennecott Land introduced several concepts that they thought female home buyers would be looking for in a contemporary home. The board was made up of female architects and female home buyers, but men, I’m pretty sure, would appreciate some of these touches, too. To wit:

A kitchen that in some fashion includes or otherwise incorporates the children. Ideally, this consists of a kitchen with multilevel counters that opens out onto a spacious play area. That way, the kitchen isn’t just a dedicated temple for whipping up smoothies or nachos, but also the place where, as you’re preparing dinner, you can keep an eye on the Legos, the American Girl dollhouse, the websites the kids are attempting to access on the family computer, and whether or not the lamp handed down by Great-Aunt Winnie is about to shatter.
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