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DURING THOSE FIRST dreadful 
months of COVID-19, much of our outside 
lives moved home. We set up areas to work 
(maybe our housemates did too). We set up 
areas to exercise. We set up areas for study. Our 
living spaces suddenly had to multitask as hard 
as our lives always have. Though millions of 
Americans have returned to their workplaces, 
classrooms and gyms, many others haven’t. So 
our homes are still multitasking – and so are 
many of our clients. Hail the updated flex room!

Builders have long offered what they call “bo-
nus rooms” and homeowners have used them, 
in turn, for homework stations, home offices and 
hobby rooms in retirement. The shift has come 
from the increasing pace of change, or these 
spaces doing double or triple duty at the same 
time. I asked eight pros to weigh in on what 
they’re seeing and doing in this regard. They are:
• Teri Slavik-Tsuyuki, co-founder of the 

America at Home Study and principal at 
community development research firm 
tst ink;

• Karen Ellerman, sales and marketing v.p. 
for national builder Shea Homes’ Southern 
California division;

• San Diego-based smart home integrator 
Troy Dunnington;

• Fabiana Scavolini, CEO of the eponymous 
Italian cabinet manufacturer;

• Los Angeles-based architect Dean Larkin;

Shining a Light on Flex Spaces
BY JAMIE GOLD, CKD, CAPS, MCCWC

Multi-tasking rooms gained momentum during the pandemic and 
remain in demand for many homeowners looking to remodel.
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  A handsome desk and storage adds functionality to cozy den.
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  Versatile storage system enhances ADUs and 
condos.

• Buffalo area kitchen designer Lauren 
Schulte;

• Interior designer Allison Fannin in 
Lubbock;

• Interior designer and ASID Colorado 
Chapter President Kelly Flynn. 

OVERVIEW
“In the last few years, we have been witness-
ing a profound evolution of living spaces: our 
lifestyle has changed and our homes, as a 
consequence, needed a transformation. Thus, 
designing domestic spaces revolves around a 
new perspective, and the idea of ‘fluid’ rooms 
fits these new needs,” Scavolini points out. 

American homeowners agree! “Respondents 
to the America at Home Study told us what 
changes they have made in their homes because 
of more of life spent at home the past few years,” 
comments Slavik-Tsuyuki. 

“Using rooms for combined purposes’ 
ranked number three on the list of changes peo-
ple made in their homes,” she adds. “We heard 
lots of examples from study respondents about 
how they are reorganizing to create more space 
for storage, using rooms for combined purposes, 
creating an additional right-sized office space for 
more than one person, and using their garages 
differently, adding space for a home gym/fitness 
space, a home office or workspace, or even a 
craft or games space.”  

The researcher observed that there are 
generational differences in their approaches to 
space planning. Millennials are the least satisfied 
with how the spaces in their home function for 
the way they live. The presence of children in 
the home was a decisive factor, she adds, and 
family rooms were most important to these 
households. The kitchen was most important to 
multi-generational households – which Slavik-
Tsuyuki cites as nearly one in five.

Ellerman notes that 75% to 80% of Shea’s 
home plans feature some kind of flex space, 
both for work and play, and demand is helping 
to drive that trend. “We have seen an increase 
in buyer demand for a remote workspace, and 
multi-generational families are common in our 
markets, so having separate media/lounge spac-
es is important to our customers,” she adds. 

KITCHENS AND “DOWNSTAIRS” LIVING
“Consumers want a better equipped and de-
signed kitchen for more functionality,” com-
ments Slavik-Tsuyuki, adding, “It must be a 
place that supports different uses at different 
times of the day, for individuals taking a break 
from work to grab lunch, kids doing homework 
on a kitchen island, and for groups gathering 
to socialize and connect.” They’ve taken on the 
functions of dining rooms and, often, family 
rooms too, making places to eat for everyone 
critical. “A bar-height island, for instance, doesn’t 
work for smaller children, or mobility-
challenged older adults,” she observes.

Schulte sees a flex trend in her practice too: 
“While storage and cooking are really import-
ant, the increase in wanting large islands to do 
homework or add a coffee bar/bar area [and] 
office area are huge. Homeowners are really into 
having in-cabinet organization and in-drawer 
tech plugs (so iPads, phone and clutter can be 
off the tops and concealed in drawers).” She adds 
that there are a lot of requests for TVs so they 
can watch while making dinner. 
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Multi-tasking is a common request for 
Dunnington. “Some of the additional features 
homeowners are adding to their kitchens in-
clude designated desks for remote work or study, 
built-in laundry areas or utility closets, and inte-
grated storage solutions for household supplies. 
These can impact technology requirements by 
necessitating upgrades such as expanded electric 
panels to support increased power demands, ad-
ditional backup battery storage for uninterrupted 
operation of essential appliances, and updated 
outlets with USB ports or smart features for 
enhanced convenience.”

Connections and sight lines are also 
important for parents monitoring homework 
and members of the family to feel that they’re 
together while doing their own thing. “We do a 
ton of sitting and homework areas, along with 
playrooms off of kitchens,” remarks Fannin. 
“Having a door or a way to hide clutter and add 
privacy is an item we try to make sure is always 
featured in the plan.” She adds that clients are 
seeking an area for their children to do crafts 
and homework, along with play areas that are 
close to the kitchen to keep everyone in the same 
space. Ellerman comments that Shea’s first floor 
bonus spaces are often designated as offices 
or dens, letting the user be closer to the kitch-
en action, while still having some functional 
separation. 

Scavolini introduced its modular BoxLife 
system at the 2018 EuroCucina and in the U.S. 
market the next year. The launch used a 300-sq.-
ft. studio apartment concept with kitchen, office, 
laundry, bedroom and closets alternately con-
cealed and revealed by a door opening system. 
This offers optimal flexibility and functionality 
to the types of urban dwellers who often have 
more style than space. It’s getting the most love 
in Manhattan, Chicago and Miami, as well as in 
Southern California, Scavolini adds, mainly in 
condos and ADUs.  

BATHROOMS AND “UPSTAIRS” AREAS
Larkin designs numerous homes that are 
fabulously large, but whose owners choose to 
flex their rooms as both time and step savers. 
“Convenience is driving a lot of the multi-
function as it gets easier to put that washer and 
dryer in your closet or that small refrigerator in 
your bedroom, thus automatically adding more 
functionality to whatever space they are going 
into,” the architect comments.

Dunnington’s clients are adding laundry 
centers and grooming stations, as well as spa 
features. All involve technology upgrades like 
smart water management systems, energy-
efficient fixtures and enhanced electrical pan-
els, he shares. 

Schulte’s clients are flexing primary 

bathrooms with glamorous closets, she shares: 
“I am seeing an island in the center of the 
room, chandeliers, tech storage and a place for 
their Peloton.” To get their grand closets, clients 
will sometimes steal space from the bathroom 
or even the bedroom, but judge the outcome 
worthwhile, she says. Flynn’s clients are more 
protective of their bathroom space, she shares, 
and will add a stackable laundry pair to gain 
that function in a small space.

The Colorado designer points to ASID’s 
2024 Trends Outlook Report for bedroom flex-
ing. “Homeowners are incorporating boutique 
hotel amenities to their primary suites, adding 
beverage stations and refrigerators to their 
space.” 

Scavolini’s Gym Space, which also debuted 
at the 2018 Milan show, was conceived as a 
wall-mounted structure dedicated to physical 
activity and wellness, the executive shares. 
It also holds bathroom elements like lights, 
soap dishes, shelves, storage and mirrors, she 
adds. The unique concept is catching on where 
designers and homeowners can see it installed 
in one of the U.S. company stores, she notes. 
The trend toward home workouts that started 
during the pandemic has also influenced Gym 
Space sales, Scavolini reports. 

As Slavik-Tsuyuki notes, younger homeown-
ers are just as eager as their older counterparts 
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  Mini bars are being added to other areas of a home for owner convenience.
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  This entry area is optimized with a small home office.
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  Adding a study area to a compact landing maximizes space.
Photo: Rev-A-Shelf LLC/W

ellness by Design – Bonus Chapter ©
 J. Gold, 2024

  A pull-out desk flexes a kitchen for schoolwork and seated prep.
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to have their homes multitask. To accommo-
date them, Shea builds upward: “Townhome 
buyers want the fl ex spaces that are more 
widely available in single family homes; we’ve 
accomplished this by adding a third fl oor or 
mezzanine/roof deck, including a loft, and 
making the most of our square footage,” 
Ellerman comments.

“Flex/multi-functional rooms are becoming 
more prevalent in condos, older and small-
er homes due to the constraints of limited 
space and the growing need for versatility,” 
Dunnington agrees. “In these settings, home-
owners are seeking innovative solutions to 
maximize the functionality of their living 
spaces without compromising on comfort or 
convenience.”

Larkin is seeing “more kitchen/mini bars 
placed throughout the home, reducing the oc-
cupants’ needs to go all the way to the kitchen 
for that cold bottle of water.” This extends to 
outdoor areas too, often as well-equipped as 
their indoor counterparts. “The major brands 
are making it easier to place their appliances 
throughout the house,” the architect notes, 
citing, “combination washer/dryer units that 
require no ventilation, quiet undercounter 
refrigerators, and appliances that fully inte-
grate into the cabinetry to completely conceal 
themselves.”

LAUNDRY AND OTHER AREAS
Laundry rooms have long been prime territory 
for fl ex functionality. Bonus uses on the rise 
include pet baths, and better, expanded storage 
capacity. “All of this relates to the overall trend 
we see of no wasted space, no dead corners, 
every inch counts, and the spaces in our home 
all need to be more thoughtfully designed to 
support how we live today, not just utilitarian 
rooms,” Slavik-Tsuyuki comments.

Schulte observes that high mortgage rates 
are spurring remodeling, rather than relocation. 
Homeowners are really maximizing unused 
areas like the basement and the attic, she says. 
“One out of every eight requests is to turn a 
basement into either a playroom, man cave, 
guest bedroom or movie room,” she adds. 

“The most underused areas in a home are 
typically the dining room or a second living 
room space,” notes Flynn. “More recently, we 
have been converting them into game rooms, 
libraries, offi  ces, play areas for kids and fi t-
ness rooms. Many of these spaces become 
multi-function with Murphy beds for occasional 
overnight guests but are used for fi tness or a 
study day to day.” 

Flynn has also seen multiple uses for ADUs 
and in-law suites, including golf simulator areas 
and game rooms, studios for art, music or other 
special hobbies (which are also found in air 

Photo: Lauren Schulte/M
onarch Kitchen Design Studio/Tribe Up North (Photography)

  Pet centers with shower facilities are popular 
features for laundry rooms.
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  The top fl oor gets a home offi  ce and fi tness fl ex.
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  Home fi tness has become a popular fl ex feature for homes.

conditioned garage areas), secured safe rooms 
and more luxurious mud rooms. “Through our 
work with developers on high-end speculatory 
homes, we’ve noticed another fl ex room trend 
of using the top fl oor of the home as a full guest 
suite. These spaces are great for entertainment 
spaces, guest suites, kids lounge areas and more. 
They typically have a dedicated full bath with a 
bar and bedroom.”

Schulte also shares a comfort trend: 
“Because we live in cold and snowy Buff alo, I am 
seeing the addition of sauna rooms and hot tubs 
enclosed in the home/porch area. I have done a 
few fl ex spaces that have either a sauna or a hot 
tub with a fi replace or fi re pit. It doesn’t happen 
too often, but I love adding these to a space here 
when I can; trust me, we need it!” 

Fannin comments, “Older homes have 
sunrooms that become second TV areas/offi  c-
es. Newer homes have a planned second living 
space for family gatherings and when guests 
are over.” Overall, she says, “Guest suites and 
second living spaces top the list of what people 
are requesting.”

LAST WORDS
“Designers and architects play a crucial role in 
creating fl exible environments that seamlessly 
adapt to changing needs and preferences while 
prioritizing comfort, effi  ciency and aesthetic 
appeal,” Dunnington notes. True! Technologists 
count in their roles too. ▪

Jamie Gold, CKD, CAPS, MCCWC is 
an author, wellness design consultant 
and industry speaker. Her award-
winning third book, Wellness by 
Design (Simon & Schuster, 2020), has 

a new Bonus Chapter: Lessons for How We Live Now, 
published October 2023. Learn more about her wellness 
design CEU presentations, books, blog and consulting 
services at jamiegold.net.
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EXPERIENCING EUROCUCINA
The return of EuroCucina and FTK – Technology for the 
Kitchen did not disappoint, as large booth spaces were filled 
with completed kitchen vignettes as well as product selec-
tions. Visitors could enter a booth and immediately see 
themselves living within that space, surrounded by exquisite 
cabinetry, smart appliances and surfaces that added that 
elusive ‘wow’ factor. Kitchen sinks and faucets were also front 
and center, as workstations did double-duty as entertainment 
accessories and water delivery systems provided not just hot 
and cold but filtered, sparkling and boiling water via a wave or 
voice command.

While wood tones are making a comeback, especially in 
U.S. kitchens, Eurocucina was all about color. Blues and greens 
have given way to more unexpected tones of coral, peach and 
purple, often accented with black or wood-toned open shelv-
ing and islands. Everything from dark tones of black, brown 
and eggplant to the wispiest sage green and pale wood was on 
display and worked within their individual designs.

Open shelving was everywhere, providing storage op-
portunities for plates and bowls as well as display spaces for 
treasured items, family heirlooms and collectibles. Plants 
and greenery were at home in these spaces, encouraging the 
concept of wellness by immersing in nature. It’s a great place 
to grow and store herbs, too. And, that shelving was never 
complete without LED lighting accenting all of the items 
stored there.

  Multi-level 
islands with 
distinctive eating 
areas were seen 
at (clockwise from 
left): ARAN cucine, 
Scavolini, Snaidero 
and Leicht.

  Cabinets in a 
variety of finishes 
and hues were 
prominent on the 
exhibition floor, 
including the 
stainless steel in 
Officine Gullo’s 
outdoor kitchen 
(left) and Scavoli-
ni’s vivid purple 
(right).

  Shelving with embedded LED lighting provided display space for 
everything from collectibles to plants, as seen in these spaces from 
nobilia (left) and Florim (right). 

Islands were also statement makers at EuroCucina, often 
covered in surfacing that was bold and colorful. Quiet white 
marble looks with gray veining were limited, replaced by 
countertops and backsplashes with vivid color combinations 
and movement. Multiple-leveled islands were the norm, distin-
guishing prep areas from dining spaces via different heights 
and materials.

And color wasn’t just making its mark on cabinets and 
countertops, as stainless appliances were taking a back seat to 
colorful enamel finishes on everything from range hoods to 
rotisseries. Neutrals of off white and silver-gray, as well as soft 
blues and greens, were the most prevalent options, with most 
appliance booths displaying quieter rather than jewel tones, 
allowing the pieces to make a quiet but solid statement within 
a design. Paneled appliances were key for many displays, as 
the open-concept kitchen continues to blend the kitchen space 
into other areas of the home. 

Smart, easy-to-use technology made its mark as well, with 
intuitive appliances displaying advanced features to allow 
even the novice cook to play home chef. Induction cooking, a 
leading technology in Europe, was showcased at most appli-
ance booths, along with steam ovens that promote a healthier 
lifestyle. Refrigerators showcased multiple door options, along 
with drawers that convert from refrigerator to freezer and 
sleek black interiors. Massive ranges and hoods were show 
stoppers as well, often in custom colors with a variety of trims 
available.
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abinetry impacts so much of the available space in the kitchen 
that the look and function must be given careful consideration 

for a cohesive kitchen design.
Cabinetry is the backbone of the kitchen design due to its role in what 

is a highly functional space. The kitchen requires surfaces for working, 
spaces for appliances to cook and house food, and ample storage to hold 
all the necessary tools. All of these functions are made possible through 
cabinetry, which means it’s usually the first element to be determined,” says 
Rod Hunter at Wood-Mode Fine Custom Cabinetry, based in Kreamer, PA. 
“Therefore, making cabinetry selections such as finish, color, layout and 
door style can establish the design of the rest of the space.” Aesthetically, 
rather than specific trends toward a particular cabinet color or finish, there’s 
a move towards mixed finishes and a broader range of options.

“There is no dominant finish or color, but more the mix of materi-
als,” states Hans Henkes, president & CEO, SieMatic Möbelwerke North 
America in Yardley, PA. “Metal doors of varying finishes have been popu-
lar, with more textures coming into play.”

As outdoor kitchen spaces expand, so do outdoor cabinetry solutions. 
“Outdoor design has come so far over the past two decades – it’s no 
longer an afterthought but a true extension of your indoor spaces,” adds 
Daniel Germani, creative director for sister brands Brown Jordan Outdoor 
Kitchens, Danver and Trex Outdoor Kitchens based in Wallingford, CT.

 A clean aesthetic, open shelving for accents and customized storage 
solutions are also top trends for kitchen cabinetry, according to manufac-
turers recently surveyed by Kitchen & Bath Design News.

SETTING THE TONE
The choices made in cabinet design – both inside and out – have a signif-
icant impact on function and style in the kitchen. From colors to internal 
organization, the specifics of cabinetry are an essential element when 
designing the kitchen space.

“Cabinetry significantly influences the overall design of the kitchen, 
with style and color choices dictating accessory selection and layout,” 
offers Jacob Elliot, marketing coordinator at Kountry Wood Products in 
Nappanee, IN.

“Design of the cabinetry is the unifying element, so it has been – and 
will always be – a very important part of the overall design,” adds Henkes.

“Cabinetry plays a pivotal role in setting the tone and style of the 
kitchen and serves as both functional storage and a design element,” 
remarks Melissa Digges, marketing manager at Waypoint Living Spaces in 
Winchester, VA. “The cabinetry influences the overall aesthetics, flow and 
functionality of the space. Properly designed cabinetry can enhance the 
perceived value of the kitchen and contribute to the overall design scheme.”

As important as it is to coordinate throughout the kitchen, other spaces 

Greenfield Cabinetry has added two 
new translucent stains to its standard 
offering: Flaxseed and Sesame. These 
sheer tints are available in the various 
wood species the company offers, 
including red oak, rift cut white oak, 
quarter sawn white oak, walnut, cherry, 
alder, knotty alder and hard maple.
greenfieldcabinetry.com

An outdoor extension of the Formalia 
collection designed by Vittore Niolu, 
Scavolini’s Formalia Outdoor boasts 
19 modular elements for any outdoor 
living space. The company’s first foray 
into al fresco dining is made of alumi-
num and available in Rust, Black and 
Titanium finishes.
scavolini.com

This Shaker Hills display by Signature 
Custom Cabinetry features the look 
of warm hickory blended with a crisp 
white finish and brass mesh panels. 
The two-tier island features square bat-
ten accents in hickory and a deep green 
paint from the company’s Trending 
Colors collection. 
signaturecustomcabinetry.com

Brown Jordan Outdoor Kitchens has 
launched its new finish, Sapphire Blue, 
which aligns with trends in indoor and 
outdoor cabinet design. Embodying 
this trend, Sapphire Blue offers a fresh 
option for those seeking to infuse their 
outdoor spaces with a splash of vibrant 
brilliance, the company states.
brownjordanoutdoorkitchens.com

Cabinetry trends lean towards a clean, 
minimalist look, pops of color and 
customized storage solutions in both 
indoor and outdoor installations.
BY ELIZABETH RICHARDS

Sleek 
Storage

PRODUCT TREND REPORT
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