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Abstract 
 
On July 6, 2020, modular builder indieDwell opened a factory in Pueblo, Colorado with a 
capacity of 160,000 square feet of housing and plans for expansion. indieDwell’s journey to 
Colorado was facilitated by a confluence of independent efforts starting with a key research 
effort and coincident regulatory changes. In their wake, indieDwell Colorado, a private non-
profit corporation, forged partnerships with philanthropy, the state of Colorado and local 
economic development organizations. In three years, research translated into policy action. As a 
result, Colorado has another option for addressing affordable housing.  
 
This case explores the relationship between these factors and how they combined to provide 
Colorado with affordable housing options. It examines each component through interviews and 
develops a replicable model to be followed in the future and elsewhere. The findings include key 
learnings about how multiple players (research, philanthropy, government, private sector) can 
join effectively and quickly to address affordable housing needs.  
  



 

About the Author(s) 
 
Phyllis Resnick is the executive director and chief economist at the Colorado Futures Center at 
Colorado State University. Her research interests lie at the intersection of macro fiscal 
forecasting/policy and the socio-economics and demographics of local communities. She can be 
contacted at Phyllis.resnick@colostate.edu.  
 
Jennifer Newcomer is the research director at the Colorado Futures Center at Colorado State 
University. Her research interests focus on social and built environment issues, particularly 
household and neighborhood lifecycles, housing affordability, and the forces impacting family 
economic wellbeing. She can be contacted at jnewc@colostate.edu. 
 
 
 

Acknowledgements  
 
Thank you to the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy for supporting the development of this case 
study and to the following individuals who gave their time to share their perspective on the 
indieDwell story: Dr. Ben Bynum, Pete Gombert, Bruce Hoyt, Maulid Miskall, Jeff Shaw, 
Danielle Shoots, and Tracey Stewart.  
  

mailto:Phyllis.resnick@colostate.edu
mailto:jnewc@colostate.edu


 

Table of Contents 
 
Introduction ....................................................................................................................................1 
Introducing indieDwell ..................................................................................................................2 
indieDwell’s Early Impact in Colorado .......................................................................................3 
Methodology ...................................................................................................................................6 
The Process that Brought indieDwell to Colorado .....................................................................8 
Assessing the Hypotheses ............................................................................................................11 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................15 
Appendix 1: Interview Questions ...............................................................................................16 
 
 



1 

Research, Public Sector Policy Change, Advocacy, Philanthropy and the Private Sector 
Collide to Create an Affordable Housing and Economic Development Opportunity in 

Colorado: 
The Case of indieDwell 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Like many other states and regions throughout the United States, Colorado continues to 
experience a well-documented affordable housing challenge. While the challenge had been 
developing over time, it accelerated in the wake of the Great Recession when the state’s housing 
supply quickly was absorbed by growth and housing development declined significantly. Despite 
the changing housing market, much of Colorado’s discussion about affordability remained 
focused on one factor: construction defect legislation. Consistently, this legislation was blamed 
for the state’s affordability problem and specifically for the dearth of entry priced multi-family 
housing. However, even casual assessment suggested that while the construction defect statutes 
certainly were a contributing factor, they were simply that: a single contributing factor. A better 
understanding of the drivers of unaffordability required a far more nuanced, systemic, and multi-
faceted assessment of the problem.  
 
To fill this research void, the Colorado Futures Center (with support from The Piton 
Foundation1) produced Exploring Colorado’s Housing Affordability Challenges in All of Their 
Complexity. Without knowing it when the research was published, it turned out that there was a 
story to tell that starts with that research and culminates with the confluence of events and 
players that brought indieDwell, a company committed to “build[ing] modular, affordable 
housing solutions that are energy efficient, sustainable, healthy and durable”2 to Pueblo, 
Colorado. This case study tells that story. 
 
The study that follows begins with an introduction to indieDwell including its activities and early 
impact in Colorado. Following the introduction to indieDwell, we outline our research 
methodology, one largely focused on first person interviews with the relevant players. 
Methodologically, we exploit our position as insiders to this story to develop interview questions 
tailored to test a set of preliminary hypotheses for success.  
 
Following the methodology section, the case backs up and explores the process that brought 
indieDwell to Colorado. It is this process that forms the basis of the analysis. The findings 
section evaluates the hypotheses and how they contributed to success, modifying them to 
develop a set of findings and a proposed model for replicability and success. We conclude with a 
summary of the road map for replication of what is proving to be an innovative approach to 
overcoming barriers to housing affordability. The interview questions are included as an 
Appendix at the end of this paper.   

 
1 Gary Community Investments includes the Piton Foundation. For the purposes of this case study, the two may be 
considered interchangeable. 
2 Taken from their website, which can be accessed at https://www.indieDwell.com/  

https://www.indiedwell.com/
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Introducing indieDwell 
 
indieDwell is new to Colorado, but not entirely new to the United States or to modular building. 
The company was founded in 2016 in Boise, Idaho with a vision to “change the building 
industry by offering high quality, sustainable, healthy homes to underserved communities.”3 
Founded by Scott Flynn and Pete Gombert, the company’s website highlights that the 
founders were “tired of seeing the most vulnerable people being forced to live in inferior, low 
quality and unhealthy homes”4 and as a result founded indieDwell as a Public Benefit 
Corporation dedicated to making their homes a standard for affordable housing everywhere. 
Pueblo, Colorado is home to the company’s second factory which opened on July 6, 2020, 
amid the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
indieDwell’s approach is more comprehensive than just building housing units. Instead, the 
company focuses on affordable housing as the anchor of a sustainable community. indieDwell 
“create[s] deep partnerships with like-minded organizations to develop infill, greenfield and 
brownfield housing developments with a heavy emphasis on creating mixed income, place-based 
communities with a housing first focus.”5 As a statement of this commitment, the company 
prominently shares on its website the ways in which its values align with many of the United 
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals. It is important to evaluate indieDwell’s local impact in 
the context of this systemic and community-based focus and not simply based on housing 
production. 
 
  

 
3 Taken from the History section of their website, which can be accessed at https://www.indieDwell.com/history 
4 Ibid. 
5 Taken from the Building Principles section of their website, which can be accessed at 
https://www.indieDwell.com/building-principles  

https://www.indiedwell.com/history
https://www.indiedwell.com/building-principles
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Figure 1. indieDwell and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.  
 

 
Source: Provided to research team by Bruce Hoyt, indieDwell Board Chairman and available at 
https://www.indieDwell.com/humanitarian  
 
 

indieDwell’s Early Impact in Colorado 
 
July 6, 2020, indieDwell’s opening day in Pueblo, was not an easy time in Colorado. On that 
date the state recorded 216 new COVID-19 cases and had already endured a cumulative caseload 
of 34,316 with 1,704 recorded deaths. Unbeknownst (although not unpredicted) at the time, the 
COVID-19 situation was about to become even more challenging. Figure two shows the 
trajectory of daily cases from the first Colorado case, through indieDwell’s opening and to the 
situation as current in early February 2021. It is in this pandemic environment that indieDwell 
Pueblo opened its doors; its early impact must be evaluated with the pandemic squarely in mind. 
 
  

https://www.indiedwell.com/humanitarian
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Figure 2. COVID19 Daily Cases in Colorado. 
 

 
Source: Researcher calculation from New York Times data available at https://github.com/nytimes/covid-19-data  
 
As the process section below will demonstrate, multiple players came together to bring 
indieDwell to Colorado. Among these players were multiple statewide philanthropies and the 
Pueblo Economic Development Corporation. Each of these supporters had metrics for the 
success of their investment, potentially affecting the business decisions and thus the early 
impact of indieDwell. In general, however, the metrics from the core partners were consistent 
with indieDwell’s mission: expansion of quality affordable housing, the provision of well-
paying jobs, a community where workers could afford to live, and a contribution to economic 
vitality in the region. Nevertheless, it is important to note that indieDwell’s early impact also 
is being measured against exogenous metrics. 
 
Among indieDwell’s early impacts was the opening event on July 6, 2020. Generally, a ribbon 
cutting would not be considered high impact, but opening in the middle of a global pandemic 
when many businesses are closed, closing, or failing is a notable event. For any local 
economy struggling with the impact of COVID-19, the addition of a primary manufacturer 
has an immediate economic impact. indieDwell’s opening in Pueblo was no exception.  
 
Among the specific immediate impacts, indieDwell opened with a workforce of 75 with 
imminent plans to expand to 110 after receiving an additional mission related investment from 
The Colorado Health Foundation. The Colorado Health Foundation made this additional 
investment largely because indieDwell’s early sales, commitments, and most importantly 
product acceptance in Colorado affirmed this concept as a viable investment. 
 
Beyond the immediate workforce development impacts, the housing-related ones are 
beginning to emerge. To date, indieDwell has fulfilled orders for emergency housing contracts 
in California. This is a notable impact because the company’s local economic development 
incentive requires that 51 percent of inventory be sold outside the local region. In Colorado, 
the Chaffee Housing Authority recently purchased an eight-unit duplex and Southwest 
Housing Trust (Lamar, Colorado) and Health Solutions (local to Pueblo), both core behavioral 
health providers, are under contract to purchase permanent supportive housing units. 
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The impact is projected to continue and grow throughout 2021. Production has increased 
during the first quarter this year, and the projection for the end of the year is 200 workers on four 
lines—producing 800 modules (note that a module is not necessarily a housing unit). At that 
time, indieDwell will be able to see its impact as housing production translates into homes. Early 
indications are that the demand will match and exceed the production goals.  
 
Estimates for the pipeline are $300 million–$1 billion, during a pandemic. There are 
commitments for multifamily projects in Salida and Denver, Colorado, indieDwell’s first 
multifamily projects in the state as well as for a retirement community in Crestone, Colorado. 
And indieDwell is working with NeighborWorks Southern Colorado, a non-profit committed to 
healthy vibrant neighborhoods serving first time homebuyers. This partnership is for a new 
community in West Pueblo that will include 720 affordable housing units (for residents between 
50 and 120 percent of area median income), some of which are projected to be indieDwell units. 
A partnership just to the west of indieDwell’s home in Pueblo is a strong endorsement of the 
community’s acceptance of this new approach to housing, both as shelter and as a means of 
wealth building. 
 
As a new company with both public and philanthropic support, the metrics of impact are 
multifaceted. From the economic development perspective, the primary metric is jobs with a 
secondary focus on the virtuous cycle that is created when workers can afford to live in the 
communities where they work. Philanthropy shares these metrics and expands upon them to 
include community wealth building. Figure three demonstrates how indieDwell factors into the 
Colorado Health Foundation’s efforts in Pueblo. At this early time in its Pueblo operations, 
indieDwell is on course to meet expectations and have a meaningful impact on both the housing 
challenge locally and statewide and to provide needed economic development to a former steel 
town transitioning to a new economy; its case seemingly is worthy of study. 
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Figure 3. The Colorado Health Foundation’s Economic Development Focus in Pueblo, 
Colorado. 
 

 
Source: Colorado Health Foundation 
 
 

Methodology 
 
The authors of this case study are not outside observers of the indieDwell story. One of the 
current researchers was employed by the Piton Foundation at the time indieDwell made its first 
Colorado philanthropic connection. And the current Colorado Futures Center research team, in 
partnership with the Piton Foundation, was actively involved in a research portfolio exploring 
affordable housing as an integral component of family economic security around the time 
indieDwell and Gary Community Investments became acquainted. It is from this perspective that 
we developed the research methodology for this case.  
 
The methodological approach to this case relies heavily on first person accounts and employs an 
iterative process to developing the story. As authors of the research that was integral to this story, 
we are both observers and participants. From this dual position, we began our approach to this 
case with the development of the following preliminary hypotheses for success: 
 

• Research mattered. Identification of the problem through research granted validity to 
both the need and the potential solutions.  
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• Philanthropy as a source of capital was unique and necessary. Philanthropy replacing 
more traditional forms of start-up capital was both unique and important. 

• The process required a strong policy entrepreneur. Aligning the multiple players and 
interests required a local champion (the policy entrepreneur) to establish the relationships 
and opportunities for indieDwell to be successful. 

• Success required a concerted effort to undo the stigma often associated with 
modular housing and to make significant changes in Colorado’s regulatory regime. 
Particularly with respect to the perception surrounding modular housing, indieDwell and 
its partners needed to work explicitly on a campaign to garner acceptance for the product. 
Regulatory changes could help support that effort. 

• All players and functions supporting the project needed to come together. The 
process of bringing indieDwell to Colorado required action from government (in its 
regulatory role), a research institute, economic development and philanthropy. Failure of 
any of these integral roles would have precluded success.  

 
With these hypotheses as a guide, we designed this research to solicit first-person accounts from 
professionals intimately involved in the process of bringing indieDwell to Pueblo. A naturally 
iterative process, we identified the first round of interviewees and developed questions tailored to 
the sector represented by the respondee. From this first round of interviews (which took about an 
hour each) we expanded on the process by expanding the list of interviewees and following up 
with questions that followed from the initial responses. The final questions, included in the 
Appendix to this case, were both universal (some applied to all interviewees) and tailored 
specifically to sector (philanthropy, government, economic development, private sector). The 
responses have been compiled into the findings presented in later sections of this case study. 
 
After all iterations, interviews for this case were conducted with the following participants: 
 

• Ben Bynum, MD, Portfolio Director of Portfolio Related Investments, The Colorado 
Health Foundation representing the perspective of philanthropy 

• Pete Gombert, Executive Chairman, indieDwell representing the perspective of 
indieDwell 

• Bruce Hoyt, Board Chairman indieDwell, Colorado and former Senior Vice President of 
Philanthropic and Impact Investing, Gary Community Investments, representing the 
perspectives of indieDwell and philanthropy 

• Maulid Miskall, Director, Office of Regulatory Oversight at Colorado Department of 
Local Affairs: Division of Housing representing the perspective of government (State of 
Colorado)  

• Jeff Shaw, Chief Executive Officer, Pueblo Economic Development Corporation 
representing the perspective of economic development organizations 

• Danielle Shoots, Vice President and Chief Financial Officer, The Colorado Trust 
representing the perspective of philanthropy 

• Tracey Stewart, Senior Program Officer, The Colorado Health Foundation and former 
investment director, family economic security, Gary Community Investments/The Piton 
Foundation representing the perspective of philanthropy 

 
The research perspective is represented by the authors of this case study.  
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The Process that Brought indieDwell to Colorado 
 
The process of bringing indieDwell to Colorado began with research that identified the lack of 
productivity improvement in construction methods as a key factor contributing to housing 
unaffordability in the state. In 2018 the authors of this case study published Exploring 
Colorado’s Housing Affordability Challenges in All of Their Complexity, commonly referred to 
as the factors study. The enduring image from the factors study is a wheel, with the interrelated 
factors represented as spokes. While the high level finding from the factors study was excess 
demand for housing, the finding that garnered the most conversation concerned industry 
productivity. 
 
Figure 4. The Wheel of Factors. 
 

 
Source: Colorado Futures Center 
 
As one industry expert we interviewed for Exploring Colorado’s Housing Affordability 
Challenges in All of Their Complexity shared: 

 
A visit to a construction site today would reveal techniques and methods that have 
barely changed since the middle of the past century. As most industries have 
gained efficiencies through shifting to more capital-intensive production methods, 
one industry analysis suggests that construction is experiencing the opposite. 
Workers are actually replacing machinery at many firms, largely because firms 
are concerned about their ability to carry the fixed costs associated with large 
capital investments during periods of recession. Labor investments, on the other 
hand, are more easily reduced and rarely leave firms with legacy costs.  
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While industry leaders can envision an evolution toward more productive building 
methods … most processes remain [at the low end] of the homebuilding 
innovation continuum and have not changed in more than 50 years. Compared to 
other major sectors of the economy, construction has achieved the least in terms 
of productivity gains. This is true if productivity gains are measured over the last 
decade or the last seven decades; by one standard measure, the construction 
industry is no more productive today than it was in 1947. The inability of the 
industry to harness productivity gains and the resulting inefficiencies are 
contributing to the lack of housing affordability. 6 

 
The obvious implication is that with respect to productivity and efficiency, traditional site-built 
construction is no longer state of the art. However, multiple barriers exist in the way of 
alternative modes of housing construction: regulation, stigma, and the heavy lift of start-up costs 
to name a few. The publication of Exploring Colorado’s Housing Affordability Challenges in All 
of Their Complexity and its key finding related to productivity and building methods brought 
increased local interest to building methods, making it a fortuitous time for indieDwell to receive 
an introduction into Colorado. 
 
indieDwell’s connection to Colorado came when a potential investor connected Pete Gombert 
with Bruce Hoyt at Gary Community Investments. Both parties describe the initial phone call as 
one of a merging of interests: indieDwell’s social benefits approach to building housing and 
Bruce’s belief that the indieDwell model fit well into existing initiatives supported by Gary 
Community Investments. These initiatives included a specific exploration of housing 
construction alternatives that could create options for lower income families.  
 
After the initial contact with indieDwell, a team from Gary Community Investments traveled to 
Boise to tour the factory. Following the tour, Bruce invited Pete to Colorado to present the 
indieDwell concept to a meeting of interested parties including philanthropy, developers, 
government and other affordable housing advocates. Separately, but at about the same time as 
indieDwell’s initial presentation, Maulid Miskall was newly hired at the state and charged with 
reviewing the regulatory code with an eye to housing affordability.  
 
Among those in the initial meeting were investment directors from the Colorado Health 
Foundation, the state’s largest philanthropy. All parties credit the connection between indieDwell 
and the Colorado Health Foundation to Bruce Hoyt at Gary Community Investments, and both 
Bruce and Ben Bynum (Colorado Health Foundation) reported that they conditioned their 
continued involvement on a commitment from Pete to make Colorado the second indieDwell 
location (at this time indieDwell was exploring expansion opportunities in other states). Later, 
Bruce reported knowing early on that indieDwell was a good fit when “multiple entities were 
lining up to work with indieDwell.” But in the end, it was the Colorado Health Foundation’s 
heavy lift and indieDwell’s commitment that likely brought indieDwell to Pueblo. 
 
The Colorado Health Foundation becomes the lead local entity from here. As with many health-
related foundations, their focus was turning from direct provision of health services to social 

 
6 https://www.coloradofuturescsu.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Housing-Unaffordability-Report_Executive-
Summary_Fact-Sheets_Final.pdf, page 21. 

https://www.coloradofuturescsu.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Housing-Unaffordability-Report_Executive-Summary_Fact-Sheets_Final.pdf
https://www.coloradofuturescsu.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Housing-Unaffordability-Report_Executive-Summary_Fact-Sheets_Final.pdf
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determinants of health; prominent among those social determinants is stable housing. 
Secondarily, the foundation had specific foci on selected communities in the state, one of them 
being Pueblo. Ben Bynum reported an almost immediate recognition that indieDwell fit both of 
the foundation’s investment areas. 
 
To move the process along, the Colorado Health Foundation granted indieDwell $250,000 for a 
market study with multiple milestones, among which was the identification of $1 million–$1.5 
million local match dollars for the build of the factory. Ben reported to be surprised that 
indieDwell knocked these milestones and deliverables out of the park and from here the focus 
turned to Pueblo.  
 
The Colorado Health Foundation arranged a three-day long Pueblo road show during which 
indieDwell introduced the concept to the community, toured the city in search of a site for a 
factory and became acquainted with local leaders including those involved in workforce 
development and in economic development. This trip resulted in the selection of a site central to 
the targeted workforce, a connection to and commitment of an economic development incentive 
from the Pueblo Economic Development Corporation, and a further commitment from the 
Colorado Health Foundation for a program related investment in the form of a low interest loan 
to support indieDwell moving into the factory. That second philanthropic investment had its own 
metrics focused mainly on the workforce: an hourly wage of $17/hour, full benefits, paid time 
off, and profit sharing for front line employees.  
 
With this follow-on investment, indieDwell was able to begin operations in Pueblo with a 
100,000 square foot factory, 75 employees and a realizable production goal for the first three 
years. But perhaps equally important for a company committed to forging local partnerships, 
indieDwell was developing community relationships and statewide sponsorship. Quickly the 
company was integrated with community groups supporting workforce development and efforts 
at upskilling the labor force. And further north, the Colorado Health Foundation was “falling in 
love with the model” because it allows a family at 80 percent area median income to own a home 
and create wealth.  
 
As a footnote to the initial process, the relationship between indieDwell and the Colorado Health 
Foundation endures. Since opening and beginning production, indieDwell came back to the 
Colorado Health Foundation in December 2020 for an additional capital investment to support 
growth. This request will expand hiring by 100–110 employees to support a balance sheet 
sufficient to legally execute larger contract opportunities. To meet this request, the Colorado 
Health Foundation partnered with Legacy Community Bank, a local Pueblo bank, to support 
indieDwell with a $3.5M loan guaranteed by the foundation. This is the Colorado Health 
Foundation’s third major investment into indieDwell, a strong endorsement of the company, the 
concept, and its projected impact. 
 
Early indications are that the indieDwell project is a success. Our task is to better understand 
what led to that success. We began this inquiry with a set of preliminary hypotheses. The next 
section assesses those hypotheses against the findings and testimonials from those involved in 
the process. From this assessment we refine the early hypotheses into formal findings and 
explore replicability of the model. 
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Assessing the Hypotheses 
 
For each of the following hypotheses, the discussion begins with the original (preliminary) 
hypothesis, assesses it based on the interview responses and concludes with a finding with 
respect to the specific hypothesis. The findings are then combined into a model to replicate 
elsewhere. 
 
Research mattered. Identification of the problem through research granted validity to both the 
need and the potential solutions.  
 
The interview responses largely confirmed that the research mattered. Perhaps the most ardent 
endorsement of the importance of the research came from Pete who admitted to stealing liberally 
from the factors study when developing his pitch, even going as far as integrating a modified 
visual of the wheel. Pete reported that having the foundation of Colorado based research assisted 
in connecting with audiences throughout the state.  
 
From the perspective of philanthropy, Danielle Shoots shared that The Colorado Trust relies on a 
basis of research to guide all of their investment decisions. Specific to this project, Tracey 
Stewart reported that the indieDwell project “would not have happened without it.” She credited 
the research for being “so honest” and a major factor in convincing funders that if Colorado 
continued to play the game by the old and same rules nothing was going to change. The factors 
study, she reported, provided the framework for Gary Community Investments to be open to a 
concept such as the one presented by indieDwell.  
 
Without a counterfactual, it is impossible to know if indieDwell would have found a different 
connection in Colorado. What we do know is that Pete’s first Colorado connection was Bruce at 
Gary Community Investments and that Gary Community Investments was influenced by the 
research findings. 
 
We found that research mattered. 
 
Philanthropy as a source of capital was unique and necessary. Philanthropy replacing more 
traditional forms of start-up capital was both unique and important. 
 
The interview respondents shared that philanthropic support is not unique but far rarer than other 
sources of capital. Pete emphasized that traditional sources of capital are designed to maximize 
returns for investors. This can be incompatible with a company with a social mission and can 
take as much as 80 percent of the existing capital off the table. What makes a difference is 
mission-oriented capital investments (concessionary socially responsible capital) that the 
philanthropies supporting indieDwell were willing to make. From the economic development 
perspective, Jeff shared that it is very uncommon for Pueblo Economic Development 
Corporation projects to have philanthropy involved. Typically, their projects are with for profit 
entities. indieDwell, as a nonprofit, is a departure.  
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From the perspective of philanthropy, Bruce noted that this magnitude of philanthropic support is 
unusual but not entirely unique. As philanthropy evolves to recognize housing as a core social 
determinant of health, it paves the way for such investments that combine a private product 
(housing) with a social mission. It also should not be lost that philanthropy does not require 
excess returns and perhaps more importantly is more willing and able to make early follow-on 
investments, as the Colorado Health Foundation already has done.  
 
Danielle elaborated further, sharing that the traditional capital system, based on risk assessment, 
institutionalizes inequity. She shared that the Colorado Health Foundation has been a statewide 
leader in disrupting this model, and the state’s other philanthropies are following. She asserted 
that it is the role of philanthropy to recast risk and long entrenched ideas around access to capital. 
From her perspective, projects such as indieDwell fit squarely into that vision. 
 
Perhaps an underestimated but equally important aspect of philanthropy’s involvement is the 
connection to the community—the local touch. Dr. Bynum shared the foundation’s vision for 
partnership in Pueblo (see figure three) that integrates indieDwell into a larger community 
vision. Danielle added that the opportunity to participate in a project in rural Colorado that 
addressed both housing and the more systemic issue of economic vitality were fundamental to 
The Colorado Trust’s support. But perhaps the most compelling support came from Pete who 
was explicit in stating that indieDwell would have gone elsewhere without philanthropy’s 
financial support and community connections. 
 
We found that philanthropy as a source of disruptive capital for affordable housing 
projects is rare. This project demonstrates that it was integral for both the innovative, 
system-based approach to affordable housing and for the community connections that 
philanthropy brings. 
 
The process required a strong policy entrepreneur. Aligning the multiple players and 
interests required a local champion (the policy entrepreneur) to establish the relationships and 
opportunities for indieDwell to be successful. 
 
The facts of the case suggest that the policy entrepreneur role was initiated by Bruce Hoyt and 
relatively quickly shared with Ben Bynum, both representing philanthropy. Early on, Bruce acted 
as a key connector setting up the initial meeting for indieDwell to share its vision for Colorado. 
He recalled making connections to the Colorado Health Foundation, the state regulatory agency, 
capital investors, developers, and to opportunities for tax credits. Reflecting on his role with Ben, 
Bruce shared that in the end it was a joint effort that came together to embrace a process that had 
demonstrated value but with many moving parts. He further mused that Colorado is a magical 
place where private, public, and philanthropic communities don’t have an ego and can get things 
done.  
 
Later in the process, this role shifted to Ben Bynum who added that if the Colorado Health 
Foundation hadn’t moved quickly in Colorado, the state could easily have been indieDwell’s 12th 
factory to open rather than its second. He recalled the need to be fearless, recognize an 
opportunity, and acknowledge that while the modular housing solution won’t fix the whole 
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problem, it would make a meaningful difference in the ability to bring housing options. It was 
Ben who arranged the three-day road show in Pueblo, exploring the mutual interests (including 
with the community college, local nonprofits, diversified local industries and other agencies 
supporting workers with disabilities).  
 
Perhaps the strongest endorsement for the policy entrepreneur role came from Danielle. She 
shared that Ben Bynum and the Colorado Health Foundation are state leaders in the rethinking of 
philanthropy, particularly in its role to disrupt traditional forms of investment capital. She freely 
shared that The Colorado Trust follows the lead of Ben’s group at the Colorado Health 
Foundation. She further elaborated that Ben’s advocacy for a new way of thinking about risk 
taking and his strong endorsement of the indieDwell project were integral to the decision by The 
Colorado Trust to support the project. 
 
From the indieDwell perspective, Pete concurred. He shared during his interview that without the 
local efforts of Bruce Hoyt and Ben Bynum indieDwell would have located its second factory in 
a state other than Colorado. In fact, he shared that indieDwell currently is exploring further 
expansion and in each state under consideration, there is a local champion.  
 
Achieving success on projects that seek to merge a private good (a home) with a social mission 
in a manner that is fully integrated into the economic health of the community appears to benefit 
greatly from the role of the local policy entrepreneur. In this case, that role was played by leaders 
in the philanthropic sector who were uniquely placed to disrupt the traditional way of thinking 
and simultaneously offer development capital and deep community connections.  
 
We found that the policy entrepreneur was integral to the success of the project; the fact 
that this role came from philanthropy likely conferred additional advantages.  
 
Success required a concerted effort to undo the stigma often associated with modular 
housing and to make significant changes in Colorado’s regulatory regime. Particularly with 
respect to the perception surrounding modular housing, indieDwell and its partners needed to 
work explicitly on a campaign to garner acceptance for the product. Regulatory changes could 
help support that effort. 
 
Although seemingly not top of mind in any of the interviews, every respondent conceded that it 
continues to be important to undo the historic perception of modular housing. Danielle shared 
that The Colorado Trust has dedicated sections of its newsletter to modular housing, but 
respondents agreed that the best way to change perception was with real examples of the product.  
 
As an early support for indieDwell, Gary Community Investments funded the building of a 
prototype unit to be placed on a land trust parcel in Aurora, Colorado held by Elevation 
Community Land Trust (Denver metro region). While that prototype is not yet complete, the site 
was specifically selected as an urban infill site to demonstrate the viability of coupling affordable 
housing units in areas with high access to education, jobs, health, transportation and other 
opportunities. But today, visitors to Pueblo can tour the indieDwell factory, a typically noisy 
factory, and then head into a fully built and appointed indieDwell model and notice not only the 
quality of the build and the finishes but the complete lack of noise. 
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While indieDwell and its partners were working to demonstrate the quality of modular housing, 
the State of Colorado, independent of the indieDwell process, was working to both change 
perception and modernize regulations. Maulid Miskall shared that during the summer of 2018, he 
participated in a statewide “roadshow” in partnership with the state’s affordable housing 
advocacy organization, Housing Colorado. The roadshow included a specific focus on 
manufactured and modular housing and included presentations about the building code (in 
Colorado, modular homes are required to be built to the same code as site-built homes) and about 
related local regulations and zoning (Colorado is a strong local control state).  
 
Separately, Maulid shared that Colorado’s decision to locate the housing regulation function 
within the Division of Housing allows for more explicit consideration of policy priorities such as 
affordable housing into the regulatory regime. Although not specific to the indieDwell case, it is 
conceivable that Colorado’s regulatory framework and the state’s dedication to changing the 
perception of modular housing assisted in the process of locating the factory in Pueblo. In 
response to the issue of regulation, Pete shared that indieDwell units were already designed and 
built to meet and exceed Colorado’s building code. 
 
We found that the modular stigma persists but that explicit demonstrations of quality, 
support from the government and a reasonable regulatory environment aid in undoing the 
stigma. 
 
All players and functions supporting the project needed to come together. The process of 
bringing indieDwell to Colorado required action from government (in its regulatory role), a 
research institute, economic development organizations, and philanthropy. Failure of any of 
these integral roles would have precluded success.  
 
Without a counterfactual, it is impossible to assess whether the absence of any of the roles would 
have led to a different outcome. While the hypothesis that all players and functions were required 
for success may be too strong a statement, the assessment of the process strongly suggests that 
all aspects outlined in this case were integral. Our assessment of this hypothesis is thus softened 
slightly. 
 
We find that philanthropy, economic development, government and research combined 
with a private entity to suggest a viable and replicable model for addressing systemic 
affordable housing challenges.  
 
Building on the last hypothesis, a replicable model emerges. First and foremost, it is necessary to 
have a housing producer with a viable model, both for building quality housing in an affordable 
manner and with a commitment to contributing to the on-going economic vitality of the 
community. But as this case suggests, the housing producer is necessary but not sufficient. 
Generally, such entities need capital; here philanthropy was demonstrated to confer multiple 
advantages as the source of capital for this project: disrupting the biases in traditional forms of 
capital, accepting lower returns and exhibiting the patience required to accommodate longer time 
horizons, support for the social benefits model, and integration into the local community. This 
project benefited greatly from the role of the policy entrepreneur, particularly since that role was 
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played by philanthropy, and the independent research that preceded the process supported both 
the needs assessment and the risk taking necessary for philanthropy to embrace an alternative 
model. Finally, all players needed to continue to work to undo the historic stigma associated with 
modular and manufactured housing. While it is conceivable that this project would have 
succeeded even if one of the players were not in place—the confluence of research, government, 
philanthropy, economic development organizations, and a private entity is demonstrated as a 
powerful model for success and replication. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Unique is a difficult standard to meet; a single counterexample violates the assertion. Still 
Danielle Shoots was willing to endorse the notion that the indieDwell project is unique. She 
further elaborated, adding that it was “not that there aren’t other affordable housing projects 
being developed” but because it is an “affordable housing supply chain” solution. This case 
further demonstrates that while perhaps not unique, the role of philanthropic capital is a rare and 
promising way of disrupting traditional funding models while furthering the evolution of 
philanthropy from a transactional to transformational approach. The confluence of players and 
interests that came together in the indieDwell story was a powerful force.  
 
Yet, unique and rare should not impede efforts at replication. The early and projected impacts of 
indieDwell in Colorado suggest that replicability is a noble goal. And though all involved 
acknowledge it is not a panacea to the full housing affordability problem, it is a big step in the 
right direction. For that reason, all involved in this study supported replication of this model for 
producing housing that is affordable for modest income households as one that is a sustainable, 
scalable, and system based. We believe this case study supports those efforts as a creative step 
forward in breaking down barriers to affordable housing.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions 
 
Questions for Philanthropy  
 

• Please describe, from your perspective, the process that brought indieDwell to Colorado. 
• To what extent did our research get the ball rolling?  
• Among the other investable affordable housing opportunities, why was IndieDwell worth 

it? 
• What, if any, actions did philanthropy take to change the perception of modular housing? 

Do you think these efforts were integral to bringing IndieDwell to Colorado? 
• What are your measures for success for this investment?  
• Can you share with us any other efforts that you know of (in Colorado or elsewhere) 

where multiple players came together successfully to overcome barriers to affordable 
housing through the use of a cutting-edge technology? 

• The purpose of this case study is to explore what it took to bring IndieDwell to Colorado. 
We have asked some specific questions, but we would like to hear more. From your 
perspective, what were the most important factors in bringing indieDwell to Colorado? 

 
Questions for Government  
 

• Please describe, from your perspective, the process that brought indieDwell to Colorado. 
• To what extent did our research get the ball rolling?  
• What regulatory barriers existed, and to what extent were those barriers lowered to 

facilitate the increased use of modular development for addressing housing needs? 
• Assuming there were regulatory changes, were the modifications done in response to any 

industry requests or other industry business decisions, research findings, specific projects, 
comparisons to other states, etc?  

• Specific to this case study, were any regulatory changes done to facilitate the indieDwell 
project? If so, how did they come about, what were they and what role do you think they 
played in bringing indieDwell to Colorado? 

• What, if any, actions did government take to change the perception of modular housing? 
Do you think these efforts were integral to bringing indieDwell to Colorado? 

• What are your measures for success for this policy or regulatory change? 
• Can you share with us any other efforts that you know of (in Colorado or elsewhere) 

where multiple players came together successfully to overcome barriers to affordable 
housing through the use of a cutting-edge technology?  

• The purpose of this case study is to explore what it took to bring IndieDwell to Colorado. 
We have asked some specific questions, but we would like to hear more. From your 
perspective, what were the most important factors in bringing indieDwell to Colorado? 

 
Questions for indieDwell  
 

• Please describe, from your perspective, the process that brought indieDwell to Colorado. 
• To what extent did our research get the ball rolling? 
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• Did indieDwell quarterback the gathering of the necessary players—did they facilitate 
bringing government, philanthropy and economic development together to make this 
project a success? If so, how did they identify the appropriate players?  

• Was there a specific point person (policy entrepreneur/nexus) outside indieDwell who 
was integral to bringing together the necessary players? If so, how was that person 
identified and what do you think would have happened to the project if that person were 
not in place? 

• If all of the factors (regulatory change, philanthropy support, economic development 
incentives, etc) had not been in place, would the project have been realized? 

• What, if any, actions did indieDwell take to change the perception of modular housing? 
Do you think these efforts were integral to bringing indieDwell to Colorado? 

• What has your impact been to date, and your expectation over the coming years for unit 
production as well as job creation? 

• Can you share with us any other efforts that you know of (in Colorado or elsewhere) 
where multiple players came together successfully to overcome barriers to affordable 
housing through the use of a cutting-edge technology?  

• The purpose of this case study is to explore what it took to bring IndieDwell to Colorado. 
We have asked some specific questions, but we would like to hear more. From your 
perspective, what were the most important factors in IndieDwell’s decision to locate in 
Colorado? 

 
Questions for Economic Development  
 

• Please describe, from your perspective, the process that brought indieDwell to Colorado. 
• To what extent did our research get the ball rolling—how much did they rely on it 

facilitating the connection of players taking action on bringing housing affordability 
through addressing the labor productivity gap? 

• Among the other investable economic development opportunities, why was IndieDwell 
worth it, beyond a job creation consideration? 

• What are your measures for success for this investment?  
• Closing question—The purpose of this case study is to explore what it took to bring 

IndieDwell to Colorado. We have asked some specific questions, but we would like to 
hear more. From your perspective, what were the most important factors in bringing 
IndieDwell to Colorado? 




