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òIt takes people to create a community...ó 
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Preface  

 

In the contemporary climate of housing affordability, social isolation 

and environmental concerns, the cohousing model seems to 

address  all  these issues and offers  a housing  alternative. Additionally, 

the existing liter ature  suggests  that residents living in cohousing 

communities improve their quality of life and well -being.  However, 

the cohousing model is slow to develop as an alternative housing 

option in Australia . There are many factors contributing to cohousing 

rema ining on the fringe of the culture of housing in Australia . The first 

aim of this paper is to present the reasons why , to date , only three 

cohousing communities have been established in Australia. The 

second aim is to integrate the existing  literature on c ohousing and 

incorporate input from leading figures in the cohousing field in 

Australia. My hope is that this review will become an introductory text 

for people with interest in the cohousing concept and that it will be 

used as a stepping stone for their j ourney into cohousing.  

 

 

 

 

                                                                               



4 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

Acknowledgments   

In this long process of researching, learning and writing about cohousing 

there were many who directly and indirectly contribute through their 

research, books and comments to the making th is paper.  

I would like to acknowledge firstly my family Orit and Shiloh for bearing 

with me while being very involved in the cohousing process. To Tamara 

Shatar for the editing and the members of ôSydney Cohousingõ, Paul 

Osmond from the University of New S outh Wales . Robyn Williams of 

Pinakarri, Linda Seaborn of Cohousing Coop, Ian Higginbottom  and Mary 

Jankins of Cascade Cohousing, Tony Kid d  , Iain Walker & Gisele Wilkinson 

and the members of Cohousing Australia for their great contribution in 

writing the Australian Chapter.  

For their inspirational books, texts and researches; Kathryn McCamant & 

Charles Durrett, Graham Meltzer, Dr Jo Williams, Greg Bamford, Matthieu 

Lietaert, Louise Crabtree, Maruja Torres -Antonini , Dick Urban Vestbro, Dr 

Vanda Rounsefell , Cohousing Association U.S, Kelly & Chris Scotthanson,  

the U.K Cohousing Network, Cohousing Italia, Kollektive Nu, Diana Leafe 

Christian  and many more...   

 

 

Gilo Holtzman   

 



5 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

Part 1    Introduction  

1.1   Cohousing: An Old Idea ð A Contemporary Approach  

1.2   What is cohousing?  

1.5   Senior Cohousing  

1.3   Cohousing Structure and Design  

1.4   Cohousing - the Sustainable / Affordable Question  

Part 2   Case Studies  

2.1   European Collaborative Housing  

2.1.1   Danish Cohousing  

2.1.2   Swedish Cohousing  

2.1.3   Dutch Cohousing  

2.1.4   Springhill Cohousing UK  

2.2    Coh ousing  in America  

2.2.1   N Street, Davis California -  

2.2.2   Swanõs Market, Oakland California 

Part 3    Cohousing in Australia   

3.1   Cohousing in Australia  

3.1.1   Cascade Cohousing  

3.1.2   Cohousing Cooperative  

3.1.3   Pinakarri Cohousing  

3.1.4   Eco housing Heidelberg - cohousing coop  

3.2    The Future of Cohousing in Australia  



6 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

Part 4   Why Cohousing?   

Why Cohousing ?  

 

FAQ 

 

Glossary  

 

Resources 

 

References  

 

Image Caption  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1- Introduction  

 

Envisage living in a vibrant c ommunity which is 

environmentally aware, energy efficient.   With 

willing, fun loving, diverse people sharing 

the  many household tasks across the 

community,  creating  more free time to  live your 

dreams, and reducing your cost of living!  Home 

grown veggies! . .... (Bridges 2010) 

  



8 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

1. Cohousing : An Old Idea ð A Contemporary Approach  (McCamant & Durrett 1988)  

About 2,400 years ago, the Greek philosopher Plato described an ideal 

community where everything w as organised collectively. In 1506, the 

Englishman Thomas More ,1 published the book óUtopiaó, meaning no place , 

which gave a name to such visions. In More sõ ideal community, people were to 

live in neighbourhood groups with common dining  rooms and various s hared 

leisure facilities. His description of an ideal community was a way to criticise the 

existing society.  

òThe concept of cohousing is not new, it has roots in utopian, feminist,  pre -

industrial western societies, where small communities used to live an d sustain 

themselves by sharing resources, property and aspirationsó (Meltzer 2005) . What 

was new, however, was the implementation of this old idea in a new context 

and in a new way which allows cohousing communities not only t he benefits of 

larger social interaction but also to support each other easing the burdens of 

daily life (Lietaert 2009) . 

Cohousing first took roots in Denmark in the mid 1960õs, expanding almost 

simultaneously but indepen dently in Sweden and Holland where it bec ame an 

established housing model . The term, òcohousing ó, translat ed  from the Danish 

word bofaellskaber   meaning ôliving together õ, was first introduced in 198 8 in the 

book òCohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Hous ing Ourselvesó  by two 

American architects , Kath ryn McCamant and Charles Durrett who became 

acquainted with the cohousing concept while living and studying architecture 

in Denmark.  

In the cohousing model, the community residents own their own homes (or re nt) 

but also have a share in the ownership of communal space and the common 

                                                

1 Thomas More   ,1478  ð1535, also known as Saint Thomas More , was an English lawyer , social  hilosopher , 

author , and statesman , More sketched out his most well -known and controversial work, Utopia  1516, a novel 

in Latin. In it he describes the political arrangements of the imaginary island country of Utopia. Utopia  

contrasts the contentiou s social life of European states with the perfectly orderly, reasonable social 

arrangements of Utopia and its environs (Tallstoria, Nolandia, and Aircastle). In Utopia, with communal 

ownership of land, private property does not exist, men and women are edu cated alike, and there is almost 

complete religious toleration . Some take the novel's principal message to be the social need for order and 

discipline rather than lib erty. ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_More#Utopia  (accessed may 2010)   
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawyer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_philosopher
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Author
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statesman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utopia_%28book%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_toleration
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_More#Utopia
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house, where community activities occur. Although community participation is 

encouraged, the extent to which residents participate in their community is 

entirely voluntary.   

The separate income resource allows household autonomy and preservation of 

the ôprivateõ within the community. Residentõs financial contribution of about 

10%-15% of their total budget  allocated for the community allows for extensive 

common facilities where the common house is the heart of the community and 

shared  common meals a few times a week  bring the community together .  

 

1.1 What is Cohousing ? 

Cohousing is short for collaborative housing; it is also a form of ôIntentional 

Communityõ, an inclusive term for Eco -Villages, Cohousing, Community  Land 

Trusts, Communes, Student Coops  and urban  Housing Cooperatives.  

Mazo  defines  Intentional Community as  a  living environment where doors donõt 

need to be locked, where significant relationships with neighbours are the  norm 

rather than the exception, where generations mix and everyone has a role, 

where people experiment with commitment to something more tha n their 

individual interests . As a term , Intentional Community  refers to a group of 

people who intentionally organi zed aiming  to create , build and live in a 

community ; this empowers  them to live their way and improve their lifestyle and 

well -being.  

Some of the c haracteristic s attributed to cohousing as identified by  McCamant 

and Durrett  (p.38 -41) include: participator y p rocess; intentional neighbourhood 

design; c ommon facilities; c omplete resident management; together with òthe 

encouragement of human interaction, support for disadvantaged members of 

the society, and  the awareness of the environmental concerns ó (George 2006) . 

While these principals are not exclusive to cohousing and can  be attributed  to 

all  types of intentional communities,  The three  characteristics that  set cohousing 

apart from other intentional  communities  (although some other communities 

 



10 | Introduction to cohousing & the A ustralian context                                                                                                                                               Gilo Holtzman  

 

may include a variation of one of them ) are ; non -hierarchical s tructure,  shared  

ownership of communal  resources  and separate income .  

Points of difference between Co -op, Cohousing or Eco -Village and standard 

estate development include : (Rounsefell)  

 

Å Working with the differences between individual and collective ownership 

and lifestyle .  

ÅDeciding whether to prioritise finding land or community and timing of 

purchase (given the potential holding costs for a 1-5-year process) .  

Å The challenge of finding your community for a niche market .  

ÅChallenge  of adapting the eco -social concepts behind Intentional 

Community  to a mainstream context .  

ÅChallenges  in finding front -end finance and ways to constrain approval  

and construction times while guarding social equity .  

ÅGetting the figures to add up when a developer needing to make a profit 

may be constructing something previously supplied gradually and 

piecemeal, with low cost or recycled materials by sweat equity, in private 

time  

ÅChallenges  in offsetting the extra financial and environmental costs of 

thermal mass and solar technology (good design is NOT necessarily more 

costly); poor lot orientation can make eco -design impossible (Wrigley, 2007 )  

ÅBalancing contro l, costs, risk and partnership with future residents  

ÅComing to terms with the necessary community -building and decision 

making processes and finding faster ways of achieving a similar social result  

Å The impact of unusual processes and strategies on dev elopment approval, 

seeking the goodwill of utility providers and financiers/banks in advance by 

including them earlier and with tighter engagement; some banks are now 

starting to self -promote as supportive of green development or shared equity 

loans .  

ÅUnderstanding  and acting on the urgency of providing demonstration 

projects of high -performance alternatives to financial, eco and social un -

sustainability.  
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In addition there are differences between different types of Intentional 

Community based on rural vs. urban/town or village zoning and whether on 

Community Title, Strata Title or Multiple Occupancy (rural land sharing 

community or urban land trusts):  

 

Å Development  approval process .  

Å Likely off -site impacts.  

Å Lifestyle (social and employment) opportu nities.  

Å Practical constraints .  

Å Provision of and accessibility to services .  

Å Construction costs.  

Å Ongoing maintenance costs .  

Å Community makeup etc.  

 

And then, the usual developer questions need to be asked, such as:  

Å What do you get for your money?  

Å How much more does it cost extra?  

Å Are the eco sustainable practices approved by the different government?  

/ Authorities ?  

Å Do you have feasibility studies?  

Å Do you have due diligence statements?  

Å Do you have certified valuations?  

Å What s upporting documentation do you have for the success of the 

project?  

Å Do you have presales?  

Å What is your marketing strategy for presales?  

Å Is this the right place to develop this concept?  

Å Is the raw land too expensive from the start for this type of development ð is 

the land more suitable for something else?  

Å Can we make any money?  
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1.4   Senior Cohousing  

 

Ageing is inevitable; it is part of 

the wonderful cycle of life. The 

concern is whether we will be 

able to age gracefully and 

respectfully ? Although aiming for 

an intergenerational community 

is important and  the  preferred 

vision of  most cohousing 

communities as it creates the 

balance needed for sustaining 

the future of the community, 

secular housing options where 

senior housing is included , is part of the existing housing market .  With future 

concerns about  housing option s for an aging population  as in Australia , it is 

important to find and adopt alternative senior housing models that will and can 

address these future market needs.  And the ne eds of the baby boomers 

generation.  

Most housing options available for seniors today isolate them and discourage 

neighbourhood atmosphereó. (Durrett 2009 )  Although there are varied housing 

options for seniors, such as retireme nt villages, even the most exclusive ones 

cannot really create or even compensate for ones will òfor maintaining their 

comfort, control and independenceó. (Durrett 2009 )  The cohousing model also 

allows for seniors to keep thei r property and pass it on as inheritance, instead of 

using it to  pay for the other housing choices.  

òOne interesting observation that can be extrapolated from the European 

experience is that across the variety of country -specific approaches to 

cohousing,  cohousing for the elderly is booming across Europe ó (Lietaert) . In 

Holland and Denmark since the early 1980õs and òover a short period of its 

Figure 1; intergenerational Community.  

Image at  ô Senior Cohousing õ by Durrett 2009  
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development, cohousing schemes for older people have become as common 

as ag e-unrestricted schemeó (Bamford, 2004, 2005; Brenton, 1998).   

But not only in Europe , in the USA, senior cohousing is also gaining popularity  

with much thanks to Chuck Durrettõs book ôSenior Cohousing Handbookõ, which 

similarly to his Cohousing  book 20 yea rs earlier, helps people understand what 

senior cohousing is and how it works (W.H Thomas 2009).  

Senior cohousing is not different from  any other cohousing community in its 

process and structure, though it is much more tuned  to the needs of elder 

citizens, both in support and design.  

 

  

Figure 3; Design workshop, Silver sage cohousing US, image at ôthe Senior Cohousing Handbookõ Courtesy of 

Chuck Durrett.  
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1.2   Design and Social Structure  

Cohousi ng communities are very complex ò[t] he concept can be difficult to 

understand and even more difficult to operate ó (J. Williams 2005). The process of 

production and operation requires much effort, discussions, decision  maki ng , 

liability, forming working regulations  [constitutions] , legal agreements  between 

members, and between the members and the entity, and more.  And it is mostly 

òoutside ones experience, let alone the experience of councils and banksó 

(Bamford 2008) . 

òResident participation in the development process is cohousing's greatest 

asset and its most limiting factor. It is a huge task for a group of people, 

inexperienced in both collective decision making and the building industry,  

to take on a project of this complexity  Most residents have little knowledge of 

financing, design, and construction issues for housing development. They 

encounter problems in maintaining an efficient timeline, avoiding the 

domination of a few strong perso nalities and integrating new members 

without backtracking ó (K. McCamant 2000) .  

 

Setting up this development structure where participants are allocated on  a  

voluntary basis to various committees, ensures that everyone is tak ing part in 

the process.  

Figure 4; Group dev elopment 

structure Diagram by 

McCamant  & Durrett.  

Image  at  õSenior Cohousing 

Handbook  (Durrett 2009, 

p.113)  
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The absence of hierarchy in many of the 

cohousing communities is the reason why most 

groups are adopting the democratic or 

consensus decision -making process as their 

governance model tool. Cohousing 

communities mostly adopt the consensus 

model, which is usually defined as meaning 

both general agreement and the process of 

getting to such agreement.  By adopting 

consensus decision making, much debate can 

occur on various topics which can slow and 

delay  the making of  important decis ions until  

an agreement is reached. To resolve and 

improve decision -making process es, many groups are searching for various 

governance models that can help them create a more efficient working 

system.  

 

Recently , a new form of governance, 

Sociocracy 2 (also known as Dynamic 

Governance ) is being widely explored 

and adopted as a decision -making tool 

which helps groups run their meeting s in 

a more efficient manner. Adopted from 

the corporate world Sociocracy , 

simplifies the decision making process 

by adopting  a circle structure which is 

òa semi-autonomous unit that has its 

own aim/ role. It makes the policy  

                                                

2 Sociocracy  òis a system of governance using consent -based decision making among equivalent individuals 

and an  organizational structure. The sociocratic organization is composed of a hierarchy of semiautonomous 

circles. This hierarchy, however, does not constitute a power structure as autocratic hierarchies do. Each 

circle has the responsibility to execute, measur e, and control its own processes in achieving its goals. It 

governs a specific domain of responsibility within the policies of the larger organization. Circles are also 

responsible for their own development and for each member's development. Often called " integral 

education," the circle and its members are expected to determine what they need to know to remain 

competitive in their field and to reach the goals of their circle ó. [Wikipedia, 

http://en.wikipe dia.org/wiki/Sociocracy  (accessed August 1,2010)  

 

Figure 5; consensus decision making 

diagram by Christopher Day  

 

Figure 6 A Circle Meeting. (Villines, S.& Buck, J. 2007, p.74)  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociocracy
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decisions within its domain; delegates the leading, doing and measuring 

functions to its own members...ó (Villines, S.& Buck, J. 2007, P.75).  

The important decision s, that require the majority consent, are then brought to 

the group in the main circle for final voting. At  this stage , there is a round of 

response where each member can comment, agree or object. What makes 

this process efficient is that no additional response is permitted, h ence a 

member can respon d  once without further discussions. The intent is that all 

discussions and promotions of ideas would be done prior to the decision -

making working meeting. As a res ult, groups are able to achieve their visions, 

missions and aims in a more efficient and harmonious way.  

One of the greatest challenges of any community is dealing with conflicts 

arising while living and  working together . Conflict resolution and  nonviolent  

communication 3 are two examples  of  òa range of methods for alleviating or 

eliminating sources of conflict . Processes of conflict resolution generally include 

negotiation , mediation , and diplomacy ó (Wikiped ia) . This not only includes  the 

relationship between the members but also between all parties involved.  

The nonviolent communication model was adopted by Pinakarri as their  

working process , Robyn Williams , one of the founding members , describes their 

way  to address conflicts as ôthe be kind and be generous in your kindness 

model õ, which is what Pinakarri õs stated aspiration òThrough Pinakarri, (which 

means listening with undivided attention ), we learn to love ó, means .  

òThis connects and grounds us ó, Roby n says. òItõs shared and mostly 

trusted, even when any one of us behaves badly. Weõre reasonably fluent 

around talking about issues frankly; occasionally err on the side of holding 

back and value judgement, the occasional hissy -fit. I think people lean 

tow ards clearing up inter -personal issues directly, may get support for 

                                                

3
 ñWhen our communication supports compassionate giving and receiving, happiness replaces violence and 

grieving! ò(CNVC founder, Marshall B. Rosenberg, PhD ). NVC begins by assuming that we are all compassi onate by 

nature and that violent strategies ñwhether verbal or physical ñare learned behaviours taught and 

supported by the prevailing culture. NVC also assumes that we all share the same, basic human needs, and 

that each of our actions are a strategy to mee t one or more of these needs. (  (Rosenberg 

2003)The Centre  for  Nonviolent  Communication,  http://www.cnvc.org/)  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conflict
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Negotiation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mediation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diplomacy
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perspective and facilitation. Crisis or chronic issues are talked out in a 

variety of ways. At best we do listen deeply, seeking to understand the 

othersõ view and looking to find an outcome or resolution that is mindful of 

legitimate needs. Weõve trained and practiced several approaches, 

which have built up literacy, tools and processes, not everyone across all 

at any given time of course. Nonviolent Communication is an  accessible 

and dep endable model, and consistent with our intention to learn to love. 

Weõre interested in Sociocracy at times, Restorative Justice when the 

grown -up kids (9 x >20-23yo) were young. As the years goes by already 

10.5 yearsó We get better at it. Thereõs more experience and trust, 

structures become less constraining ò (R. Williams 2010). 

 

Various theorists identify design characteristics which will promote social 

interaction and cohesion within neighbourhoods. Many of these featur es can 

be found in cohousing 4 (J. Williams 2005). 

Dr Jo Williams of the UCL Bartlett School of Planning in London  studied five 

behaviours: social interaction, participation, community support, unity and 

safety in cohousin g and found that design features (division of space, densities, 

circulatory systems and communal facilities) particularly influenced social 

interaction and safety.  Empirical research  about cohousing in the United States 

by Torres-Antonini (2001)  also indic ates   that in a US cohousing community the 

design of cohousing helps to increase social behaviour s (J. Williams 2005). Williams 

also suggests that the design of cohousing communities in the US was influential 

in encouragin g greater sociability, stronger social networks and greater 

cohesion in cohousing especially in combination with social and personal 

factors  (J. Williams 2005).  

Social contact design (SCD) principles are used to encourage  more casual 

social encounters and increased opportunities for informal socialising in the 

communities.  

                                                

4 Abu -gazzeh, 1999; Altman, 1975; Baum & Valins, 1977; Clitheroe et al. , 1998; Coleman, 1990; Fleming et al. , 

1985; Gehl, 1987; Hillier & Hanson, 1984; Kenen, 1982; Sengul & Enon, 1990)  
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The principles include:  

* Provision of indoor and outdoor communal facilities;  

* Good visibility into all communal spaces;  

* Car parking outside the  community or car -free communities;  

* Gradual transitions between public and private space;  

* Provision of semi -private outdoor spaces close to  private units for socialising;  

* Positioning of key facilities and access points on walkways.  

 

 

 

It is impo rtant to note that designing for interaction alone acts only as a 

platform for the community to operate from and it is up to the residents to 

create programs which activate  the community for it to sustain itself . 

In the c ohousing model , three development types can be identified; resident 

led , partnership and speculative  See Table1 (J. Williams 2005, p.270) .                                                 

In the process of establishing a community, from community vi sioning, recruiting 

and marketing, establishing its legal entity, working through the des ign stages to 

community development and management once occupied   (process es that 

may take years  to complete) , the level of residents õ involvement and control 

varies a ccording to the type adopted .  

The partnership type has the highest potential for groups seeking to establish 

their communities that do not have the capital to do it themselves. The nature 

of the cohousing model provides a good base for collaboration betwe en 

government housing agencies, community housing associations and 

Figure 7; Community main enclosure and vistas (after Preston & Associates, 1994).  Heavy lines identify 

facades wh ere fenestration is minimal. Shaded areas  show the range of views from the common house to 

the community; areas  bounded by dotted lines show the range of views from the dwellings to the  

commons.  Source, (Torres-Antonini 2001)  
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developers, as it decreases the financial risks of both the residents and the 

developers, although the residents wonõt have full control over the 

development and conflicts and power games b etween all stakeholders 

involved may occur .  

Table Source from (J. Williams, Predicting an american future for cohousing 2005)  

In the residential led type , as it implies , the residents are involved in every 

aspect of the devel opment as  opposed to the speculative one where the 

developer is controlling the process (which is the traditional way of building 

houses and is based on the market õs prices and needs, rather than the dwellers õ 

needs ), the  input of the  residents occur s only  once living in the community , 

where it can operate as strata or other title .  

The notion that design can encourage stronger social networks is reinforced by 

environment ðbehaviour theorists. Environment ðbehaviour theory suggests that 

the design of housing development can impact on social behaviour of 

residents  (see Table  4) (J. Williams 2005, p.273) . 
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Table from (J. Williams, Predicting an american future for cohousing 2005)  

Since archi tectural design  process is always about the future, successful design 

of a community is one that can foresee, address and adapt  to the  future needs 

of those it is designing for. Throughout history , many architects and planners 

have tried to design urban spaces,  neighbourhoods and houses , based on 

various social design theories  and patterns  and  trying  to address social issues .  

Some succe eded  while  many others  failed in bringing theory into practice .   

Greg Bamford of Queensland University also argues that s ince cohousing is a 

grass-root initiative , òthe role of the architects is not to attempt to inject 

dedicated common space and facilities into housing schemes in the hope that 

residents will discover the virtue of cohousing, but rather to extend the dialogu e 

with clients and communities at the feasibility or briefly stage about possible 

futures that can workó (Bamford 2008) . For this reason, the consensus model has 

been widely adopted as a design process, working together wit h the architect 

and other professionals through design workshops, encouraging the group to 

take an active part in shaping the way the community will look, which will 

provide extra value in designing a successful community.     

What do c ohousing communities look like? And what is the ideal size of 

cohousing communities? These are two common question asked when trying to 

understand the physical aspect of c ohousing. The diagram below describes 
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different types of site plans as a generalization of cohousing commu nities, 

identif ied  in the cohousing literature;  

Figure 8:(a.)  pedestrian street, (b.) courtyard, (c.) combination of street and courtyard, (d.) one building 

(glass-covered street). (McCamant & Durrett)  

 

Although all of these types  can work well if adopted, it is up to each group to 

find the type that best suit s them  and  is supported by design consultancy  and 

the site in which it  is situated in. Cohousing can be built at low, medium and 

high densities and in a variety of layouts bas ed on orientation, size and costs, 

thus communities are very diverse. Cohousing communities can  consist of 

private units, duplexes, townhouses, or detached houses,  new buil t or retrofit, in 

rural, suburban and urban  setting s.  

Cohousing  communities var y in size but ideally  consist  of  between 12-36 

households. This may seem  arbitrary  number s but are  based on the experiences 

of existing communities  and their  abilities  to manage, operate and sustain 

themselves .  Getting to know everyone in the community  well  enough to have 

a good social balance can be difficult  if there are more household s. While 

having fewer households might also affect  the structure , the efficiency  and the  

affordability  of the community  in the long run.  

Concerns o ver  global warming and sustainability are slowly being 

acknowledged by  the mainstream. The adaptation of environmentally 

sustainable design [ESD] principles ; adapt and reuse, water harvesting and 

treatment, energy savings, passive and active solar considerations, are all part 

of good  design practice  and  will become standard requirements for new 

building in the not too far  future.  The big advantage of cohousing  lies in the 

way it is structured and construct ed  which considers and addresses  these 

concerns .  
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One design aspect that can be identified in the planning of many cohousing 

communities is the tendency to build in clusters. This allows for  a  smaller footprint 

of the dwelling on the site, leaving more open space for the community to 

share. In an era where sustainability and affordabi lity are of major concern s, 

building in cluster s makes more sense, as it saves on building materials , by 

sharing wall s for example ,  and  reduc es energy costs of heating and cooling , 

which inevitabl y also  relate to affordability.  The grouping of dwellings t ogether, 

extensive common facilities and share d  amenities, inherently also encourage 

pro -environmental behaviour.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 right  Dutch cohousing Hilversumse Meent 10 clusters each 5 dwellings share a common kitchen. 

Figure 10 above; ,Dutch cohousing, Jernostoberiet 1981.  
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Comparative cohousing site 

plans.  

Diagram s at, the Cohousing 

Handbook (Scotthenson 2005, 

p.159)  
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1.3   Cohousing - the Sustainable / Affordable Question  

For future c ohousing, sustainability and affordability a re imperative for 

establishing successful communities. To achieve sustainability and affordability, 

cohousing groups will have to decide how far they would be willing to go in 

order to achieve it . Will they be willing to drop some important environmentally  

sustainable feature s (principles) in favour of economic or social sustainability, to 

build their dream homes?  And how vital will it be for them to adapt to or 

change the way they live or at least the way they dwell, to be able to have a 

better quality of  life?  

Sustainability is defined  as "forms of progress 

that meet the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs ", [World 

Commission on Environment and Development  ()] but can 

also be interpreted in many other ways . 

Affordability is more straightforward al though 

also complicated.  òHousing affordability 

relates to a personõs ability to pay for their 

housing. It is complex issue, impacted by the 

local housing and labour markets as well as 

larger economic, environmental and social 

forces. When people struggle to meet the cost of housing, researchers describe 

it as housing affordability stress ó (AHURI). Affordability can be defin ed  as óhousing 

costs being less than 30% of household income and the occupants being in the 

bottom 40% of  household incomes ó (Disney 2007) . 

 

òAffordable housing is crucial. Without it, people  are impoverished, families and 

c ommunities eroded , jobs lost  and the economy  weakened. Affordability is 

now at its worst -ever level. Prices almost doubled during the past decade ... The  

affordability problem is by  no means  confined to homebuyers . Indeed, some of  

its deepest impacts are on low -income renters  in private or public housing ... 

Rent levels have risen relative to income  for many lower -income households.  

Figure 11 sustainable wheal, Image at  

(griffith.edu.au)   
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Government rent  assistance has not protected at   least 300,000 recipients  from  

unaffordable housing costsó (Disney 2004 ) . òA lack of affordability implies lack of 

long - term tenure or choice, undermining social diversity and equity or the 

ability to commit to place, hence undermining sustainabilityó (Crabtree 2006) . Thus 

cohousing communities could be an avenue for changing lifestyles and 

adapt ed  to  meet  all these challenges that we are facing today . 

 

In the case of cohousing , affordability  is conceive d  also as a  long term  

prospect of  improving ones  quality of life an d wel l-being.  Letõs look at it this 

way , putting aside our care for and responsibility to our global environment and 

focusing on our responsibility to our families or future families , we put a lot of 

love, energy and money into raising our kids, with hopes  that they will become 

confident, healthy, considerate and happy individuals.  We hop e that we will be  

able to grow and age in place, surrounded by our memories and people we 

love, and not in isolation or loneliness as many elders and senior citizens do.   In 

short, have a better future. And yet everything in our current environment does 

not allow us to provide what we wish to.  

 

Here are only few examples; most of the foods that we buy in local food stores 

are full of additives, flavours, preservatives and s ugar (unless we are able to 

afford to buy organic products, grow  it or make it ourselves); our domestic 

environment is full of various materials, from carpets to childrenõs plastic toys to 

paints which òcontain mutagenic materials, heavy metals, dangerous 

chemicals and dyesò (McDonough, P.4) , that are constantly emitting hazardous 

particles that we inhale, all this results in very serious health issues, such as 

cancer, asthma and allergies in kids and adults.  There goes health...  

The modern way of life for city dwellers is becoming more and more difficult. 

We hear about predictions of a 60% rise in electricity bills in the next three  years 

in New South Wales and in other states as well , water rates wonõt stay far 

beh ind. If we add fuel costs, rents and mortgages, the value of our money 

decreases, resulting in lower quality of life and our well being. Moreover, it will 

force us to work more only to maintain our current quality of life, leaving us with 
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less time to spen d with the family  and to  socialise  and with much more stress. 

There goes quality of life...  

As for the environment, well it is enough to see where we are today òthe 

amount of resources we use and consume,  the waste we produce and the 

emissions we produceó (J. Williams 2005, p.16) , to  realise how ridiculously wasteful 

our consumer society is and the impact it has on the environment.   There goes 

the future of our future generations...  

Although cohousing in its essen ce is social sustainability, without the balance 

between the environmental & economical aspects as well, cohousing 

communities could not really exist as a substantial alternative housing option .  

Therefore the true meaning of social and affordab ility does not lay in how 

cheap we can build our homes,  since construction costs vary little  unless 

alternative or innovative construction methods are adopted .  It will most likely 

not be cheaper than buying a new house and the cost of land is  may be 

another barrier  to  affordability.    Affordability  lies in the adaptation of [ESD] 

Environmentally Sustainable Design and [SCD] Social  Contact Design 

principles .. 

Resource consumption in particular appears to be an issue for smaller 

households. According to a growing body  of research, increases in domestic 

consumption of space (land), energy, materials, packaging, and goods and in 

the production of waste are linked with an increase in small households. Thus an 

increase in one -person households is likely to result in a sign ificant increase in 

domestic resource consumption and waste production.  

The issue is not simply one of accommodation but of sustainability and  the 

need for ònew residential developments to be environmentally and socially 

sustainable, for domestic resource  consumption and waste to be reduced, and 

for local communities to be re -invigorated ó (J. Williams 2005 ).  Significant 

reduc tions to  running costs and expenses  and improved social lives may be 

achieved through  òaccommoda tion which ideally encourage lower levels of 

resource consumption and waste production and greater local social capital 

(i.e. the 'glue' that binds people together in a community and encourages 
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them to co -operate with each other ó (J. Williams 2005 ) and by creating activities 

that encourage social interaction rather than imposing  it , such as share d  

meals , workshops and more.  In a paper published in Futures Journal  (2005), Dr J. 

Williams found that significant space, energ y and goods savings were be made 

by those living in cohousing in the US. òOn average 31% space savings; 57% 

electricity savings and 8% goods savings were achieved ó. This is in addition to  

more quality family time during the week, improv ements in  social lif e, while 

preserving privacy, and increas ed  quality of life and well being.  

In relation to future development and market s,  with carbon reduction  

scheme s and the move towards ôcarbon zero õ5 housing and ôcarbon zero õ 

cit ies , reducing our carbon footprint a nd carbon emissions in the domestic 

realm will be the driving force for adopting cohousing as a new housing model. 

òWith concerns about carbon emissions and energy savings, there has never 

been greater impetus for housing that offers low -carbon lifestyles.  If the 

development models emerging in the US were adopted in the UK, the market 

for cohousing could be substantially expanded here. This could add to our 

options for shrinking our carbon footprint as well as meeting social needs, such 

as safe homes for an  ageing population and local childcare facilities for 

parents who work ó (J. Williams 2005, p.16) . 

Matthieu Lietaert in his research òCohousing relevance to degrowth theoriesó 

asserts that the sharing and collaborat ing nature of cohousing communities 

results in less consumption and less wastage which coincide with the Degrowth 

movement theories.  The movement back to community is the key to 

sustainability in western culture. Knowing our neighbours, feeling like we be long, 

being part of something that we care about and  that  cares about us ð these 

                                                

5 In July 2007 the UK Government's Building A Greener Future: Policy Statement  announced that all new 

homes will be zero carbon from 2016.  Following up the commitment in the Policy State ment to consult further 

on the definition of zero carbon, in December 2008 the Government published Definition of Zero Carbon 

Homes and Non -Domestic Buildings: Consultation . This proposed an approach based on: high levels of 

energy efficiency in the fabric  of the home, a minimum level of carbon reduction to be achieved onsite or 

through directly connected heat; and a list of allowable solutions for dealing with the remaining emissions.  

http://www.communities.gov.uk/planningandbuilding/theenvironment/zerocar bonhomes/ (accessed July 1, 

2010) 
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are the elements of rebuilding sustainability in the world around us. This is acting 

locally  (Scotthenson 2005) . 

Cohousing  encourages pro -environm ental behaviour;  encourages   strong 

social networks; a re socially inclusive; increase residentsõ well-being; and 

provide affordable accommodation and lifestyle options  (J. Williams 2005). 

Cohousing also appears to fulfil the obje ctives  of  and adopt s similar design 

strategies to  the ôNew Urbanism Movement õ6 (see glossary) . Although different in 

their scale, both New Urbanism and cohousing objectives aim to improve 

quality of life of residence through the physical constructi on of space, creating 

communities that are liveable, walkable  and  sustainable, while raising the 

quality of life  which , again , is thought to produce more sustainable housing 

models  (J. Williams 2005). Furthermore , c ohousin g, because of its structure , is  

related to other movements such as Degrowth 7, and Transitioning 8. And to 

some extant According to Iain Walker The c ohousing model may be a òmagic 

bullet ó as a future housing type  and for neighbourhoods design  for mainstream  

housing , social housing  and housing for the elderly if we compare it to any 

other existing models (Walker 2008) .. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

6 New Urbanism  is an urban design  movement, which promotes walkable  neighbourhoods  that contain a 

range of housing  and job types  
7 Degrowth  is a political, economic, and social movement based on environmentalist , anti -consumerist  and 

anti -capitalist  ideas  
8 Transition Towns is a worldwide movement of ordinary people finding ways of being sustainable and resilient 

for the health and wellbeing of our children, ourselves and our planet.   It can be applied to whatever k ind of 

community you live in: suburb, city, town, village or even an island.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_design
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walkable
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neighbourhood
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environmentalist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-consumerist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-capitalist
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Part 2 - case studies  

 

òFrom the moment I first entered a cohousing 

community, it was apparen t that I was in a 

special placeó. (Durrett 2009 )   
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The cohousing model has evolved and changed rapidly through time and 

experience, since it first appeared more than 40 years ago in Denmark.  During 

this period three developme nt waves can be identified:  

 

Wave 1 , 1960s and 1970s in Northern Europe, pioneering communities evolved 

out of political activism and a search for better housing option s and support for 

working families.  

 

Wave 2 , 1980s, 1990s and 2000s in North America; c ohousing emerged in the US 

after the publication of the cohousing book by McCamant & Durrett in 1987. 

Since 2000 cohousing communities ha ve  more than quadrupled . 

    

Wave 3 , Europe, USA, Pacific Rim -Australasia and South -East Asia.  The current 

wave is ch aracterised by the addressing of issues including accessibility and 

affordability; green architecture and ecological habitation; adaptability and 

responsiveness to suit regional and cultural differences . (J. Williams 2005) 

 

This chapter provides a brief introduction to  c ohousing in Europe and the USA , 

their history  and  development to present . The case studies were chosen 

specifically to demonstrate the versatility of cohousing communities in different 

settings and models wh ich may be learnt from and adopted in Australia.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Danish cohousing model as applied in America. A) Munkesøgård cohousing site plan, 

Roskilde, Denmark, 1999. Source:: East Lake Commons brochure, Atlanta, GA,1999.  
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2.1   European Cohousing  

In Europe, cohousing developments can be divided into two groupings: the 

Scandinavian countries, led by  Denmark which pioneered cohousing about 40 

years ago, where central liv ing and collaborative living developed out of a 

local context and needs. Cohousing in Sweden and Holland varies in form , size 

and ownership, however still hold s some similarities to the Danish model.  The 

second group of countries , where  the cohousing model  has been adopted 

only in the past few years , consists of  France , Spain, Belgium, the UK and Italy  

(Lietaert) . 

In Italy, cohousing has especially benefited because of two types of cohousing 

organizations that have emer ged in the last few years and mass -media 

marketing. The first, Cohousing Venture, is closer to the U.S. model of a 

cohousing consultancy firm. The second  are  cohousing organizations that are 

non -profit companies. All provide resources and guidance to famil ies that wish 

to take part in creating a community. La Commune di Bagnaia is one of many 

examples of groups seeking living alternatives outside the cities (there are many 

deserted small villages and farms that provide great platforms for 

redevelopment to m eet the needs of these new communities ).  In La 

Commune di Bagnaia, the members pooled their resources and so were able 

to run several agricultural activities ð they had livestock of all kinds, a crop -

dusting plane (for organic substances) and other farm -based machinery. They 

sold their local produce from their vineyard, olive trees etc., which allowed 

them to sustain their community. While some worked on the property full time, 

others went out to work in jobs  (Lietaert) .   

The Italian case is nevertheless interesting as it illustrates the flexibility with which 

cohousing operates, namely that it can be adapted to peopleõs desires, needs 

and financial means.  
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2.1.1   Danish Cohousing [ bofaellesskaber ]  

 

 

In Denmark, bofoellesskaber  (directly translated as "living communities") 

emerged due to frustration over housing options (which, in a way, is very similar 

to our own housing issues more than forty years later) and out of the need to 

find solutions for social problems òof the late 20th century and post - industrial 

societyó (Meltzer 2005) . The first cohousing community was built in 1972 for 27 families, 

close to Copenhagen.  

 

 

Figure 13; Jystrup Savvaerket 

cooperative  1984, Denmark. Image 

a t  cohousing book by McCamant & 

Durrett.  

Figure 14: Jystrup Savvaerket 

cooperative 1984, site plan 

and Section Denmark. Image 

at cohousing book by 

McCamant & Durrett  
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Figure 15: Sweden's Stolplyckan, abov e, rents out its common rooms to public healthcare companies 

during the day. Image at http://www.cohousing.org/cm/article/europe  

òAfter initial scepticism, cohousing has won the support of the Danish 

government and financial institutionsó (Milman) , to become part of mainstream 

housing option, and today about 5 % of the Danish population ð more than 

100,000 people ð live in cohousing.  

 

In its form, Danish cohousi ng is comprised mostly of low density, single family 

houses, or attached dwellings one - to two -storey high, with a separate 

common house. The common house is usually located at the centre of the site 

or the entrance. óCommonly, the architecture takes a neo-vernacular 

character, its layout, form and materials being derived from rural building 

traditionsó (Meltzer 2005, P.7) . Communities range òin size from 6 to 80 households, 

with the majority between 15 and 33  residences ó (D. &. McCamant 1997) . 

 

 

2.1.2   Swedish Cohousing [Kollektivhus e] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Sweden the idea of cohousing (Kollektivhus ) has a long and fascinating 

history. In different periods, various models for more neighbourl y housing with 

shared services have been launched. These models have been motivated 

sometimes by social and political visions and sometimes as practical solutions to 

the needs of day -to -day life  (Vestbro 2008) . òThe major motivation to build these 
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houses in the 1970s was of a political nature. It was part of a large societal 

project of [an] active welfare state and the state invested a lot to make this 

happenó [Bjorn Palmqvist 9]  (Lietaert) . It was influenced as well by the Swedish 

feminist movement that played a key role in the 60õs in promot ing  cohousing as 

a way to share common chores more equally between the genders.  

 

Unlike Denmark, cohousing in Sweden has not evolved to be a significant  

housing alternative. The majority of cohousing communities are located in 

urban settings, usually in the centre of the big cities, built as medium to high rise 

apartmentõs blocks and are state-owned. The common house and joint 

facilities are located somew here in the building.  There are just over forty 

cohousing units that exist in Sweden, which represent a minute fraction of the 

housing stock  (Lietaert)  and most Swedes are unaware of housing alternative s 

such as cohou sing and eco villages .  Today , Kollektivhus housing  is becoming 

more popular due to an active collaboration with SABO ð the umbrella 

organisation Swedish Association of Municipal Housing Companies  (Lietaert) . 

 

 

                                                

9 Bjorn Palmqvist, a resident at Stoplyckan, the biggest cohousing community in Sweden, as quoted from an 

article òThe growth of cohousing in Europeó, by Matthieu Lietaert,  

Figure 16. Some of the ideas which were put forward by Alva Myrdal and Sven Markelius at a meeting of  the 

Professional Womenõs Club in 1932: A central kitchen and a dining hall on the ground floor. Small elevators 

that can send meals up to the apartments. A professionally staffed kindergarten somewhere in the building. 

Space for games and sun -bathing on t he roof.  Image at òHistory of cohousing ð internationally and in 

Sweden ó  Vestbro, Kollektivhus.nu  
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Since 2004, the collaborative housing movement has gain ed momentum , 

seven new units have been built and some more are in the planning stage.  In 

2006, there were 42 listed cohousing communities in Sweden. O f those , twenty 

five are running more or less acco rding to the original ideas while seventeen 

are not using all the original collective spaces. Thirty are owned by municipal 

housing companies, while six are cooperatively owned and six have special 

tenure forms . (Vestbro 2008)  òIn a few cases the cohousing communities share 

some spaces with a school, a day -care centre or facilities for the elderly and 

one community combines collaborative housing with eco -village featuresó 

(Vestbro 2008) .  

The first building was at Bergsjön , Gothenburg in 1979  and it was also the first to 

use the òBIG modeló10 . This area was a so -called problem area, with many 

social problems and apartments that changed hands often or stood empty. 

Professor Lars Ågren, the architect wh o had designed the area in the sixties, 

offered the landlord, a municipal housing company, a solution for the 

unoccupied apartments by transforming a building into cohousing, inspired by 

                                                

10 Big Model - [Bo I Gemenskap ] presented the idea of a òWorking together modeló which inspired a number 

of new co -housing projects. The BIG group turned away from the idea that housework was something to be 

kept to a minimum, instead BIG argued that women had had  throughout history a positive contribution to 

society and family life, by applying their skills in housework and financial housekeeping. Housework was only 

undesirable when it was a service carried out every day by a woman in a diminishing household. More over, 

cooking less often but for more people would become something to tackle with enthusiasm. Working with 

other people would in itself be stimulating. Eating from five to ten meals prepared by someone else would 

save a lot of valuable time before it was oneõs own turn to work in the kitchen. 

Figure 17 Left; The residents at Stacken, was the first cohousing unit in Sweden following the BIG model.  

Image at òHistory of cohousing ð internationally and in Swedenó Vestbro, Kollektivhus.nu.                 

Figure 10 ; Stacken  common area Plan  Images at ôsustainable communitiesõ by Graham Meltzer  
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the òBig modeló. The company was actually not interested in cohousing, but 

gave Ågren a chance to carry out his idea. He advertised in the newspapers 

and soon had an enthusiastic association which worked together to 

rehabilitate the building. The sixth floor was chosen for the majority of the 

collective spaces. The building  was to be run by the residents but still 

municipally owned (Vestbro 2008) . 

                                                           

 

 

 

The first building in Stockholm of the new model was Prästgårdshagen in Älvjsjö. 

In th is case , the idea was taken up by the municipal housing company . Many 

of the residents who moved into Prästgårdshagen  formed  an association that 

participated in the planning of the building, following the BIG model. The 

apartment area was reduced by about ten percent  to allow generous 

collective spaces without increased construction costs. The building was 

provided with a central kitchen, dining hall, laundry, music room, workshops, 

 Figure 18; An overview of various 

types of collaborativ e housing, as 

analysed by architect researcher 

Karin Palm Lindén. 26 units are 

grouped into 20 types classified 

according to spatial distribution of 

communication and communal 

spaces in relation to private 

apartments.  Image at òHistory of 

cohousing ð inter nationally and in 

Swedenó.pdf. by Vestbro, 

Kollektivhus.nu    
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kids play room, meetings rooms and more  (Kollektivhus NU ). The municipality  ran a 

kindergarten in the building. Every floor had a collective room not dedicated to 

any particular activity. It could, for example, be used for informal meetings, as a 

place to share magazines or as a room for young people. The first cohousing 

units ha d staff employed to arrange meals and take care of laundry where 

private housing companies took the lead  (Vestbro 2008) . 

 

 

2.1.3   Dutch Cohousing [ Centraal Wonen ] 

 

 

 

In the sixties, a new generation of communities were start ed by mostly younger 

people who sought new perspectives on society and on personal relationships ó 

(Bakker 2009 , p.1) . The idea of cohousing (Centraal Wonen) first appeared in the 

early seventies and the MW2 projects 11 (Environmentally and People Friendly Living 

and Working - Mens- en Milieuvriendelijk Wonen en Werken)  came a few years later. 

In the ô80s, communities for seniors were developed and, around 1990, came 

the idea of building an eco -village  (Bakker 2009 ) . Today, there are more than 100 

òCentraal Wonenó projects and about 230 seniors cohousing ( living groups of 

                                                

11 MW2 in Den Bosch is an example of Collective forms of living as developed in Holland since the 1970õs 
;Workspaces, a communal garden with a playground, parking solutions and bike stalls, hobbies or guests, 

secure an d/or accessible spaces for the handicapped, extra investments in sustainable energy and materials 

for a healthy and economic living environment. Especially the combination of living with working and other 

facilities creates an urban quality which otherwise  doesnõt come into being. , Holland, http://base.china -

europa  forum.net/rsc/docs/a_089collectively_commissioned_housing.pdf [accessed June 24]  

Figure 19: One of 

Wandelmeentõs clusters, a 

common characteristic.  

Image at 

www.cohousing.org/cm/article/eur

ope  

http://base.china-europa/
http://base.china-europa/
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Figure 20; Dutch Cohousing  Layout Diagrams. Image at ôcollaborative communities :õ by Dorit Fromm  

1991. 

the elderly ) which appeared in the eighties , to meet the needs of the growing 

population of 50 -plussers.  

ô 

 

 

The Netherla nds have created a cohousing model, which is based on the 

organization of large cohousing communities comprised of 30 - 70 units in 

clusters of 5 - 10 units (half of the cohousing projects in the Netherlands are 

subdivided into clusters). Each of these has  its own common facilities where 

residents share meals in small and intimate groups and there is one commonly 

shared building for parties, meetings and the like.  

 

Most cohousing projects consist of rented houses, normally owned by housing 

cooperatives, wh ich are wide -spread in The Netherlands, and almost all new 

cohousing projects are initiated by people with little or no real cohousing 

experience but are attracted by the concept and ideals.  Similar to the Italian 

and American communities, there are 60 Coh ousing projects that come under 

the umbrella of the LVCW which provides services to those people. òThere are 

also projects with a mix of owned and rented homes and some with only 

owned homesó (LVCW). 

 

 

 

 

 

 




