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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.  
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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) 
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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 
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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)  



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

 

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.  


