Part One
Introducing Cohousing
As we observed in our first edition of this book, traditional forms of housing do
not address the needs of most Americans. As dramatic demographic and economic changes continue to shape our society, many of us feel the effects of these
trends in our personal lives. Many people feel alone, isolated, and disconnected:
they are mis-housed, ill-housed, or unhoused. Cohousing helps individuals and
families to find and maintain the elements of traditional neighborhoods — family, community, a sense of belonging — that are so sorely missing in our society.
Pioneered in Denmark, the cohousing concept reestablishes many of the advantages of traditional villages within the context of twenty-first century life.

Dinner outside
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After work, I pick up groceries while my
husband picks up the kids from childcare.
Once we get home, we cook dinner, clean
up, and put the kids to bed. We don’t
have time for each other, let alone anyone else. There’s got to be a better way.

time, but did it anyway. Who knew when
we’d be able to get together again next? Most
young parents we knew seemed to spend
most of their time shuttling their children
to and from childcare and playmates’ homes,
leaving little opportunity for anything else.
So many of us seemed to be living in
places that did not accommodate our most
basic needs. Even if we saw a house we could
afford, we didn’t really want to buy it. We
dreamed of a better solution — an affordable neighborhood where children would
have playmates and we would have friends
nearby, a place with people of all ages, young
and old, where neighbors knew and helped
each other.
Professionally, we were amazed at the
conservatism of most architects and housing
professionals, and at the lack of consideration
given to people’s changing needs. Single-family
houses, apartments, and condominiums
might change in price and occasionally in style,
but otherwise they were designed to function

— a working mother

O

ver two decades ago, as a young married couple, we began to think about
where we were going to raise our children.
What kind of setting would allow us to best
combine our professional careers with child
rearing? Already our lives were hectic. Often
we would come home from work exhausted
and hungry, only to find the refrigerator
empty. Between working and housekeeping,
where would we find time to spend with our
kids? Relatives lived in distant cities, and
even our friends lived across town. Just to get
together for coffee we had to make arrangements two weeks in advance and when the
time arrived, we usually didn’t really have the
3
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The needs
of a diverse
population are
far better served
by cohousing
than by
traditional singlefamily homes.

much as they had for the last fifty years. In
reaction, we had both already designed different types of housing. And we began to
recognize that our own frustrations were
indicative of a larger problem — a diverse
population was attempting to fit itself into
standardized housing types that were simply
not appropriate for them.

The Loss of Community
For the last few decades, contemporary
postindustrial societies such as the United
States and Western Europe have been undergoing a multitude of changes that affect
housing needs. The modern single-family
detached home, which makes up 69 percent
of American housing stock, was designed for
a nuclear family consisting of a breadwinning father, a homemaking mother, and two
to four children. Today, this household type
is in the minority. In fact, even the family
with two working parents is no longer predominant. The single-parent household is
the fastest-growing type for the first time in
American history, and for the first time ever,
more than half of the women over eighteen in
this country don’t live with a husband. Well
over a quarter of the population lives alone,
and this proportion is predicted to grow as

the number of Americans aged 60 and over
increases. Moreover, the trend toward suburban sprawl and single-family houses on
large lots has fragmented our communities.
Across America, too few houses are being
built in and around the cores of towns and
cities, and far too many are being developed
several traffic jams away from downtown.
The ever-increasing mobility of the population and the breakdown of traditional
community ties are placing more and more
demands on individual households. These
factors call for us to reexamine the way we
house ourselves, the needs of individual
households within the context of a community, and our aspirations for an increased
quality of life. And to create a more sustainable way of life, communities need to build
within existing neighborhoods to link land
use and development with municipal services,
public transportation, and infrastructure.
Since the first edition of this book, these
factors have become more apparent, as has
the dire need for solutions, both environmental and social. We continue to believe that
cohousing provides a model to address these
issues — and now, since the publication of
our first book, more than 120 cohousing communities have been built in North America,
with another 50 plus in the planning phase
or under construction. Cohousing provides
a serious template for living lighter on our
planet and improving people’s quality of life
in child- and senior-friendly neighborhoods.

A Danish Solution
In the mid 1980s, as we searched for more
desirable living situations for ourselves, we
kept thinking about the developments we
had visited while studying architecture in
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Denmark several years earlier. After numerous futile efforts to obtain information in
English about what the Danes were doing, we
decided to return to Denmark and find out
for ourselves. The first edition of this book,
published in 1988, was about what we found.
This third edition is based on our work with
cohousing communities in North America
and elsewhere over the past twenty years, and
built on those initial Danish findings.
The first cohousing development was
built in 1972 outside Copenhagen, Denmark,
by 27 families who wanted a greater sense
of community than that offered by suburban subdivisions or apartment complexes.
Frustrated by the available housing options,
these families created a new housing type
that redefined the concept of neighborhood
by combining the autonomy of private dwellings with the advantages of community living.
It was a perfect fit for their contemporary
lifestyle. Then, as now, their custom neighborhood was people- and elder-friendly. Its
very design created opportunities for daily
household cooperation in activities like meals
and childcare. Along the way, their neigh
borhood placed a small footprint on the land
and deemphasized the automobile — in fact
divorced the automobile from the very paths
that people walked, talked, and played on.
Then, like today, each household in a
cohousing community has a private residence;
each one is designed to be self-sufficient and
has its own kitchen. But every household
also shares extensive common facilities with
the neighborhood, such as a large common
house that includes a big kitchen and dining room, children’s playrooms, workshops,
guest rooms, and laundry facilities. The
common facilities, and particularly common

dinners, are important aspects of community
life for both social and practical reasons.
By 2010, more than 700 of these communities have been built in Denmark, with many
more planned — an astonishing number considering that Denmark has a total population
of five million. They range in size from 6 to
34 households, with the majority between
15 and 33 residences. In Danish, these communities are called bofællesskaber (directly
translated as “living communities”), for which
we have coined the English term “cohousing.”
The cohousing trend continues throughout
Europe, the United States, and Canada, with
new projects being planned and built in everincreasing numbers. In Sweden, Germany,
the Netherlands, the United States, Canada,
and now New Zealand and Australia, more
and more people are finding that cohousing
addresses their needs better than “traditional”
housing choices. Likewise, cohousing communities are evolving to fit our ever-changing and
ever-broadening definitions of a household to

Residents share a
pleasant dinner
together on the
common terrace.
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accommodate single parents, single elders —
even families of six.

Imagine . . .
It’s five o’clock in the evening, and Michelle
is glad the workday is over. As she pulls into
her driveway, she begins to unwind at last.
Some neighborhood kids dart through the
trees, playing a mysterious game at the edge
of the gravel parking lot. Her daughter yells,
“Hi, mom!” as she runs by with three other
children.
Instead of frantically trying to put
together a nutritious dinner, Michelle can
relax now, spend some time with her children, then eat with her family in the common
house. Walking through the common house
on her way home, she stops to chat with the
evening’s cooks, two of her neighbors, who are
busy in the spacious kitchen preparing dinner
— baked turkey breast with mushroom sauce
and mashed potatoes, with steamed carrots
and broccoli on the side. Several children

are setting up tables in the large dining area
nearby. Outside on the patio, some neighbors
share a pot of tea in the late afternoon sun.
Michelle waves hello and continues down the
lane to her own house, catching glimpses of
the kitchens of the houses she passes. Here
a child is seated, doing homework at the
kitchen table; next door, John ritually reads
his after-work newspaper.
After dropping off her things at home,
Michelle walks through the birch trees behind
the houses to the childcare center, where she
picks up her four-year-old son, Peter. She will
have some time to read to Peter a story before
dinner, she thinks to herself.
Michelle and her husband, Eric, live with
their two children in a housing development
they helped design. Not that either of them
is an architect or builder: Michelle works at
the county administration office and Eric is
an engineer. Six years ago they joined a group
of families who were looking for a realistic
housing alternative. At that time, they owned

Cohousing as a Conscious Contemporary Decision
Some say cohousing is not new. Indeed, co-ops and
villages and other forms of community-oriented housing options existed prior to the advent of cohousing.
But when Jan Gudmand-Høyer started cohousing in
Denmark, he made a very conscious decision to react to
the realities of late-twentieth-century life and emerging demographic changes. These realities included:
1. Moms working outside of the home
2. Fewer children per household
3. More single-individual households
4. The increasing desire for a convenient, practical, responsible, economical, interesting, and fun lifestyle

5. An easier way to live a little lighter on the planet
The realities of the late twentieth-century are just
as real today. Then, as now, cohousing uniquely combines a sense of place for a specific set of households
with a specific set of aspirations. Each project is the collective outcome of these factors, and every cohousing
community is therefore unique. Yet this type of neighborhood is specifically designed for the realities of an
industrially and technologically advanced society in
which the residents — for the sake of their children and
future generations — generally wish to see society advance in a positive direction.
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their own home, had a three-year-old daughter, and were contemplating having another
child — partly so their daughter would have
a playmate in their predominately adult
neighborhood. One day they noticed a short
announcement posted on a message board at
their local grocery store:
Most housing options available today
isolate the family and discourage a
neighborhood atmosphere. Alternatives
are needed. If you are interested in:
• Living in a high-functioning
neighborhood
• Having your own house
• Participating in the planning of your
home and neighborhood

A child sets the
table for dinner
in the common
house.

Then perhaps this is for you.
We, a group of 20 families, are planning
a housing development that addresses
our needs both for community and private life. If this interests you, call about
our next meeting.

Michelle and Eric attended the meeting,
where they met other people who expressed
similar frustrations about their existing housing situations. The group’s goal was to build a
housing development with a lively and positive social environment. They wanted a place
where children would live near playmates,
where individuals would have a feeling of
belonging, where they would know people of
all ages, and where they would be able to grow
old and continue to contribute positively.
In the months that followed, the group
further defined their goals and began the
long and difficult process of turning their

dream into reality. Some people dropped
out and others joined. Two and half years
later, Michelle and Eric moved into their new
home — a community of clustered houses
that shared a large common house. By working together, these people had created the
kind of neighborhood they wanted to live in,
a cohousing community.
Today Tina, Michelle and Eric’s eightyear-old daughter, never lacks for playmates.
She remembers their old house with its big
back yard. It was a great place for playing
make-believe games, but she had to play by
herself most of the time. Tina liked to visit
the nice old man who lived at the end of the
street, but Mom wouldn’t let her leave their
yard by herself because she worried that
“something might happen and I wouldn’t
know.”

8 | Creating Cohousing

Residents stop
and chat as they
come and go
during the day.

Now Tina walks home from school with
other kids in her cohousing community. Her
mother is usually at work, so she goes up to
the common house where one of the retired
adults, Sam, makes snacks for the kids and
anyone else who happen to be around. She
likes talking with the adults, especially Sam,
who tells great stories. If it is raining, Tina
and her friends play in the kids’ room, where
they can make plenty of noise if they want.
Other days, when Tina has homework or
just feels like being alone, she goes home
after her snack, or she may visit an older girl
who lives three houses down. Tina liked her
family’s old house, but this place is so much
more interesting. There’s so much to do; she
can play outside all day and, as long as she
doesn’t leave the community, her mother
doesn’t have to worry about her.
Julie and John moved into the same community a few years after it was built. Their
kids were grown and had left home. Now

they enjoy the peacefulness of having a house
to themselves; they have time to take evening
classes, visit art museums, and attend an
occasional play in town. John teaches children with disabilities and plans to retire in a
few years. Julie administers a senior citizens’
housing complex and nursing home. They
lead full and active lives, but worry about getting older. How long will their health hold
out? Will one die, leaving the other alone?
Such considerations, combined with the
desire to be part of an active community
while maintaining their independence, led
John and Julie to buy a two-bedroom home in
this community. Here they feel secure knowing their neighbors care about them. If John
gets sick, people will be there to help Julie
with the groceries or join her at the theater.
Common dinners relieve them of preparing a meal every night, and the community’s
common guest rooms accommodate their
children and grandchildren when they visit.
They are a part of a diverse community of
children and adults of all ages. John and Julie
enjoy a household without children, but it’s
still refreshing to see kids playing outside, or
to share the excitement of finding a special
flower in the garden with them.

A New Housing Type
For Michelle, Julie, and their families, cohousing provides the community support they
missed in their previous homes. Cohousing
is a grassroots movement that grew directly
out of people’s dissatisfaction with the more
estranged existing housing choices and drew
its inspiration from more connected traditional small towns and an interest in shared
resources. Yet cohousing is distinctive in
that each family or household has a separate
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dwelling and chooses how much they want to
participate in community activities.
It is important to note that cohousing
is not the intentional communities or communes we know of in the United States,
which are sometimes organized around
ideological beliefs and may depend on a charismatic leader to establish the direction of
the community and hold the group together.
Many intentional communities function as
educational or spiritual centers. Cohousing,
on the other hand, offers a “new” approach to
housing rather than a new way of life. Based
on democratic principles, cohousing developments espouse no ideology other than the

desire for a more practical and social home
environment. Cohousing communities are
unique in their extensive common facilities
and, more importantly, in that they are organized, planned, and managed by the residents
themselves.
Intergenerational cohousing developments do not target any specific age or family
type; residents represent a cross section of
old and young, families and singles. The great
variety in their size, ownership structure, and
design illustrates the many diverse applications of this concept. Similarly, cohousing
is evolving to address the needs of different types of households, from single-parent

Reading to kids in
the hot tub about
Malalai Joya, the
31 year old, first
female member
of parliament of
Afghanistan and
her extraordinary
trials and
tribulations.
Growing up in
cohousing, children
learn from the
variety of adults
around them.
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A mother and her
son spend a quiet
moment together
on their back
patio.

cooperatives to congregate housing for the
elderly with private rooms arranged around
shared living spaces.
In our first book, we focused on cohousing in Denmark because of the depth and
diversity of the Danish experience, and
because we believed it was the most applicable to the American context. Over these many
years, our thinking about cohousing and our
designs for creating cohousing communities have evolved considerably. Cohousing is
a thoroughly American experience today, as
the case studies in this third edition show.

Our Field Work
In 1984 and 1985 we spent 13 months studying 46 cohousing communities in Denmark,
the Netherlands, and Sweden, and observing another 40. We talked with residents,
architects, planners, developers, builders,
lawyers, and bankers, and worked with the
Danish Building Research Institute and the
Royal Academy of Art and Architecture
in Copenhagen. But the most valuable part
of our work was living in cohousing and

experiencing day-to-day life through different seasons and personal moods. Many of the
communities served as our home for short or
long periods of time, from several days to six
months. We ate most of our dinners in the
common houses, and took our turns cooking just as the other residents did. People
shared with us many of their most profound
insights during late-night conversations over
a bottle of wine. Since that time, we have visited more than 285 cohousing communities
around the world.
We have found these communities
immensely inspiring. From the moment we
entered any one of them, it was apparent that
we were in a special place. It was palpable.
Residents took great pride in what they had
created. They were also aware of the fine
tuning needed, and what they had yet to
accomplish.
Our evaluation of cohousing focused on
its ability to create a positive and humane
environment, evident in the feelings of those
who live there, the experiences of those
who have left, and our own observations
and comparisons of the different developments. While we found the most innovative
developments very exciting, the many more
ordinary examples demonstrated the broad
acceptance of the cohousing idea.
For the past 25 years, we have designed,
co-designed, and/or co-developed over 50
American, Canadian, Danish, and New
Zealand cohousing communities, working at
every stage of organizing, designing, financing,
entitlement and recruiting. Since embarking
on our quest to introduce cohousing to the
United States, we have lived in two cohousing communities: Doyle Street Cohousing
Community in the Bay Area of California
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(for more than 12 years) and now Nevada
City Cohousing (for five years), also in north
ern California. These experiences have offered
new insights. Working with groups night
after night, week after week, year after year,
designing their communities with them, has
taught us more than anything else, especially
about helping these communities reach their
potential.
And what we’ve learned more than anything else is that a home is more than a roof
over one’s head or a financial investment. It

can provide a sense of security and comfort,
or it can elicit feelings of frustration, loneliness, or fear. The home environment affects
a person’s confidence, relationships with others, and personal satisfaction. These aspects
of housing cannot be measured by cost, rates
of return, or other real estate assessments.
Although this third edition, like the two that
preceded it, discusses financing and market
values, our chief concerns are the people
themselves and the quality of their lives.

A Voluntary, Organized Community
Sometimes community happens simply because a few
people take the initiative to organize block parties and
other get-togethers. It is a community that depends
on chance — the right combination of people at the
right time in the right location. By contrast, cohousing
institutionalizes “community” on a long-term basis with
events like common dinners, childcare, maintenance

work groups, and the like. Also, by virtue of environmental design, the forces that influence behavior are
centripetal as well as centrifugal, facilitating community as well as privacy. It is not a process founded on
chance. This is to say, everyone who lives in a cohousing community wants to give cooperation the benefit
of the doubt. By deciding to live there, they are consciously choosing to participate.
Cohousing is also firmly grounded in “place.”
Community-building quite literally happens between
the buildings and on garden pathways. Indeed, the
physical spaces are designed to encourage a sense of
place and belonging that engenders cooperation and
supports relationships. A cohousing community is
grounded in the practical and individual tasks of daily
life.

People play sports together, walk, and chat between the
buildings of a cohousing community in Tucson, AZ.

