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After work, I pick up groceries while my
husband picks up the kids from childeare.
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 any-
one else. There’s got to be a better way.

— a working mother

Over two decades ago, as a young mar-
ried 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
mpty. Between working and housekeeping,
Where would we find time to spend with our
kids? Relatives lived in distant cities, and
€ven our friends lived across town. Just to get
together for coffee we had to make arrange-
Ments two weeks in advance and when the
time arrived, we usually didn't really have the

time‘,“‘zb’ut“‘did‘ it ,é‘nyway; Who knew when

wed 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 afford-
able heighboi‘hood 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 considerati?n
given to peoples changing needs. Single-—f:fmxly
houses, apartments, and condom'xmums
might change in price and occasionally in st?rle,
but otherwise they were designed to function




The needs
ofadiverse
population are
far better served
by cohousing
than by
traditional single-
family homes.
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much as they had for the last fifty years. In
reaction, we had both already designed dif-
ferent 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 under-
going 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 breadwin-
ning 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 pre-
dominant, The single-parent household js
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, We]
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 trenc‘1 toward sub.
urban spmwl and Sing]e‘f'amlly house.s 'on
large lots has fragmented our communm'es.
Across Ametica, 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 pop-
ulation 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 com-
munity, and our aspirétions for an increased
quality of life. And to create a more sustain-
able 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 environmen-
tal 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 com-
munities 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




" Denmark several years earlier. After numer-
ous futile efforts to obtain information in
EninSh about what the Danes were doing, we

Jecided to return to Denmark and find out
for ourselves. The first edition of this book,

ublished 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
builc in1972 outside Copenhagen, Denmark,
by 27 families who wanted a greater sense
of community than that offered by subur-
ban 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 dwell-
ings with the advantages of community living,
It was a perfect fit for their contemporary
lifestyle. Then, as now, their custom neigh-
borhood 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 hasa 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 din-
g room, children’s playrooms, workshops,
guest rooms, and laundry facilities. The
©©“mmon facilities, and particularly common
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dinners, are important aspects of community
life for both social and practical reasons.

By 2010, more than 700 of these commu-
nities have been built in Denmark, with many
more planned — an astonishing number con-
sidering 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 com-
munities are called bofellesskaber (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 ever-
increasing 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 commu-
nities 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 elde

even families of six.

Imagine...

Its five oclock in the evening, and Michelle
is ¢lad the workday is over. As she pulls into
he;- 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 chil-
dren, 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 are,
nearby. Outside on the patio, some neighborg
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 5. Aneasier Way tolive a [ittleiightér on the planet

villages and other forms of community-oriented hous- =~~~ ., -~
h _ ‘ _ ' - The realities of the late twentieth-century are just
ing options existed prior to the advent of cohousing. =~ = o 0 :
~—asreal today. Then, as now, cohousing uniquely com-
. But when Jan Gudmand-Hayer started cohousing in ; ey .
- bines a sense of place for a specific set of households
- with a specific set of aspirations. Each project is the col-
lective outcome of these factors, and every cohousing
community is therefore unique. Yet this type of neigh-
borhood 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 ad-

vance in a positive direction.

Denmark, he made a very conscious decision to react to
the realities of late-twentieth-century life and emerg-
ing 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, re-
sponsible, economical, interesting, and fun lifestyle
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their own home, had a three-year-old daugh-

ter, 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

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 pri-
vate 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 hous-
Ing situations. The group’s goal was to build a
housing development with a lively and posi-
tive 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

Addressing Our Changing Lifestyles | 7

PR

%’ s o B

A gy i Ty, ; )
o . gfz‘“ i‘

o h L T I & . T ) "4 /

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 work-
ing together, these people had created the
kind of neighborhood they wanted to live in,
a cohousing community.

Today Tina, Michelle and Eric’s eight-
year-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' let her leave their
yard by herself because she worried that
“something might happen and I wouldn’

know.”

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




Residents stop
and chat as they
come and go

during the day.
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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
adules, 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 com-
munity a few years after it was built. Thejr

. kids were grown and' had left home. Now

they enjoy the peacefulness of having a hoyse
to themselves; they have time to take evening
classes, visit art museums, and attend a5
occasional play in town. John teaches chjl.
dren with disabilities and plans to retire in 5
few years, Julie administers a senior citizeng
housing complex and nursing home, They
lead full and active lives, but worry about get-
ting 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 know-
ing 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 prepar-
ing 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, bur ir’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, cohous-
ing 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 tradi-
tional 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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