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Appendix 1:

Why Would Developers be Interested in Cohousing?

Eleven advantages of cohousing for 
developers:

1. Buyers — pre-qualified buyers means less 
risk. Why not build communities where 
future residents are already signed up? In 
these days when spec building is frowned 
upon by banks, why not pre-qualify and 
basically pre-sell units? Banks are more 
likely to finance pre-sold projects.

2. The Market — developers are always 
guessing, “What does the market want?” 
How many millions of dollars go into 
trying to answer this question? And only 
70 percent of the answer is ever correct. 
Why not ask the market directly? Why 
look in the rearview mirror when the 
market you care about lies in the future? 
Why not get it 100 percent right?

3. Powerful entitlement allies — there’s 
not hing like a group of motivated, arti-
culate future residents who, interested 

in developing a new cohousing commu-
nity, help get a project through the local 
approval process (even a project larger 
than their own; see number 6 below). 
These organized, voting members of the 
community are extremely effective in get-
ting elected officials to listen and act on 
their project. It’s the number one reason 
that, in fifty projects, we’ve only had one 
turned down.

4. New development model — cohous-
ing communities include a number of 
characteristics that are a model for fu-
ture sustainable development: walkable 
neighborhoods, proximity to services, 
mixed-use, green building features, de-
sign elements for social interaction, and 
much more. 

5. Sustainability — a lot of people are 
talking about green. Cohousing clientele 
are more likely to readily implement low 
energy use (we just finished a 34-unit 
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project with an average electric bill be-
low zero; last year our electric bill was 
–$83.84), use materials with low toxicity, 
and reduce their carbon footprint (driv-
ing less, walking more, staying within the 
community to socialize) more than other 
individuals and households. 

6. Success breeds success — cohous-
ing communities anchor the success of 
a new neighborhood. In a recent case a 
new 32-unit community, Hearthstone 
Cohousing/Elitch Gardens in Denver, 
Colorado, successfully energized the 
social and marketing efforts of a much 
larger development of many hundreds of 
units. 

7. Reduced risk of a lawsuit — future 
cohousing residents are essentially co-
developers. Together they are motivated 
to build a great project. They give each 

other the benefit of the doubt when it 
comes to intent and work hard to remedy 
potential problems. Likewise, the profes-
sionals working for cohousers feel much 
more accountable, and therefore work 
hard to turn out a better project. 

8. Equity — a cohousing group brings eq-
uity (in the form of early investments) to 
the table.

9.. Much smoother, more predictable de-
velopment — with more players, you 
have to stay organized and deliberate. 

10. Much lower financial risk — which 
means much better profit protection.

11. Gratification — there’s nothing more 
gratifying for a builder than meeting a 
group of people who want an exceptional 
living environment, building it for them, 
and then seeing a life between the build-
ings that is rarely seen elsewhere. 
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Appendix 2:

Grassroots Organizing for Cohousing

A How-to Guide for 
Professionals and Volunteers

Anyone can organize a grassroots cam -
paign, but not every grassroots campaign 

results in a measurable success. Paul Revere 
rode northwest of Boston and effectively ral-
lied a consequential resistance to the next 
day’s British advances. William Dawes rode 
just as far west, carried a similar message, 
went through just as many towns, but turned 
out almost no resistance. Paul was a natural 
community organizer, and William needed a 
manual.

Although we are architects, not pro-
fessional grassroots organizers, we have 
successfully orchestrated several grassroots 
campaigns to get cohousing communities 
built. People showed up to informational 
meet ings, the local community’s resistance 
waned, foes were transformed into allies, res-
idents joined the community, and the project 
was built. 

How to Spread the Word and Get
People Interested
Cohousing may seem overwhelming if you 
don’t know anyone in your area that shares 
your interest in it, but don’t give up. Spread 
the word! Try to find people who could be 
interested in starting a cohousing group. 
Post flyers in your local childcare centers, 
church, library group, seniors group, PTA, 
and so on. It is a lot easier to get something 
off the ground if you have a few folks work-
ing together. Cohousing groups are currently 
forming all over the US and there might 
be one in your area that you don’t know of. 
There are also conferences about cohousing, 
which are now being held on a regular basis. 
This section includes a number of strategies 
for organizing a group.

PR Firms and other Distractions
You can hire a PR firm to help, but it will 
be expensive, and sometimes they can’t 
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effectively spread the message of cohousing 
without it being just another sound bite. 
Cohousing needs to be properly conveyed 
in its fullest definition — community bal-
anced with privacy, common facilities that 
the future residents decide upon, a custom 
neighborhood, and so on. So what can we do 
to go beyond the sound bite? We can build a 
bigger stage — a public forum on the impor-
tance of neighborhood, community, resource 
efficiency, and so on.

The Full Court Press (A Case Study)
How to attract a measurable  
audience to a grassroots-organized 
talk on cohousing
In Nevada City, a town of 3,000 people, 
we organized the inception of a new group, 
which resulted in a new cohousing commu-
nity, which was successfully built in 2005. It 
involved the following steps: 

1. Secure a great venue for the event: 
This could be a restaurant, a library, or 
a gathering place in a central location of 
the town or city you are speaking in; an 
existing cohousing community common 
house; or a spot near a site where a future 
cohousing community could be built. 
Give yourself about six to ten weeks to 
organize the event. The Nevada City 
meeting was held at the local library.

2. Assure that copies of the cohousing 
book are available throughout the local 
market and on the night of the presen-
tation: Because “cohousing is not a sound 
bite,” it is good to make sure that copies 
of this book are available in both local 
bookstores and the library. Slide a few 
copies of the event flyers into these books. 

Speak to the bookstore and library staff 
about the date and venue of your event, 
and that you will be telling people where 
to buy the book locally. Bookstores care 
about two things — whether people are 
calling to ask for the book and whether 
there is any press on the book. Be sure 
to carry some of the national press ar-
ticles on cohousing with you, to hand to 
them if necessary. For the Nevada City 
presentation, three of the six bookstores 
ordered a copy from the publisher, or 
took it on consignment from me. Order 
a box of books from newsociety.com and 
distribute them to VIPs, neighbors, and 
politicians. Before the Nevada City pre-
sentation, we noted that the local library 
carried three copies that were frequently 
checked out.

3. Create flyers and post them: Create a 
flyer with the time, date, and directions 
of the event. Print 500 copies. Locate all 
the billboards around town — grocery 
stores, cafes, community centers, etc. — 
post the flyers. Include one copy added 
as an insert in the local paper. Have 
copies of flyers at the event. Note: It is 
probably easier to make one’s own copies, 
since flyer services charge 10 to 20 cents 
per copy. Other places to post: churches 
and public bulletin boards, restaurants 
and waiting areas, co-ops, grocery stores, 
library, neighborhood post offices and 
subdivisions, coffee shops — on boards 
and stacked in bathrooms, college bul-
letin boards, new teacher packages, 
teachers’ lounges (or direct mail), hos-
pitals and nurses’ lounges, caregivers, 
preschools, school newsletters, senior 
magazines, post on Twitter, Craigslist, 
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and Facebook. Replenish copies of books 
and flyers where and when appropri-
ate, when they run out. Give some to 
volunteers.

4. Send invitation letters: Send letters and 
invitations to all the stakeholders: city 
planners, local officials, neighbors, locals 
who may have previously shown interest 
in forming a cohousing community. The 
last two may be interested in helping 
post the flyers and publicizing the event.

5. Write and distribute press releases: 
Write a press release: “Cohousing finally 
comes to our town.” Send it to all radio 
stations and newspapers — liberal and 
conservative — and in immediate and 
adjacent towns. Later call them to re-
mind them of the press release, or walk 
into the radio station office to remind 
them in person.

6. Get interviews: Contact radio stations 
and newspapers for interviews as you 
get closer to the date. Deliver a simple 
message: what cohousing is and what 
differentiates it from a typical condo 
project. Make it as specific as possible. 
One example we had was an audience 
from Nevada City, who thought that the 
only location for a community was off 
the grid and out of the city. They had 
never considered the cost of fuel (for 
taking children to school, for example, 
or driving them to piano lessons, soccer 
practice, etc.). Nor had the isolation of 
single parents, elderly people, or teenag-
ers who are too young to drive been taken 
into consideration. But by the end of the 
presentation they understood the pos-
sibilities of cohousing, especially right in 
town. 

7. Plan a site visit: Plan a site visit for 
the day after the evening presentation. 
Include table, water, and snacks at the 
site. 

8. Send the details of presentation to: the 
US Cohousing Database (cohousing.org) 
for a quote to send your notice to their da-
tabase for the area, and to the Cohousing 
Company (cohousingco.com).

10. Get information on all free calendar 
listings for paper, radio, on-line, etc. in 
your area.

11. Prepare for the presentation: Go over 
the details and goals of your presenta-
tion. How many people will attend? 
How well can you publicize the event? 
Our empirical measure is that if you have 
fifty people or more, you probably have a 
project. If you have 49. or less, you might 
not — or you have a lot more work to do.

12. Present the next steps at the presenta-
tion — the Getting-It-Built Workshop: 
Outline the details of the two-day work-
shop: costs, design process, development 
process, group process, entitlement pro-
cess (how the project works through the 
political process), and much more. Get 
those interested to write a check to cover 
the costs of the workshop. 

The Full Court Press: Overtime
If you are interested in doing more advertis-
ing, we suggest the following:

1. Write articles for newsletters: This can 
be very time-consuming, but you can 
have someone devote his or her efforts 
to newsletters. If you have more than ten 
weeks lead time to work with, you may 
explore this method. Church bulletins 
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are also a good method for advertising in 
this way.

2. Reach a broader audience: You may send 
news releases beyond the local area you 
are focusing on. But the first effort may be 
to make it very local. In the local papers, 
for example, you may get front page cov-
erage, above the fold with photographs. 
The radio coverage locally is also optimal.

3. Spend money on advertising: Had the 
grassroots efforts we described not been 
successful after the second or third tries, 
we would have started to advertise. 

During the “Getting-It-Built” work-
shop that we organized, we asked the 25 
house holds how they found out about the 
presentation, and the results were interesting:

6 — Word of mouth
5 — Posted flyers or book flyers
4 — Newspapers 

4 — Radio
6 — Directly from us

Even though cohousing is a collective phe-
nomenon, almost all cohousing communities 
get started with one motivated person. In 
other words, if you want to organize a grass-
roots campaign to help organize a cohousing 
community, you have to believe that every 
method contributes to the best results and 
then follow through with as many as you can. 
You can’t be shy. That may only get you half 
a project. If you go all-in, however, the Full 
Court Press may be all you need.

And again there is the person who leads 
or at least begins the effort. One example of 
this was in the creation of some of the first 
cohousing communities in Denmark. Hans 
Skifter Andersen, a land use planner who 
was interested in living in cohousing with 
his family, organized the first community 
in Birkerød — a sweet little town of 20,000 
people. Just next door, five miles south, was 
Holte, a town of 50,000 people. The people 
of these two towns read the same news-
papers, which featured several articles on 
cohousing. 

The difference was that there was an orga-
nizer with his feet on the ground — Hans 
in Birkerød. The community in Birkerød 
presented an example for others to emulate 
everywhere, and Hans helped cohousers in 
the subsequent projects get organized, hire 
competent architects, and so on. Among 
other things, Hans made sure that everyone 
was familiar with two books: Life Between 
Buildings by Jan Gehl, about how poorly 
most neighborhoods are designed, and Revolt 
from the Center by Meyer, Peterson, and 
Sorensen, about how if we want functional 

Building on Past Traditions
Americans have a strong tradition of organizing locally to 
solve problems, whether in the Pilgrim settlements and pio-
neer towns of the past or in the neighborhood organizations 
and grassroots political movements of today.

Thomas Jefferson spoke compellingly of the importance 
of direct citizen participation in governing society and the 
benefits of decentralized decision-making. Even today, when 
so many Americans are politically apathetic and distrustful of 
government, our republican tradition is idealized in the town 
meeting, where residents meet as equals to discuss issues 
and determine what they will do about them. As a small-
scale model based on local initiative rather than government 
policy, cohousing is especially applicable to the American 
context.
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neighborhoods, they have to come from the 
future neighbors. There are eight cohous-
ing communities in Birkerød today because 
of Han’s efforts and still none in Holte. And 
now we have books about cohousing itself.

The first senior cohousing community 
in Birkerød was started by two couples who 
emerged from a Study Group One Session. 
It was really Anders (the husband of one 
of the couples) who started Otium Senior 
Cohousing, but it took many to make it 
happen. He was able to turn one reluctant 
senior of Otium into a believer in cohousing, 
when she “accidentally” moved in and real-
ized that in her elder years her life would not 
have made sense without it (see “Otium” in 
Senior Cohousing: A Community Approach to 
Independent Living). In other words, it always 
comes down to one person who lights the 
spark, but many to build the fire.

Furthermore…
This type of grassroots effort may take an 
average of six to eight weeks, but it is good 

to get an early start. It is also a good idea to 
get copies of national press coverage (for the 
local bookstores) if it is a new topic, or if the 
bookstore wants to know that it has broad 
appeal. If you show the bookstore manager 
broad media support, and a copy of the book, 
then most times they’ll accept the book — if 
only on consignment. If you are interested in 
getting a press package from us, let us know. 
We can send you one with articles about 
intergenerational cohousing, senior cohous-
ing, and cohousing as a sustainable and green 
development approach. We find that these 
articles go a long way to moving the book-
stores along, as well as the stakeholders. 

All good things come to those who 
wait, as long as they work like 

hell while they are waiting.
— Thomas Edison
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Appendix 3:

The Group Process

When organizing a cohousing proj-
ect, a coherent, fair, and thoughtful 

group process is one of the key elements — 
it’s more important than money or land. It 
is an essential tool in both the short and the 
long term. All ideas are put on the table and 
considered. Optimally the merits of each 
proposal are discussed and ultimately, the 
best solution is found and the group reaches 
its greatest potential.

In general, our hierarchical culture does 
not prepare us to work together as a com-
munity. Most people are more accustomed to 
a world where they give orders — or follow 
orders. Effective listening and decision-mak-
ing generally have to be learned. These skills 
are fundamental to successful, consensus-
based decision-making.

What surprises many new cohousers is 
that group decision-making and the group 
process — when done in a deliberate fashion 
— can be one of the most appealing aspects 

of cohousing. In the beginning, many people 
fear that joining a cohousing group may mean 
spending the rest of their lives in meeting 
after (unpleasant) meeting, and they worry 
about the challenges of dealing with so many 
people at one time and over large decisions. 
However, we have found an effective manner, 
an engineering approach really, to running 
efficient meetings. It’s not all that healy feely 
(though this does come up) — mostly, if you 
turn this lever like this, you get this result, if 
you don’t flip this switch, you get this result. 

As a result, most cohousers say that the 
most valuable part of participating in their 
cohousing community has been the skills 
gained through group work, group facilita-
tion, and compassionate communication. 
Cohousers say that they carry these skills 
elsewhere into their personal and business 
lives, and they enable them to be more suc-
cessful and happy with work, family, and 
other associations and relationships.
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Group Facilitation
Group facilitation is the process of guiding a 
group along an organized path, leading par-
ticipants to reach the goal of the meeting. It is 
the key to success of a group process, keeping 
people and agendas on track and ensuring a 
successful outcome. 

A key person in this process is the group 
facilitator. He or she organizes and explains 
agendas, introduces the goal, ensures every-
one is heard, keeps everyone interested, keeps 
the discussion on topic and flowing in a pro-
ductive manner, takes straw poles, tests for 
consensus, writes main points on large paper, 
summarizes and rewords, and brings a topic 
to conclusion on time. During the facilitated 
meeting, everyone in the group has roles and 
responsibilities as described later. 

Aiming for Consensus
The method for reaching consensus that we 
use in cohousing is as follows. Each person in 
the room has five three-by-five-inch colored 

Nonviolent Communication
Nonviolent communication is another key component 
of group process. The term “non-violence” comes from 
Gandhi; it refers to our natural state of compassion. 
Also known as Compassionate Communication, this 
technique allows us to express ourselves with honesty 

and clarity, while simultaneously treating others with 
respectful and empathetic attention. Practicing com-
passionate communication helps us avoid letting 
personalities be the medium in decision-making and 
allows logic, care, and concern for the greater good 
to bring forth the solution. Too often the message is 
obscured by the delivery — nonviolent communica-
tion allows the message to shine through. It allows the 
meaning to be optimally absorbed. But again, it takes 
time for some individuals to give their opinion without 
getting too personal or too excited, which usually shuts 
down the ability of others to listen, comprehend, or 
even care what another person is saying.

Getting the job done (making appropriate decisions to-
gether effectively and efficiently) reminds us very much 
of carpenters building a house. Except one day the truck 
with the workers shows up and the lumber and nails are all 
there, but the truck carrying the tools, the hammers, and 
the saws gets lost and doesn’t make it to the job site. So 
the carpenters sit on their hands, so to speak, for an hour or 
two and then mosey on home. The construction tools, like 

group process tools, 
are what are needed 
to get the job done. 
You either have them 
or you don’t. But luck-
ily, you can gain them 
if you choose, and it’s 
easier than learning to 
play an instrument or 
learning a foreign lan-
guage. But you have 
to choose to learn it.
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What is consensus?
Consensus is not everyone in agreement, or that the 
suggested solution is the only one. Rather, consensus is 
the best optimum outcome. It might not be the one I’d 
use if I were the king, but you can see that it is the one 
that the rest appreciate most and that you can consent 
to. Yet it is also my responsibility to not consent if I can 
see a fatal flaw or a better way. In that case, it’s my job 
to put other options on the table.

Why Consensus?
Cohousing communities are developed in a strikingly 
different way than most neighborhoods because 
the cohousing group is involved in making decisions 
throughout the process. This requires a strong and ef-
fective group process, and thus we (The Cohousing 
Company/McCamant & Durrett Architects) are often 
asked why we choose to work in that way. Wouldn’t it 
be easier to just design and sell the community? But we 
attest to the fact that the group process is worth the ef-
fort. Involving the group in the design process from the 
beginning makes for a more successful community as 
well as a more rewarding project. The participants are 
more cohesive as a group, happier with the outcome, 
and set the economic priorities and limits for their own 
community. Also, consensus is the only way to assure 
that all rights are protected.

In the mother of all credit crunches of 2007 and 
2008, there were several brokers in each major broker-
age house (Goldman Sachs, Citigroup, Merrill Lynch, 
New Century, and more) that knew that the loans being 
made were too risky, but they were shouted down. Now 
very complicated new government regulations will 
have to be put into place to avoid this level of hierar-
chy — a hierarchy that leaves no room for the minority 

voice. The “great crunch” was not just an indictment of 
Wall Street, it was a vivid illustration of the perils of a 
society not operating at its potential, leaving the real 
problem-solving to after the fact — in this example, 
bailouts and bankruptcies. 

We find that cohousers don’t have the time or 
inclination to put together complicated rules — listen-
ing to everybody works better. Even though I (Chuck) 
was a logger and a miner before I went to college, and 
never involved in much in the way of consensus, I have 
learned that, in the context of co-developing and co-
managing a cohousing community, there are two key 
fundamental reasons to employ consensus:

1. All ideas are put on the table and dialogued and 
the best proposal percolates to the top. This is how 
a group achieves their best ideas, and sees their 
potential.

2. Everyone is willing to help work to their mutually-
agreed-upon goal. You require all of that positive 
energy. You don’t have people saying, “Oh, I never 
agreed to that anyway,” and therefore weighing 
the progress down. This is how a group realizes its 
potential. 



12 |  Creating Cohousing

cards (construction board colored on both 
sides). When deciding on an issue, each per-
son must raise one of the five cards (green, 
blue, yellow, orange, or red) according to the 
following guidelines:

1) Green: I agree with the proposal in ques-
tion. If all the cards are green, this means 
there is a unanimous agreement.

2) Blue: I am neutral about the decision, or 
mostly for it, but with a slight reserva-
tion. If all cards are green and blue, this 
means that everyone consents.

3) Yellow: I have a question about the 
proposal at hand which needs to be an-
swered before I can make a decision.

4) Orange: I have a serious reservation 
about the issue, but am not willing to 
block the entire consensus. If there is 
time, that reservation will be discussed.

5) Red: I am completely against the deci-
sion and do not consent.

If all cards are not green, the people with 
reservations should voice their concerns, if 
they have not already done so. This process 

requires every person in the room to par-
ticipate in the decision-making. Dominant 
personalities will find it harder to push their 
ideas through at the expense of less vocal 
members, and soft-spoken members must 
take responsibility for voicing their concerns.

The Process for Discussions
The cards can also be effective during prelim-
inary discussions. Before they are called upon 
to speak about a particular issue, participants 
must first put up a colored card according to 
the following instructions, and in this order: 

•	 Red: I have a process observation, e.g. the 
discussion is off topic

•	 Yellow: I have a question or need 
clarification

•	 Green: I can provide clarification
•	 Blue: I have a commitment or opinion

(Orange cards are not used in discussion).

First, the facilitator calls on anyone hold-
ing red cards. The red card, which stops the 
process, can be raised at any time. It is used 
to point out a breach in the agreed-upon 
procedure or an item that has exceeded time 
limits. People raising yellow cards to indicate 
questions receive the next attention. After 
a question has been asked, people holding 
green cards are called to provide clarification. 
After all questions have been answered, the 
facilitator calls on participants holding blue 
cards. At this time, comments regarding the 
topic of discussion can be addressed.

The red card often has the strongest effect, 
because of its power to block consensus. It 
can be used to halt the process, whether there 
is a breach in the agreement or discussion, 
a conversation that has gone off topic, or an 



Appendix 3 |  13

Key Roles of Effective Group Process
Facilitator: The role of the facilitator includes tasks 
from the beginning to the end of a meeting:

•	 Creating an agenda (with input from others).

•	 Getting the meeting started on time.

•	 Calling an agenda item for discussion.

•	 Keeping the meeting on topic.

•	 Monitoring a discussion of the item: Were all points 
heard? Are things being said that were already said, 
etc.?

•	 Suggesting additional or other decision-making 
techniques. 

•	 Asking for a proposal.

•	 Taking a straw pole.

•	 Adhering to the consensus process; asking for con-
sensus on an item.

First and foremost, the facilitator’s job is to ensure, 
as best they can, that the participants reach their best 
possible decision. If she/he feels that they haven’t, then 
they need to:

A) Suggest or request additional time (too often, items 
are put on the agenda with too little time allocated). 

B) Ask the group if the decision reached is optimum 
for what it is (time and subject — it doesn’t always 
matter if the absolutely perfect situation is reached). 
For example, it is often the case that a meeting goes 
like this: “We decided to remove the worst three 
trees now and to revisit the others later”, as read the 
notes from one meeting. In this regard, one of the 
hardest jobs of the facilitator is to not allow the per-
fect to be the enemy of the good. Finding a perfect 
solution can actually be deleterious to community 
(too much, too expensive, too much acrimony, too 
little teamwork), just like it is in a family. 

C) Punt it to a later meeting. 

After being involved in well over five hundred 
common meetings, planning many projects, and liv-
ing in three, option A happens for about 20 percent of 
the agenda items, and additional time is added. Once 
extra time is given to some items, option B, a deci-
sion, is reached for about 90 percent of them. Option 
C happens for the other 10 percent of the items and a 
decision is postponed to a later meeting. 

It is important to be aware of proposals for address-
ing changes and concerns. It will also be beneficial to 
share the role of facilitator, so that everyone becomes 
skilled at holding the reins. Many early groups rotate 
the job to not only build the skill, but also so that ev-
eryone can see how difficult it is, which helps them be 
more appreciative of the work of others.

One of the hardest roles of the facilitator is to 
keep the discussion on topic. Once I (Chuck) watched 
a seasoned group member facilitate the agenda item, 
“Bicycles on the path.” He introduced the topic by stat-
ing that too often there are bikes left on the path and 
they present a hazard to pedestrians, especially at night, 
and these bikes need to be moved. The first person 
raised his hand and said, “We have too few bike storage 
sheds and we need to build a new one.” A second per-
son raised his hand and said, “We can’t afford to build a 
new one.” The facilitator stepped in to say, “That is not 
the agenda item tonight, if you want to make a pro-
posal about an affordable bike shed at a later agenda, 
that’s fine. This agenda is to decide tonight about what 
we are doing about those bikes tomorrow: put them on 
your porch, or in your house, sell them, give extras away 
— you tell me.” Then in five minutes, they decided that 
each family would review their stock, keep at least one 
per individual in the current shed, and give the extras 
to a local homeless jobs program — to get rid of all of 
their dilapidated bikes that just took up storage space 
or take them home. One member walked outside  A 
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agenda item that has gone overtime. The cards 
become a quick and easy shorthand method 
of response, and you start to feel more like 
you’re at an auction than at a meeting.

Benefits of Consensus and Steps
for Effective Decision-Making
•	 Simple voting is not how a group reaches 

its potential. 
•	 However, consensus decision-making 

does not necessarily mean that everyone 
is in agreement, but that a solution will be 
found that all participants will be willing 
to live with or at least try. 

•	 The “process” or ongoing discussion 
required to make a decision is very 
significant in reaching an agreement. 

For example, developing and utilizing 
compassionate communication skills 
can help develop tolerance and healthy 
communication. 

•	 A real consensus comes only after open 
expression of any differences and a look at 
all alternatives. 

•	 It is very important to allow all partici-
pants  — even the quietest ones — to 
speak, so that the input of the entire 
group is heard. Monopolizing a conversa-
tion should be discouraged and kept to a 
minimum.

•	 Stay focused on a specific task at hand by 
following deliberate steps in the process: 
basic brainstorming; discuss; decide, or a 
similar process.

with his cell phone at the end of that decision to call 
the director of the bikes program at the homeless shel-
ter to see when the five to ten bikes could be dropped 
off. Four o’clock tomorrow afternoon would be ideal. So 
it was decided that debilitated bikes would be left be-
side the common house at 3:30 p.m. to make room in 
the bike storage for the other in-use bikes. A couple of 
the pick-up truck owners volunteered to deliver them 
there by 4:00 p.m. There were thirteen bikes there at 
3:30. What was accomplished? The paths were safe, and 
consciousness was raised about the issue. Everyone 
now knew where to donate their dilapidated bikes, the 
group learned just that much more about how to make 
decisions effectively, no one tripped and fell, bikes were 
put back into circulation, relationships were furthered, 
everyone saw a demonstration of excellent facilitation, 
and so on. No new bike shed has been built at the time 
of this writing, nor needed to be.

Timekeeper: It is always useful to have a time-
keeper to keep track of time so that the facilitator’s role 

is more focused. The timekeeper’s job is to keep the 
meeting on task by giving the facilitator ten minutes 
warning, five minutes warning, and time up, of course.

Note-Taker: He or she is in charge of documenting 
the decisions made, as well as announcements, at-
tendance, and posting all-of-the-above for those who 
aren’t there. 

Name-Taker: Sometimes referred to as the “Stacker,” 
this person calls on those who want to speak next. It 
means that you can raise your hand briefly — and 
then you can go back to listening now, not having to 
hold your hand up or follow the cadence of the person 
speaking so that you can be the very next person to 
speak. In other words, this person facilitates listening 
— so that you don’t say what was just said, but didn’t 
hear, because you were focusing on being next, or 
worse, interrupting the person in front of you. Instead 
you can just wait until the Stacker calls your name. If 
what you intended to say was said when called, then 
you just say “pass”.
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•	 Call attention to strong disagreements. 
These often lead to creative solutions. 

•	 Make sure that you hear and understand 
what everyone is saying and that they 
understand you.

•	 Pay attention to agreements reached too 
easily. Did everyone really participate? 
Was everyone’s voice really heard?

•	 Acknowledge each other’s contributions 
and the group’s progress. 

•	 State tentative consensus in concrete ques-
tion form. Assure that you have agreement 
and don’t take silence for an answer.

Through the process of seeking consen-
sus, one learns that two opinions often yield 

Types of Meetings
In the course of developing a cohousing community, you 
will find there are a number of different purposes that 
meetings need to fulfill: social, business, exploring values, 
research, etc. If you try to accomplish all of these at the 
same meeting, you are unlikely to succeed, and likely to 
frustrate some members. To avoid this, many groups find 
it useful to have several different types of meetings:

a. Social Events

 With all of the work to be done, it is important to 
allow time for playing together, too. Informal social 
events are a time for people to chat casually, bring 
their families, especially children (who can be disrup-
tive during meetings), and just get to know each 
other. This might be a potluck dinner club before a 
business meeting or on a separate evening, a picnic, 
an afternoon hike, or a party.

b. Business Meetings

 If they come to a meeting expecting to get some-
thing done and it becomes a social event, some 
people get very frustrated. Business meetings should 
be well organized with a clear agenda and designat-
ed facilitators. Start on time and try to end on time. 
Think about what information needs to be discussed 
at meetings of the full membership, and what can be 
taken care of in committees and through the news-
letter. Don’t take up time with committee reports 
unless they are really useful.

c. Value Discussions

 Many groups have found there is a need for another 
type of meeting which allows more time for open-
ended discussion than the business meetings and 
is more structured than the social events, in order 
to get to know more about each other’s values and 
priorities. By scheduling a topic to discuss ahead of 
time, people can decide if they want to participate or 
not. A group brainstorm of topics on people’s minds 
will give you a list of subjects to begin with.

d. Committee Meetings

 A lot of work is best done in small committees 
where there is time to discuss issues in greater 
detail. Committees typically meet at least once 
between general business meetings. A committee 
can research a topic and present proposals outlining 
the advantages and disadvantages of each option 
for the larger group’s discussion. Most cohousing 
groups make decisions only in the general business 
meetings unless the decision has been specifically 
allocated to a committee or person to make. It’s also 
a good idea to start a meeting with committee work 
and to have a ten-minute brainstorm in the general 
meeting. This makes people feel that they don’t have 
to join every committee and allows them to contrib-
ute what they know without going to a committee’s 
meetings.
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a third (1 + 1 = 3). In other words, an even 
better solution is found than what two peo-
ple would bring to the table individually. On 
the other hand, there are also times when the 
process becomes stalled, or people are not 
easily coming to a solution or agreement. In 
which case, punting to the next meeting is 
probably fine, thereby letting a smaller group 
of folks present a more refined proposal at 
the next meeting.

What to do if there is a stalemate:
•	 Don’t go back to “majority rules.” Seek 

compromise and a “what can you live 
with?” approach.

•	 State points of agreement along the way. 
This helps group morale and may lead to 
agreement on principle.

•	 Ask those who disagree to come up with 
alternatives.

•	 Try humor, taking a break, silence, chang-
ing seats, screaming together, stretching.

•	 Postpone the decision. Send to commit-
tee for more study. In the meantime more 
information can be gathered and emotions 
can settle. Everyone has time to reflect 
on options. There may occasionally be 

times when a group is unable to rely on 
consensus because of time and economic 
pressures. You can always resort to voting 
when consensus cannot be reached and a 
decision is needed immediately, but this 
option should be saved as a last resort. It 
usually goes something like: “If there is no 
agreement after the break, or at the next 
meeting, we’ll have a ¾ vote, then 2/3 if 
that doesn’t work.” Never settle for 51 per-
cent because that is just half of the group 
tyrannizing the other half.

Conflict Resolution
If you try to do anything with others, there 
will be conflict. If there is no conflict in your 
life, then you’re not doing much. Luckily, 
there are a growing number of folks around 
who believe, like we do, that our second high-
est priority as a species is to create a viable 
society — a society that knows how to coop-
erate. (Our first priority, like every other 
species, is to go forth and replenish the earth 
to survive, but at 6.5 billion, we’ve already 
succeeded at that.) Now we need to figure 
out how to co-inhabit the planet. 

Conclusion
In order to build a viable community and 
enhance the quality of life of all concerned, 
it is essential for individuals to learn how to 
listen, reason, and find cooperative ground. 
This unified vision allows the group to find 
solutions that work for everyone, not just 
for a majority. Proposals are discussed and 
amended — or sometimes jettisoned — 
until a decision is reached that best fits the 
vision and needs of every member of the 
community. This process allows people to 
obtain and provide each other with as much 
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information as possible about specific issues, 
allowing the residents to arrive at a balanced 
and well thought-out solution. 

In the consensus process we learn the con-
cept of “one plus one equals three.” That is, we 
understand through consensus we can reach 
a solution that will be better than the sepa-
rate opinions of two people. Tree Bresson, a 
consensus facilitator and coach, is quoted as 
saying: “Suddenly there is no ‘right’ answer. 
Instead, there is a cooperative search for ele-
gant, creative solutions that meet everyone’s 
needs.” It’s a melding of the two, or three or 
four, that works best for all involved. Most 
importantly, good decisions depend more 
on the participants’ ability to be honest, flex-
ible, and creative than on other conventional 
traits such as stubbornness, aggressiveness, 
or speaking ability. In this case, the right 
answer emerges from the group, not from a 
decision made by one isolated person. 

Cohousing involves personal growth; it 
has to. You learn that it is not productive to 
question other people’s motives, but maybe 
their judgment. We find that once people 
learn to become good listeners and hear 
other people out, they get the point, and once 
heard they will listen to your point as well. 
And in our experience, it’s the skills to talk to 
a large group and to listen that matter most 
in cohousing, as they do elsewhere.

©2007 The CoHousing Company 

PROCESS FLOW CHART

Brainstorming
• Generates ideas (as freely as possible)
• Gets creative juices �owing
• Ensures the opportunity for everyone to be heard
• Provides a fast and fun way to get started on a
 new topic
• Avoids discussion and judgment

Brainstorm

Discussion
• Debates mertis of an issue
• Clari�es issues
• Has goal in mind
• Puts forth proposals

Discuss

Decision making
• Break question down to lowest common denominator
• Ask for objections
• Take a straw pole
• Ameliorate concerns
• Ask for consensus
• State the decision

Consensus
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Facilitator
• Creates an agenda (with input of others)
• Gets the meeting started on time 
• Calls an agenda item for discussion
• Keeps the meeting on topic (bike story)
• Monitors a discussion of the item (i.e. Were all 

points heard? Are things being repeated, etc.?)
• Suggests additional or other decision-making 

techniques
• Keeps everyone interested (watch for glossy eyes)
• Makes room for good ideas to be heard
• Summarizes or rewords, if necessary
• May express personal opinion
• Writes up main points on large paper
• Tests for consensus (takes straw poll)
• Balances the needs of the community and the
   needs of the individual
• Requests more time for a given agenda item if 

essential

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Whole Group
• Has & carries the vision
• Makes decisions

Individual's Responsibilities
• Keeps the greater good of the group in mind
• Airs concerns (at the appropriate time)
• Expresses ideas or opinions honestly
• Is punctual; comes prepared
• Is concise and non-repetitious;  passes if nothing new to add
• Follows through on responsibilities undertaken
• Keeps topic focused
• Doesn't interrupt others

•  Brings up items at the appropriate time (possible as long as
people know you will get around to their issue)

CommitteesTime Keeper

Names Taker
• Maintains list of those wishing to speak
• Calls on speakers in order (may read out 

order periodically)
• Role activated whenever more than one 

person wants to speak
• Periodically lets people know where they 

are on the list
•  Facilitates listening (keeps people from 

interrupting)

Minutes Taker
• Records agenda in minutes
• Records consensed decisions
• Summarizes conclusions
• Reads back to group and veri�es that
 this is what was decided
• Gets minutes to group and into
 o�cial record

• Noti�es facilitator of
 minutes remaining
• Keeps strict eye on the
 clock

• Is �exible; willing to compromise

• Research and organize
 information
• Report �ndings to the
 group

• Produces long term memory
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Process
Responsible for facilitating effective communica-
tion  and decision making processes. Concerned 
with how the group is operating rather than what 
tasks are being accomplished.
Work with Coordinating Committee to plan 
General Meeting format and agenda details
•	 Identify meeting processes which incorporate 

members effectively, and which make meetings 
enriching, effective and fun.

Facilitate meetings & events
•	 Recruit people for meeting roles

•	 Reserve meeting facilities
•	 Oversee minute taking for General Meetings
•	 Arrange childcare, as necessary
•	 Provide meeting tools (e.g. colored cards, time-

keeping, etc.)

•	 Identify and bring in training resources

Finance & Legal
Responsible for reviewing budgets from the devel-
oper, formulating recommendations to the group, 
managing member dues, and overseeing creation 
of legal structures.

©2007 The CoHousing Company

Common Meetings
• Brainstorm

• Discuss

• Decide

• Report

Coordination Committee

• Organize agenda

• Schedule

• Coordinate group

Membership

Site
Search Ad Hoc

Committee

• Research

• Do work

• Prepare reports

• Make   
recommendations

Finance & Legal 

Process

                       

Social

Marketing

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

TEAM COMMITTEE ROLES & TASKS FOR COHOUSING GROUPS
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•	 Collect & record membership fees

•	 Open and manage checking account
•	 Pay / reimburse for approved expenses 

(snacks, babysitting, facility costs, etc.)
•	 Report income/expenses periodically to the 

group
•	 Hold periodic calls with developer to receive 

updates on budget and finances and develop 
recommendations around unit pricing, invest-
ment yields, etc.

•	 Oversee the creation of a limited liability com-
pany and eventually a homeowners association.

Membership
Responsible for recruiting, orienting and retaining 
members:
•	 Prepare a proposed membership policy for 

consideration by the full group
•	 Respond to interest and inquiries
•	 Create process for orienting new members
•	 Maintaining records of when members joined 

the group

E-Communications
Responsible for connecting everyone electronically, 
integrating newcomers promptly, and developing 
information for the public:
•	 Create & manage internal group list serve
•	 Develop & manage archive for minutes & 

decisions
•	 Develop web site for internal and public 

audiences

Social
Enables the development of social bonds among 
the group members by initiating various social 
activities:
•	 Organize outings, potlucks, and other social 

events.
•	 Support group building

•	 Make sure the community has fun

Other:
Coordinating / Steering
Team is composed of chairs/representatives of 
other committees. Responsible for carrying the 
overall vision of the community and ensuring that 
what needs to happens actually does. This Team 
oversees the work of the teams, monitoring their 
work and ensuring that they have the tools they 
need. Responsible for identifying problems and is-
sues early and working proactively to solve them.

•	 Formal link to developer
•	 Track work of the other Teams, to make sure 

the work is getting done
•	 Review Team participation, to see that 

everyone is assigned and working on at least 
one Team

•	 Identify issues for General Meeting agendas 
and make suggestions for Committees, as 
necessary

Community Relations
•	 Support outreach to neighbors bordering the 

project.
•	 Support political approval process.

Design
Created at the end of the Design Development 
Workshop. Has primary role of research alterna tive 
materials, if someone in the group proposes some-
thing other than what the architect proposes.
Common House
Proposes common house furnishings. We suggest 
that the group picks those with the best taste.
Construction Team
Interfaces with project manager during construc-
tion. Reports issues, alternates, schedules, etc. to 
the group.
Landscape
Helps landscape architect, and usually segues into 
landscape installation and maintenance commit-
tee after move in.
© CoHousing Partners 081107
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An effective agenda is the first step towards effec-
tive and satisfactory meetings. The agenda can 
take many forms, but should include some basic 
information designed to give a precise idea of how 
long each topic will take, who will present the in-
formation or proposal, and the purpose of each 
item. Goals range from information items such as 
reports and announcements, to brainstorm ses-
sions intended to generate ideas, to discussions 
meant to stimulate thought or introduce a topic 
for later action, to action items such as decisions. 
Clearly marking the goal of the item on the agenda 
— perhaps using different-colored pens or agreed-
upon symbols — ensures that the best possible 
use will be made of the time allotted.

The agenda should be prepared in advance 
of the meeting by the Coordinating Committee*, 
then either distributed or posted on a large sheet 

of paper in the meeting room or both. It could look 
like this:

•	 Set realistic timelines and STICK TO THEM! This 
establishes trust among group members that 
time won’t be wasted.

•	 Make sure there is an adequate and well-publi-
cized method for getting topics on the agenda.

* It is the Coordinating Committee’s responsibili-
ty to identify what is on the critical path. Prior to 
optioning a site, it is often: matters of locating 
a site, negotiating for a site, doing the feasibil-
ity of the market (are there enough people to 
warrant a site), and identifying money for a site. 
During project development, it could be design, 
financing, construction. While living there, it’s 
management, maintenance and whether or not 
everyone is getting along.

© CoHousing Partners / The Cohousing Company

AGENDA
New Boise Cohousing

November 1, 2010 7-9:30pm

7:00 5 min. Introductions (if there are new people)  Kim
7:05 10 min. Agenda & Minutes Review  Kim
7:15 45 min. New Site Possibilities Report/Decide Jean
8:00 10 min. Children’s Committee Brainstorm, Discuss Jean
8:10 10 min. Break  
8:20 10 min. Social Committee Brainstorm, Discuss, Decide Chris
8:30 20 min. Neighborhood garage sale Brainstorm, Discuss, Decide Rob
8:50 10 min. Publicity ideas/outreach Brainstorm, Discuss Ted
9:05 10 min. Next month’s facilitator, timekeeper,  Kim 
  minutes taker, snack bringer, childcare
9:15 15 min. Meeting evaluation

EFFECTIVE AGENDAS
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SAMPLE PROPOSAL:
In the consensus process of decision making, the 
more information available to the group as a whole, 
the more informed and complete a decision can 
be made. Therefore, the individual or committee 
presenting a proposal for consensus has a respon-
sibility to outline the background, considerations, 
pros AND cons of the issue, preferably in writing, 
so that the group can go from there. This format 
can be used for simple and complicated proposals; 
it provides a format for provoking thorough discus-
sions and well thought out decisions.

CUT DOWN THE TREE/ 
DON’T CUT THE TREE
Proposed:
(State the basic what/ when/ how much.) That the 
Landscape Committee be empowered to use $500 
of group funds to remove an existing tree.

Background:
(Facts leading up to the proposal). Russ and Joan 
noticed a deceased tree that had pine beetles. The 
committee has been looking into improving the 
aesthetics and safety of the landscape and at stem-
ming the tide of potentially additional decreased 
trees — largely based on the criteria brainstormed 
at last month’s meeting. We feel that the time has 
come to take action. We would like to plant a new 
tree in its place and use the wood from the cut 
down tree for firewood. We’ll be passing around a 
schedule along with the Arborist’s information.

Considerations: (In question form, all the possible 
considerations you can come up with.)

•	 Do we need to cut the tree down?

•	 Did we get the best price?

•	 Is the contractor going to do a good job? Are 
they qualified?

•	 What is the consequence of doing nothing?

Pros: (As many positives as you can come up with.)

•	 Meets all the criteria we came up with.

•	 We have extra money in the fund.

•	 We’ll have plenty of firewood for everyone this 
winter.

•	 The community will be safer.

•	 A much-needed shade tree can replace the 
diseased pine.

•	 Most importantly, it addresses issues of the 
long term health of adjacent trees.

Cons: (As many drawbacks as you can come up 
with.)

•	 It’s more money than we originally wanted to 
spend.

•	 It could be a noisy, several-day process.

•	 We’ll have to deal with a big hole in the skyline 
for several years.

•	 The arborist will have to damage some of the 
existing landscape to reach the project site.

•	 We will lose the tree that we gathered around 
before we broke ground (sentimental value)

© 2008 The Cohousing Company
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Rights:
•	 To fully participate in and vote on group deci-

sions during the development process of our 
community.

•	 To participate in our mailing list and archives.

•	 House selection seniority based on the date a 
household becomes a Full Member.

•	 The opportunity to build community and form 
relationships with future neighbors.

Responsibilities:
•	 Make regular capital contributions until you 

have invested at least 5% of the estimated cost 
of your unit type.

•	 Pay $100 nonrefundable membership dues and 
continue paying $100 membership dues on 
quarterly schedule until a maximum contribu-
tion of $500 is made.

•	 Attend meetings regularly, minimum of 1 out of 
3 general meetings (exceptions maybe consid-
ered on a case by case basis).

•	 Advise the group via email if you will be out of 
email contact for more than a week.

•	 Participate on committee(s).

•	 Attend all workshops (exceptions may be con-
sidered on a case by case basis).

•	 Assist in carrying out tasks necessary for the 
project to progress.

•	 Become familiar with the minutes of past meet-
ings so as not to hamper the group’s process 
out of lack of awareness of previous decisions 
and discussions.

•	 Become familiar with the concept of cohousing; 
i.e., books, tours, video.

•	 Read and sign all currently prepared legal docu-
ments and agreements.

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF A FULL MEMBER OF THE
XYZ COHOUSING  GROUP, LLC

© The Cohousing Company
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Rights:
•	 To actively participate in the design, program-

ming, and decision making process to create 
our community, without the right to block 
consensus or to vote.

•	 To have access to the group’s private website 
for important group information.

•	 To participate in our mailing list, email ex-
change and archives.

•	 The opportunity to build community and form 
relationships with future neighbors.

•	 To be assigned a “buddy” to facilitate a smooth 
transition into the existing group and provide 
relevant group background information.

Responsibilities:
•	 Attend new member orientation, including 

either the Kick Off Workshop or a consultation 
session.

•	 Observe two meetings or events, at least one of 
which is a business meeting (for either a com-
mittee or the full community).

•	 Pay $100 non-refundable membership dues 
and continue paying $100 dues on quarterly 
schedule until maximum contribution of $500 
is made.

•	 Attend meetings regularly (at least one out of 
three; exceptions may be considered on a case 
by case basis).

•	 Participate on committee(s).

•	 Become familiar with the minutes of past meet-
ings so as not to hamper the group’s process 
out of lack of awareness of previous decisions 
and discussions.

•	 Become familiar with the concept of cohousing; 
i.e., books, tours, video.

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF AN ASSOCIATE MEMBER
OF THE XYZ COHOUSING GROUP

© The Cohousing Company
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Rights:
•	 Departing Members are welcome to continue 

being involved with the group through ongo-
ing social events.

•	 A Departing Member should not expect a 
refund of capital investments until the project is 
completed and all the units are sold. Should the 
project fail, it is likely that all capital contribu-
tions by departing members, as well as active 
members, will not be recovered entirely, if at all.

•	 Special consideration may be given for hardship 
cases. An important part of our group dynamic 
is the understanding that the group will do its 
best to help departing members or members in 
financial difficulty, but the cash flow require-
ments of the development may make timely 
assistance impossible.

Responsibilities:
•	 A Departing Member, of either Full or Associate 

status, is required to notify the Membership 
Committee and thereby, the group, in writing 
before membership status can be officially 
changed. The membership committee will note 
the time and date that it received such notifica-
tion. This information may be pertinent for the 
refund of capital investments after the project 
is complete.

•	 Departing members are financially liable for 
decisions made while the departing member 
was still a member unless the group decides to 
release them from their obligation.

•	 A Departing Member is required to abdicate 
any and all legal agreements with the group 
in a timely manner as outlined by the legal 
committee, including, but not limited to, the 
development LLC, the group homeowners asso-
ciation whatever form that takes and any other 
legal entity to which they belong in common 
with the group. The details of this process are to 

be determined.

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF A DEPARTING MEMBER
OF THE XYZ COHOUSING GROUP

© The Cohousing Company
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Appendix 4:

Senior Cohousing

Taking Charge of the  Rest  
of Your Life

Many seniors in the US live in places that 
do not accommodate their most basic 

needs. In the typical suburb, the automobile 
is a de facto extension of the single-family 
house. Driving is an absolute requirement 
for shopping, going to the doctor, or visiting 
a friend or family member. As we get older, 
as our bodies and minds age, the activities we 
once took for granted aren’t as easy anymore: 
our house is too big to maintain; a visit to the 
grocery store becomes an expedition; we see 
our friends less and less often. 

Of course, many, if not most, seniors want 
to take control of their housing situation, 
but the current options are often limited. 
What many seek is a home that is affordable, 
safe, accessible to services, and where they 
know their neighbors and can even help one 
another on a daily basis. The desire for such a 
living environment has created a burgeoning 

senior cohousing movement. Started in 
Denmark, the movement has since taken 
roots in North America.

Senior Cohousing: A Community 
Approach to Independent Living
In 2009., Chuck published the second edi-
tion of The Senior Cohousing Handbook: A 
Community Approach to Independent Living, 
which built on research and travel to Denmark 
where he visited many senior cohousing com-
munities between 19.85 and 2010. 

In Denmark, there are currently more than 
a hundred finished senior cohousing commu-
nities and more in the planning phase — and 
that’s in a country of only five million. And in 
the spring of 2010, I (Chuck) saw a project, 
Eventyre, which could only be initiated by the 
most conscious of folks. It was started by two 
couples in their early fifties, both determined 
to have as much fun during their second fifty 
years as they did during their first fifty. 



28 |  Creating Cohousing

The group of 26 households is so “out of 
denial” that there are still five teenagers living 
at home. In other words, they have figured 
out that they will eventually be empty nesters 
and are already preparing to deal with that 
and the hundreds of other issues that arise 
after fifty. It was nine years since I finished 
much of the research in Denmark for the 
first edition of Senior Cohousing and all of 
the fears Americans had have come and gone: 
What if everyone gets old at once? Will I have 
to care for everyone else? In fact, in two of the 
communities that I visited recently, no one 

had passed away. A couple of people do have 
some onset of dementia and couldn’t entirely 
process a linear conversation, but then I won-
dered who doesn’t have some dementia. 

Senior cohousing is in its nascent phase 
in North America, with projects completed 
in Davis, California, Abingdon, Virginia, and 
Boulder, Colorado and many more being 
planned in towns such as Grass Valley and 
Mountain View, California, and Stillwater, 
Oklahoma. 

You will find a complete discussion of 
the existing senior cohousing communities 
and the process that many groups have used 
to successfully start a senior cohousing in 
the second edition of The Senior Cohousing 
Handbook.

A Shift in Danish and American 
Trends for Senior Living 
For various cultural, psychological, and even 
physiological reasons, we simply have not 
figured out how to care for older people. 
Ironically, the problem with assisted living is 
not necessarily economic — we spend plenty 
of money taking care of our elders, but as 
Lennon and McCartney said, “money can’t 
buy me love.” Since, with rare exceptions, we 
Americans can’t, as a nation, seem to care for 
our aged with honor and decorum, people 
have to figure it out for themselves. Perhaps 
we create environments for seniors, because 
we’re afraid that if we create environments 
with seniors, we might not be able to control 
them.

Next Step: New Industry
We are hoping for the beginning of an entirely 
new profession in the US: what the Danes 
refer to as Aging Successfully. Facilitators who 

Senior Cohousing: Sustainable 
Lifestyle for an Aging Generation

Last year Americans drove five billion miles caring for seniors 
in their homes (Meals on Wheels, Whistle Stop Nurses, and 
so on). In our small, semi-rural county in the Sierra foothills, 
Telecare made sixty thousand trips in massive, lumbering, 
polluting van-buses — usually carrying only one senior at a 
time — schlepping a couple thousand old people over hill 
and dale to doctor’s appointments, to pick up medicine, or 
to see friends. In our cohousing community, where there 
are 21 seniors, I have never seen a single Telecare bus in 
the driveway. In cohousing it happens organically by caring 
neighbors: “Can I catch a ride with you?”; “Are you headed to 
the drug store?”, etc. This alternative is much more fun and 
inexpensive for all involved, and much less damaging to the 
environment. 

Bill Thomas, in his book What Are Old People For? says 
that we face a three-trillion-dollar dilemma. That is, if we 
hope to care for seniors anywhere near as well as we do 
today, it is going to take another three trillion dollars, out 
of a total US GDP of thirteen trillion dollars. In other words 
— it’s more or less impossible. We have to figure out a bet-
ter way.



Appendix 4 |  29

know senior issues and a little about cohous-
ing will sit with a group of twenty seniors 
to help them figure out how to age in place, 
gracefully, and with dignity. And it turns out 
that the only way to do so is with thought-
ful preparation, becoming conscious of the 
issues, getting out of denial and getting pro-
active about solutions. 

We expect Aging Successfully advisors to 
come from the ranks of the many people who 
have been assisting seniors for years. These 
advisors have to be prepared to patiently 
walk people through the issues of aging in 
place. It is not a weekend endeavor. It takes 
an evening per week (two hours) for a couple 
of months to successfully raise the conscious-
ness of participants to decide “A: This is for 
me,” or “B: This isn’t for me,” in the context 
of really knowing and grappling with the 
issues. Someone who is entrepreneurial and 
motivated could start a very healthy busi-
ness helping seniors turn over the rocks and 
embrace a scenario for themselves of aging 
successfully. The biggest misconception of 
senior cohousing is that you start with a site. 
We have worked with groups who had a site 
and were ready to go. However, it is so much 
easier if the group starts the process with 
Aging Successfully and then finds a site. 

The Deliberate Choice for a 
Happier Elderhood
One day many years ago, my (Chuck’s) sis-
ter called to tell me our mother had caused a 
fender-bender, and though no one was hurt, 
she would lose her driver’s license. Of course, 
since Mom could no longer drive, it would 
be all but impossible for her to care for her-
self in her modest house in the “burbs.” The 
solution was to sell her house and move her 

into a small apartment that was within walk-
ing distance of a shopping center. It was her 
version of moving into a so-called retirement 
community.

Over the ensuing years I repeatedly offered 
to help my mother find a cohousing commu-
nity. Despite the obvious, she was determined 
to live out her days “independently” telling her-
self that she was in complete control. Nobody 
was going to tell her what to do and how to 
live. She refused to realistically consider her 
future years. She lived them on anything but 
her own terms — she was completely and 
totally trapped.

My mother made the typical American 
choice to ignore the elephant in the living 

The Danish Experience
Of the last twenty-five cohousing communities built in 
Denmark, twenty have been for seniors. The reasons are basic 
to economic and social well-being: seniors living in cohous-
ing require much less government and other institutional 
care, and are happier and more independent. These fringe 
benefits are a cost savings for the residents, the government, 
and supportive non-profits.

As a housing type in Denmark, senior cohousing has 
received support not only from the residents, but also from 
social institutions, the financial sector, and government 
agencies. In order to address the housing needs of the el-
derly and scale down their reliance on formal care programs, 
the Danes have solidly included cohousing communities in 
their spectrum of housing for the elderly. In fact, on one of 
our recent visits to Denmark we asked 13 housing officials, 
“Is there any facet of housing that is not influenced by co-
housing?” They replied a unanimous “no,” that every aspect of 
housing in Denmark is influenced by and considers cohous-
ing. And lots of institutions do what they can to help support 
this trend.
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room, and much to her dismay found her-
self in assisted care, then in institutionalized 
nursing care. If neither my family nor I were 
able to help her avoid a life of unhappy insti-
tutional dependence, who could have? The 
answer is as straightforward as it is simple: 
Only she could have made the conscious 
choice to take control of the inevitable, in an 
effort to live as independently as possible, for 
as long as possible, within a community she 
could have relied on for support.

In Contrast
Across the Atlantic, 71-year-old Else Skov 
lives in a large two-bedroom apartment in a 
senior cohousing community in Denmark. 
She moved into her home 24 years ago with 
her husband, who died two years later. She 
is not lonely, largely due to the community’s 
unique qualities, including a common house 
where residents can meet with other residents 
after dinner to exchange stories and humor, 
or make plans to go to the opera together.

In contrast to my mother, Else has lived 
for the past 24 years among friends that she 
loves being with. People stop and talk to her, 
and when she is ill, they bring her dinner 
in bed. She stays current on all of the latest 
news, not just the international stories but 
also what is happening with friends and their 
families. And her family enjoys visiting her 
more, because she doesn’t live alone among 
strangers. She had the chance to make a 
deliberate and realistic choice on her own 
terms as to how and where she would live out 
her last years. 

The Future of Aging — 
Elders Developing Dignity
Is senior cohousing in our future? The 21st 
century will be an entirely new era in respect-
ing the possibilities for quality of life in a 
person’s fourth quarter. More and more peo-
ple will be getting older on their own terms, 
not in denial but with clarity of consciousness. 
If the 20th century made education almost 
universal in this country, the 21st century will 
bring a renaissance to ageing gracefully and 
respectfully in place. There’s a lot of work to 
be done, but the potential for enhanced lives 
is enormous. Rarely have there been oppor-
tunities for seniors like this in America. The 
era of creating housing for seniors has to end, 
and the era of creating housing with seniors 
has to emerge and flourish. We have demon-
strated that we can’t do very well for them. 
This is not about experts. This is about facili-
tators: people who listen, not dictate; people 
who want to see seniors make a place that 
they will use and love. Senior cohousing is 
where people live — “housing with goods 
in it,” as the Danes would say — not ware-
housing. Our elders are a critical part of our 
society, highly under-considered in modern 
times. The time to change is now. The key to 
success is to get going and get organized. 

Sure it will take two years. But as a resi-
dent of Danish senior cohousing, Korvetten, 
said, “I think now that I have moved into 
senior cohousing, I will live 10 years lon-
ger. Not because it’s a magic medicine, but 
because it’s fun to be alive.” 
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Appendix 5:

Frequently Asked Questions about Cohousing

Why live in cohousing?

Most people we’ve asked used words like 
“family” and “village living” and cited 

quality of life, childrearing, living lighter on 
the planet, security, and, of course, community.

How does cohousing address  
people’s basic needs?
People care about safety. One man told us 
that he physically felt the tension leave his 
shoulders just a few days after he moved into 
cohousing. Previously, he lived in a neigh-
borhood in the city where he didn’t know 
anyone. Second, people care about their kids’ 
well-being and their grades. Kids in cohous-
ing typically get much, much better than 
average grades. They have a lot of “teach-
ers,” or at least mentors and role models, and 
feel a little more accountable to many other 
“uncle- and aunt-like” figures. Finally, people 
care about having someone to talk to, to walk 
with, and to share a fun movie or a beer with. 

People like to grow and learn, and learning 
and cohousing are synonymous. You learn 
how to work with others, to cook pasta pri-
mavera or coq au vin for forty and have fun 
doing it. People like to be independent, with-
out having to bring strangers to the house to 
help, and they like to be there for others — 
who will probably be there for them someday.

Who moves into cohousing?
There is a common denominator among my 
neighbors in cohousing — the perception 
that “my life as an individual will be enriched 
if I give cooperation with my neighbors the 
benefit of the doubt.” I will live happier; I will 
live cheaper; I won’t have to work so hard; I’ll 
have more fun; and I will be stimulated by the 
various interests of the group members. We 
live with the notion that cooperation (around 
domestic issues like dinner, child rearing and 
shared resources) is a possibility. Cohousing 
is not about forcing anyone to take part in 
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shared chores and activities if it doesn’t make 
sense. Rather, it is based on the premise that 
we are committed to helping one another 
when it does make sense (other than your 
minimum share). We’ve found that the sense 
of cooperation that is prevalent in cohousing 
is also the building block for other positive 
behavior, like respect, trust, and accountabil-
ity, all of which make for a richer community.

Is there much diversity in cohousing?
In inner city cohousing, such as Emeryville, 
California, and Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
minorities are well represented. And diver-
sity is growing in cohousing nationwide.

Is there a screening process?  
Who decides who lives there?
Most cohousing communities do not screen 
new residents. If potential residents under-
stand the nature of the community and the 
expectations around their own participation, 
they will be able to choose whether or not 
the community meets their needs. A couple 
of groups do have vetting and interview pro-
cedures for new members, but these are very 
rare and not that successful as some people 
may be good talkers, like the guy who moved 
into my shared house in college saying “I love 
to wash dishes.”

Most established groups now agree that 
nothing works better than self-selection. 
They invite prospective new residents to a 
common dinner or two, to a workday, and 
to a common meeting. Spending some time 
this way gives people the chance to see if they 
think cohousing is right for them, if this par-
ticular group is right for them, if they really 
think cooperating with their neighbors is 
the way to go, and whether they can handle 

the responsibilities expected of them. People 
recognize that if they are not into the whole 
cohousing concept, then other, more conven-
tional options may be better for them, and 
for the group they were considering joining. 
If you don’t want to cook dinner for your 
neighbors every five or six weeks, there’s a 
whole world out there where you can just 
cook for yourself.

How does technology weigh in?
Most of us have more than a billion times 
more technological competency in our homes 
today than we did just twenty years ago. 
Our growth and quality of social expression 
wanes by comparison. We may not have as 
much conviviality in our neighborhoods as 
we had forty years ago. Perhaps America’s 
real maturation will occur when we start to 
consider the social well-being of our people 
just as much as technical advances. That said, 
there’s always a small group of folks in any 
cohousing who can set the group up with 
state-of-the art technology.

Why did cohousing begin in Denmark, 
rather than, say,  the US?
We asked Philip Actanter, the man largely 
credited with taking the ownership cohous-
ing development model to the non-profit 
rental development world in Denmark, and 
making it even more accessible and afford-
able to thousands more people. He said:

In 19.76, about the time cohousing 
was really getting a start in Denmark, 
I happened to be staying with a 
family in Los Angeles for a week. I 
marveled at how the dinner conversa-
tion every night revolved around 
whether those French-made tiles were 
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going to stick to the bottom of the 
prototypical space-shuttles at re-entry 
into the earth’s atmosphere or not. It 
was a highly technical conversation 
based on the latest news release from 
NASA. They discussed the glue, the 
tile, the temperatures, and what the 
consequences would be if a tile fell off.

It struck me how we in Denmark 
might have that conversation, and 
others, about the latest technology 
and gadgets, but also talk more in 
depth about the physical, social, 
and emotional well-being of our 
grandparents, and our children and 
ourselves, as well as how environmen-
tal design might affect our well-being. 

We’d talk about the new bus 
stop downtown, whether it should 
be on this side of the intersection or 
perhaps the other side. These aren’t 
trivial things, they are important to 
our real lives, the lives of others, and 
they are things that we can affect. And 
since we balance our tech talk with 
our lifestyle discussions, we’re able 
to move forward on both fronts, and 
cohousing was just a natural exten-
sion of thinking about how our social 
life has changed and how we need to 
adapt our physical environments. 

Holding onto the single-family 
house when it doesn’t make sense 
is like putting a letter into the mail 
that was typed on a typewriter, when 
you could just send an email. It is 
romantic, and you might do it for a 
historical experience — just like you 
might stay in a cabin in the woods for 
a weekend with no indoor plumbing 

for a Jeremiah Johnson experience, 
but you might not choose to live 
there permanently.

Also, Denmark does have a 
history of cultural workers — profes-
sionals trained in anthropology who 
help towns weigh the advantages 
and disadvantages of putting in a 
highway here or there depending 
on the aggregate sum of kinships 
affected by the decision. How putting 
it here, for example, affects how often 
a grandmother walks to a grand-
daughter’s house — and then adding 
up all of those experiences to decide 
what the best place for it would be. 
Corporations sell technology, but it’s 
up to the people to embrace social 
advances. 

Over the years, what other differences 
have you noticed between Danish 
and American cohousing?
Our multicultural society presents unique 
challenges for the development of cohousing. 
As members of a more homogenous culture, 
the Danes share many traditions, values, and 
expectations that create a cohesion not read-
ily attainable in the United States. Within the 
diversity of the American population, however, 
many people share the basic values needed to 
live together successfully in cohousing: an 
appreciation of the benefits of community 
and a willingness to work together to achieve 
them. As in Denmark, different cohousing 
communities in the United States reflect dif-
ferent values and levels of commitment. 

A related concern is that cohousing might 
further emphasize already existing American 
patterns of residential and social segregation. 
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Like the Danes, American cohousing groups 
consistently “seek a varied resident compo-
sition with diverse incomes, interests, and 
political perspectives … encouraging an 
attitude of openness and tolerance” (a quote 
from the Trudeslund development plan). 
They also make special efforts to integrate 
their community into the existing neighbor-
hood. Cohousing offers an opportunity to 
overcome the current patterns of segregation 
by interest, age, income, race, and house-
hold composition. In choosing cohousing, 
residents choose respect for each other’s 
differ ences, while building on their com-
monalities. Like America itself, there is much 
more diversity in urban cohousing than sub-
urban, and the diversity is increasing steadily. 
Cohousing home prices often vary widely 
in the same community (from $100,000 to 
$750,000). Inner city cohousing in the US 
has a very varied ethnic make up.

Is cohousing easier in Denmark?  
Don’t they know how to cooperate?
The Danes do it better than us, but they 
learned it too, like we have to. The Danes have 
a lot of things that we don’t: a high-function-
ing universal medical system; a high-quality, 
not-auto-oriented public transportation sys-
tem (Chuck was only in a car four times the 
first year he lived in Denmark); a very low 
crime rate; and a superior education system. 
According to research done at the University 
of Leister and Cambridge University in the 
UK, they are the happiest people on the 
planet. But there are many means to that 
happiness, and one of them is cooperation. 
Cohousing is cooperation at a scale that a 
small group of people can learn, like cultures 
learn to cooperate, one individual at a time. 

And Denmark, like the US, is becoming 
more and more diverse, ethnically.

Yes, but what is the big picture  
advantage to adopting cohousing  
in this country?
No matter the problem — environmental 
degradation, education, family life — noth-
ing affects our ability to advance solutions 
like learning the art of cooperation. Our cul-
ture constantly seeks solutions that allow us 
to buy our way to redemption. Cohousing 
provides a means where people have to make 
a case for “do we take the tree down, or do 
we not?” Fifty percent think you need to, the 
others don’t, and you spend fifteen minutes 
figuring it out, and over and over the solution 
is more sophisticated than it would be if only 
one person decided.

How does cohousing differ from
other kinds of living arrangements?
In cohousing you have as much privacy as you 
want and as much community as you want. 
In your private house, you get as much pri-
vacy as you want and as much privacy as you 
want. Or later, in assisted living, you get as 
much institutionalized cajoling as you want 
or as much isolation as you want. In cohous-
ing you realize the benefit of sharing with 
your neighbors — the advantages of cooper-
ating as a means of enhancing quality of life.

How do prices compare to other kinds 
of housing?
The cost of a cohousing unit depends on a lot 
of factors. Land, construction, consultant, and 
financing costs are similar in any new develop-
ment. However, we have found that through 
very careful, deliberate work, you can make 
cohousing houses no more, or even less, costly 
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than traditional housing. Cohousing may cost 
more when the project is not well planned 
and organized, and not made to fit optimally 
into production construction (versus custom 
construction). Cohousing can be affordable 
when the group asks for more accessibility 
and more ecological design features (custom 
construction), but keeps the costs of these 
“custom” features down by fitting them into a 
standard design process — which is possible. 

Where the real savings are to be made 
is after move-in. The increase in disposable 
income can be well over a $1,000 a month for 
each house in senior cohousing and $500 per 
month in intergenerational cohousing because 
of the things that people do for each other as a 
natural part of a normal day, rather than hav-
ing to pay a stranger for the same tasks.

If I live in cohousing, will I have my 
own kitchen?
You won’t believe how many times reporters 
have asked us this question while standing in 
our kitchen!

How does cohousing affect a  
person’s sense of “home”?
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 elicit feelings of 
frustration, loneliness, or fear. The home 
environment affects a person’s confidence, 
relationships with others, and personal satis-
faction. A parent who worries at work about 
when she will shop for groceries and get din-
ner on the table is often unable to concentrate 
on her job or relax with her children once she 
is home, let alone take time for herself. This 
aspect of housing cannot be measured by cost, 
internal rates of return, or other traditional 

real estate assessments. While this book does 
discuss financing methods and market values, 
our most important concern is people them-
selves and the quality of their lives.

Does everyone have to eat in the 
common house?
Participation in common meals is voluntary; 
residents take part as they wish, but cooking is 
usually required about every five or six weeks. 
Breaking bread together is a timeless means of 
fostering community. Most Danish cohous-
ers regard common dinners as germane to 
cohousing and community itself. Cooking the 
minimum only makes sense. There’s a whole 
world out there that is conducive to having 
dinner alone, but of course folks in cohousing 
have dinner alone when they feel like it. The 
difference is that they have the choice of din-
ner with neighbors, or alone.

How often do people eat in the  
common house?
It varies. After interviewing hundreds of 
cohousing residents, the vast majority said 
that they ate in the common house more than 
twice as often as they thought they would 
before moving in. That is unless the common 
house is designed poorly, which does happen. 
(See Chapter 29.: Cohousing Design for best 
practices.)

I’m a teacher and I have to deal with 
people all day. What do you say to 
people that are sure that the last thing 
they want is to deal with more people 
at home?
Dealing with people in your work life, whether 
it’s strangers, customers, students, a boss, or 
employees, can be stressful. You have a specific 
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role — to be the authority, the learned one, 
you have to be diplomatic, keep a persona, 
get stuff done, and there’s pressure. However, 
to talk with peers, with equals, is less stress-
ful. You don’t need to keep up appearances. 
You can’t. And you don’t want to. Learning 
things from others is sometimes more fun 
than being the authority. Those work-school 
relationships are one thing, but they are not 
the same as real relationships built over time 
without an agenda. You get to be authentic.

How does resale work?
When cohousing homes are owned as condo-
miniums, resale is handled by the individual. 
When the development is owned as a coop-
erative, the community is more involved in 
resale. In Europe, homes in existing cohous-
ing communities are highly prized — buyers 
receive the benefit without all the develop-
ment work!

Theoretically your house is for sale on 
the open market and again, there is very 
little vetting by the community at large. 
Usually folks who buy into a project that has 
already been built are quite familiar with it. 
Still, most groups ask prospective members 
to come to a couple of common dinners, to 
participate in a few common workdays, and 
to attend two common meetings before they 
sign on. The key thing is to help people make 
sure that cohousing is for them. Since sup-
ply is far short of demand, even in Europe, 
it’s best that the folks who really appreciate 
the benefits of cohousing, and who are best 
able to contribute, be the ones to move in. 
Empirically it has been proven to work best if 
prospective residents are fully apprised of the 
development of the community to date. The 
best and clearest data to go through is the 

site plan program, the common house pro-
gram, and the private house program (most 
communities will have them on file), which 
explains why the buildings were placed where 
they stand, what common facilities there are, 
and even why the houses were designed the 
way they were. As well, all of the agreements 
the group has to date and details of the active 
committees will be available for review. And 
the “buddy” who’s showing a prospective 
resident around will probably also describe 
some of the nuances of the subculture, who’s 
a good organizer, and who it’s best to talk to 
about whatever you might be interested in, 
like landscaping or such.

What is the biggest challenge in 
bringing cohousing to the US? 
The myths we live by. For example, a few years 
ago my father (Chuck’s) visited our cohous-
ing community for ten days. Before coming 
he often asked, “Why are you bothering with 
this cohousing thing, when you could have 
your own private house?” He visited and 
every night he was the last one to leave the 
common house, looking around to see if there 
was anyone else to talk to at ten, or eleven 
at night. In ten days he helped with dinner 
twice while we are only obligated to help with 
dinner once a month. Then he went back to 
Sacramento, to his single-family house — 
where he was very unhappy. No playmates. 
He constantly complained about a lack of 
visitors, a lack of droppers-by. He had fallen 
victim to the myth that me and my own box 
(and the box within the box, i.e., TV) is all I 
need to be happy, that and all I can buy at the 
big box down the street. But he incessantly 
wanted folks to visit with. I asked him, “Why 
not cohousing?” He replied, “Oh no, not me.” 
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Author and motivational speaker Steve 
Covey argues that one of the worst things you 
can do to yourself is to stereotype yourself. 
We know the limitations of stereotyping oth-
ers — but stereotyping ourselves is even more 
limiting. My dad half joked once, “What would 
my friends (who live thousands of miles away) 
think?” I asked, “What is this, high school?” I 
wondered to myself, “Dad, you’re seventy years 
old, if you’re not going to make your own deci-
sion now, I’m just wondering when will you?” 
He had been victimized by the whole John 
Wayne–type cultural propaganda. 

The myth of the single-family house in 
this country (69. percent of the population) 
is the same myth that the Danes had to over-
come (single family homes housed 65 percent 
of their population). This story of my father 
is one of many stories that remind me, again 
and again, how strong the pull to default cul-
ture is, no matter how impractical and costly. 

What about sweat equity? Can it save 
a lot of money?
It most cases, it’s not financially beneficial for 
residents to do much building themselves. 
Construction schedules as well as insurance 
requirements make residential labor impracti-
cal. However, residents can often save money 
by installing landscaping and completing some 
interior finish work. (See Chapter 27: From 
Dream to Reality, on development.) And the 
real sweat equity is in the development pro-
cess. There is plenty to do after move in.

What has been the response of  
planners and city officials?
Most are enthusiastic about the cohousing 
concept once they understand it. In some 
cities where officials were initially skeptical, 

they are now proud to be cohousing pioneers, 
and many planning departments are quick 
to take visitors to their showcase cohousing 
community downtown. In many cases, future 
residents must provide thorough and ongo-
ing education to city planners in order to pave 
the way for obtaining planning approvals.

Most all city officials recognize that new 
positive housing options are necessary. Most 
city officials don’t really get to put forward 
positive solutions — they just edit mediocre 
possibilities. When cohousing comes along, 
those officials who have the best interests of 
the community in mind, and who understand 
that their job is to serve that community well, 
come forward to support it. Unfortunately, as 
we all know, some city officials are there just 
to further their own needs. If so, there’s noth-
ing that cohousing groups can do other than 
to put forward a more informed solution that 
the public at large can support. Large-scale 
support ultimately prevails at city hall. After 
almost fifty projects, we’ve only had one proj-
ect declined by city or county officials — and 
that was obvious early on, so the group did 
not lose money on that project.

What is the ideal size of a cohousing 
community?
Anywhere from 12 up to 35 households 
seems to work best. If a community is any 
smaller, its smooth operation depends too 
much on specific individuals; if larger, some 
sense of community can be lost. (See the 
chapters An Old Idea, Cohousing Design, 
and Happily Ever Aftering). The important 
rule of thumb learned from the Danes is that no 
community should ever exceed 50 adults. More 
than that and decision-making and manage-
ment becomes too cumbersome.
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There are lots of theories, but after inter-
viewing hundreds of residents of cohousing, 
the optimum always seemed to be some-
where in the range of 15 to 25 houses. Too 
big, and the discussion always seems to be 
more like politics than consensus building. 
The advantage of larger communities how-
ever, is that they increase the chances that 
each person will have something in common 
with several people, and will make more close 
friends — a very satisfying experience. A 
larger group also helps amortize the cost of a 
larger common house. The smaller the com-
munity is, the more community/social and 
financial responsibilities each household will 
bear. Just like Goldilocks, not too big, not too 
small — better to be just right. The key: no 
more than 50 adults.

What about pets?
Each community must decide its own policy 
based on factors like the size of the site. Most 
communities are happy to accommodate 
pets. Pets mean a lot to people. Invariably 
people worry about others having too many 
unruly pets much more than actually hap-
pens. I’ll never forget (while planning the 
twelve-unit Doyle Street Cohousing) one 
woman exclaiming, “Yes, but what if every-
one has two cats? We’ll have 24 cats!” That’s 
about as likely as being hit by a meteorite. 
The residents moved in with a total of 12 
cats, and interestingly, 10 years later, there 
were none. When the cats died they weren’t 
replaced. It turns out that having real people 
to talk to made the cats less essential. Since 
then a cat or two has been replaced, but I 
think you get the point. Ultimately it is up to 
the group to formulate their own pet policies. 
And rules are usually far less necessary than 

originally feared. If people have a problem 
with a pet, they usually take care of it them-
selves by talking directly to the owner.

How does the community deal 
with differences in food tastes and 
requirements?
Again, each community creates its own policy 
based on the specific needs of its residents. It 
is usually fairly easy to work with a variety 
of requirements, especially since residents are 
not dependent on common meals.

Sometimes there are formalities around 
food — you have to make a vegetarian entrée 
if you make a meat entrée, for instance. But 
usually, the residents of a community care 
about one another enough that they will 
accommodate each other. “Oh, Joe is coming 
to dinner and he can’t have lactose. We’ll just 
whip up a cheese-free pizza to go with the 
other homemade pizzas we’re having tonight.”

Does cohousing mean attending 
meetings for the rest of my life?
After the hard work of the planning stage and 
the transitional first months after moving in, 
most communities need to meet formally 
only once a month. The planning process 
acts as “time in the bank,” making residents’ 
lives more convenient later. The key is to rec-
ognize that you will in fact save time overall 
with a little consideration.

Are there days when someone in 
cohousing really, really annoys you?
It does happen three or four times a year that 
someone annoys you, but given the plusses, 
we don’t let it ruin our day. And by the way, 
so did neighbors in our single-family house 
neighborhood — like the time a neighbor 
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called the police because a visitor of ours 
parked six inches into his driveway’s curb 
cut. He knew where she was visiting. Was he 
intimidated by her? No. Or by us? No. But 
often neighbors don’t know how to dialogue: 
“Hey, I’d appreciate it if …” It’s hard to imag-
ine this ever happening in cohousing. 

It’s an even bigger challenge to figure out 
how to mitigate our own idiosyncrasies and 
our own inner dialogue: “The world does 
revolve around me, doesn’t it?” And the inter-
esting thing about cohousing is that if you 
know that you are annoying others over and 
over, you will probably move out.

How is a community managed?
Residents manage their communities through 
a homeowners’ association (for condomini-
ums) or a board of directors (for cooperatives). 
Residents form committees to carry out the 
work of the community.

Decisions are made by the residents, by 
consensus. Therefore people cooperate if it 
makes sense, but consensus has back up — a 
super majority voting system for time-crit-
ical issues. See the section in the Appendix 
on Group Process for more on consensus 
decision-making.

Do we need a developer?
Developers are great at determining if the 
site is a good one, and often help to pur-
chase it. Developers are sometimes better 
at creating and sticking to a budget than a 
group. And developers can help groups get 
financing, especially construction financing, 
that groups sometimes cannot. But still, the 
vision is the group’s vision and the commu-
nity is so much more (see Chapter 27: From 
Dream to Reality).

Do I need big bucks to move 
into cohousing?
Not really. But you do need a little bit of 
entrepreneurial spirit. You do have to be 
willing to plow forward and figure out how 
you’re going to accomplish it with others.

Why are there so few low-income 
cohousing communities?
The apparently small numbers of low-income 
cohousing communities to date is decep-
tive. In 2009., Silver Sage won a significant 
award granted by the American Institute of 
Architects and the American Association of 
Homes and Services for the Aging for afford-
able senior housing.

Historically, we can only guess why almost 
all of the writing in the press about cohous-
ing is about the middle-income projects, and 
almost none of it is about the low-income 
neighborhoods. One guess is that the journal-
ists who are interested enough in cohousing to 
interest their editors in a story, are those who 
relate to the middle-income issues of career, 
play dates, childcare, shopping, piano lessons, 
soccer games, and community — or the lack 
there of. The reporters see that their readers 
might relate to it, and write about it. Having 
readily available neighbors offers a very dif-
ferent scenario than calling friends and then 
driving over to another family’s house on the 
other side of town. Early on, the writers who 
covered cohousing were less familiar with 
the scores of housing projects designed for 
families on welfare, individuals from abu-
sive households, or the poor and elderly, and 
knew little about homeless shelters or highly 
subsidized shared houses as described in 
Chapter 32: The Legacy of Cohousing. They 
never asked about them, and they never wrote 
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about them. Or perhaps writers assume that 
such residents are not their readership, and 
perhaps they are correct. But whatever the 
reason, these other, equally remarkable neigh-
borhoods are completely overlooked in the 
press. We’re not sure that they will ever get 
the attention they deserve — but the success-
ful models exist nonetheless, and they serve 
the people who live there.

In the case of Sebastopol, California, 
dis  cussed in this book (in the Legacy of 
Cohousing chapter) — the first all-rental, 
low-income, cohousing-inspired commu-
nity in the US — the 45-unit community 
was modeled after and attempted to emulate 
a high-functioning cohousing community, 
within the constraints of subsidized housing 
in America. At the grand opening in the spring 
of 2009., resident after resident (mostly elderly 
and young families) spoke to how they had 
always hoped to move into a cohousing neigh-
borhood where they could depend on real 
people (not management, not social services) 
for a basic sense of a supportive community. 
The emphasis here is the fact that cohousing 
was their model for the living environment 
they desired. And it is doable, even within the 
constraints of an affordable housing budget.

This is all the more reason to best ensure 
that cohousing continues to be the beacon, to 
be the model for non-profits who need places 
to point funders to, to say “Look, we can do 
so much better than virtually warehousing 
people, we can aspire to something better 
than keeping the rain off of their heads.” And 
we can aspire once again to build communi-
ties with people, not for people — a goal that 
has been lost for many non-profit housing 
developers. It is our hope that this goal will 
be reawakened once we recognize that we are 

leaving the greatest asset of all on the table in 
the creation of any new neighborhood — the 
talents and capabilities of the residents them-
selves. And just like in Denmark, we expect 
that the legacy of cohousing will play a big-
ger role than cohousing itself in the increased 
quality of life for most people.

How much participation is required?
Each community must decide for itself. A 
minimum level typically includes cooking din-
ner in the common house once a month and 
participating in a work committee or two, and 
in work parties for twenty to thirty hours per 
year. While building a community, the social 
and developmental side of the equation, most 
groups meet twice a month for about a year.

What about rentals?
Cohousing rentals are not yet widely avail-
able. Few cohousing households can afford to 
own a second unit, especially if the monthly 
costs cannot be covered by the rental income. 
Several communities have had a few rental 
units, owned by residents who intend to 
move in later or who are away for a period of 
time. Most residents agree that rental units 
are a positive addition to a community.

When non-profits develop cohousing in 
Europe, they tend to be rentals. In regular 
cohousing it is up to the group to decide how 
many units can be rented. Not that renters 
harm the social dynamic necessarily — it’s 
the absentee owners who hesitate to make 
timely investments that make having rent-
als a little more complicated. However, there 
were often one to three rentals in the 12-unit 
cohousing community we lived in with no 
problems, and the renters were great con-
tributors to the community.
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What if I don’t like someone in
 the community?
It is not essential for everyone in a cohousing 
community to like each other. In fact, a variety 
of personalities add interest to community 
life. Cohousing residents need only share a 
similar goal of making their lives more effi-
cient and enjoyable through cooperating with 
their neighbors. Back in the small town I lived 
in as a kid, we didn’t isolate ourselves from 
aberrant behaviors, and while you may choose 
to not embrace certain personalities, you don’t 
need to loathe them either. Most people who 
move into cohousing are pretty responsible.

Do I have to be an extrovert to  
live in cohousing?
When we lived in a single-family house it was 
hard to get away from the neighbor once a 
conversation got started. It happened so rarely 
that I didn’t want to seem rude. Cohousing 
is different. People know you, and when you 
say, “Can’t talk — gotta go,” they assume you 
mean you can’t talk — you gotta go. You 
can be honest. However, introverts thrive in 
cohousing, possibly because they don’t have 
to be an extrovert just to have somewhat nor-
mal relationships. Studies by Annie Russell, 
a cohousing community builder extraordi-
naire, show that most people who choose 
to live in cohousing are introverts by nature. 
And if it happens that you’re married to an 
extrovert, s/he always has someone to chat 
with and you don’t have to drive somewhere 
to be with others, and then subtly nag them 
that it’s time to go home.

Who are these people anyway?
People ask this question all the time. Who 
does this? Do they have some previous 

connection or a spiritual connection or what? 
Usually they are just folks who have figured 
out that their own personal life will be more 
practical, more economical, more convenient, 
and more interactive and fun if they give 
cooperating with their neighbor the benefit 
of the doubt. For example, when we lived in 
Emeryville cohousing (aka Doyle Street), 
there was a guy who wanted to co-purchase 
a pick-up truck with his neighbors. He went 
around to everyone’s home and announced, 
“I’m going to buy a pick-up, do you want 
to co-own a pick-up?” No, no thanks, and 
no were the answers he got. Can you imag-
ine doing that in a regular neighborhood? 
It might take ten to thirty minutes before 
someone would call the police: “What kind 
of scam is this?” However, the residents had 
shared vehicles previously. That had meant 
that our household — and in this case, nine 
other households — didn’t have to own 
a second car. It fulfilled many individuals’ 
goals about living lighter on the planet, cost 
savings, and more. It also fostered our com-
munity, because it gave us practical stuff to 
organize around. So the point is, cohous-
ers cooperate when it makes sense but don’t 
when it doesn’t. However, it usually makes 
a lot more sense to cooperate, and coopera-
tion happens more here than in any other 
neighborhood. That’s what cohousers have 
in common — ease of cooperation. 

You often quote Ayn Rand and how 
most people join cohousing because 
of what it offers to the individual.  
Do people give you other reasons?
People often bring other curiosities to the 
table. For example, if you believe — like we 
do — that our second highest responsibility, 
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as a species, is to create a viable society, than 
what role does communication and coop-
eration play? And if we can’t solve problems 
with those that we can talk to, such as our 
neighbors in cohousing, then how can we 
solve problems with folks across town or 
across the world? We’ve seen many capa-
ble politicians and community organizers 
emerge from cohousing. They learned how 
to build consensus and to foster and mold an 
idea to the most optimum possible approach, 
with broad support and, therefore, the best 
chance of success. People give other reasons, 
but we doubt seriously whether those curi-
osities would sustain anyone’s participation 
anywhere near as long if they didn’t obvi-
ously serve the individuals day after day, year 
after year as well. 

What is the biggest misconception 
about cohousing?
That I won’t have enough privacy. No one 
complains about privacy — you pretty much 
always have as much privacy as you want. 

How do I learn to design cohousing 
communities?

Architects who want to come and learn the 
process of successful cohousing design might 
let us know of their interest. What you see in 
this book is some discussion about the best 
results, but in reality, the best outcomes result 
from the best process — where the values of 
the group are made clear by virtue of a thor-
ough process. If you’re interested in doing an 

internship, please email us (charles.durrett@ 
cohousingco.com).

The intent of the internship is to give 
individuals who are sometimes fresh out 
of architecture school (graduate or under-
graduate), and sometimes older, licensed 
architects, the opportunity for professional 
growth while they contribute to a studio 
doing cutting-edge work. Unlike school, you 
will be contributing to the completion of real 
projects, and unlike the majority of jobs open 
to recent graduates, an internship provides a 
much wider array of experiences. It is not 
“limited” like entry jobs are, nor is it hypo-
thetical like school.

We take the internship and the growth of 
the intern very seriously especially regarding 
participatory design and sustainable archi-
tecture in the production of multi-family 
housing. An internship at McCamant & 
Durrett is an opportunity to participate in 
an office with a distinct social and environ-
mental agenda — promotion of community, 
creating more sustainable buildings, and con-
tributing to the human quality of the built 
environment. And very much in the context 
of good architecture and beauty. 

How do I get started?
Email the Cohousing Company at info@
cohousingco.com. Let us know where you 
live. The Cohousing Company, and others in 
the US, have worked hard to figure out how 
to make developing cohousing as easy, eco-
nomical, and successful as possible.


