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Abstract

This research aims to create a pattern language for urban commons to understand how
communities design and manage shared residential landscapes. Shared outdoor spaces have various
benefits that support community building and sustainable placemaking. However, shared landscapes
have previously been overlooked or unsuccessfully implemented in UK urban housing developments.
A new urban commons movement underpinning bottom-up approaches to managing shared resources
in cities provides a way of rethinking how residential landscapes are delivered. Despite its growing use
in urban design discourse, there remains a gap in understanding how to implement urban commons
in practice. Cohousing, an alternative community-led housing model with a high level of resident
involvement in the design, delivery and management of shared landscapes, provides a real-world

example of how such spaces can operate as urban commons.

Through the lens of assemblage theory, this study combines pattern languages with grounded
and participatory approaches to develop a methodology for studying complex urban places.
Qualitative data is collected using this grounded pattern approach to study resident participation in
shared landscapes across four cohousing cases in UK cities. The thesis presents 72 solutions for urban
commoning identified in cohousing landscapes as a pattern language card, alongside detailed
empirical accounts of four urban cohousing communities. The results reveal five tensions negotiated
by cohousing residents and five concepts for dealing with these tensions by combining the empirical
case study findings with wider urban commons discourse. Together, these findings reframe urban
commons as complex and dynamic assemblages utilising ‘middle-ground’ strategies to negotiate
multiple conflicting states. The outputs of this research provide a practical tool for residents and
design practitioners to get involved in shared residential landscapes, a grounded pattern methodology
for researchers studying complex urban environments, and concepts that build upon urban commons

theory.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1 INTRODUCTION

This thesis presents a pattern language for urban commoning in cohousing landscapes as a
tool to help understand and apply ideas for involving residents in shared outdoor spaces. This research
frames residential landscapes as a type of urban commons to examine residents’ involvement in shared
outdoor spaces in four cohousing cases located in urban areas in the UK. It aims to identify the
solutions and problems of getting residents involved in shared outdoor spaces experienced in
cohousing. The pattern language format is chosen both as a methodological tool for identifying issues
and solutions within complex urban environments and as a communication tool to share the research
outcomes with cohousing stakeholders. This chapter outlines the motivation and rationale behind the
research, the gap in knowledge, research aims and questions, the contributions of the study, followed

by an overview of the thesis structure.
1.1 Rationale

The limitations of current shared residential landscapes

This thesis focuses on shared residential landscapes as spaces that significantly influence how
people live together in cities. The consideration of urban design at the neighbourhood and human
scales is important for improving residents quality of life and enabling forms of self-organisation and
local adaption (Romice et al., 2016). Residential landscapes are the outdoor spaces between dwellings,
including front and back gardens, streets, and parks. Together, they make up a large proportion of
space within cities, forming the immediate environments where people live out their everyday routines
and interactions (Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian, 1988). People’s interactions with their environment
and other people are fundamental in shaping people’s sense of identity and belonging and influencing
mental and physical wellbeing (Thwaites, Mathers and Simkins, 2013). Therefore, the outdoor spaces
between buildings are key spheres in which these interactions occur (Gehl, 2006) and play an essential
role in the sustainability of housing schemes (Smith, Clayden and Dunnett, 2009). In addition to
private and public space, shared outdoor spaces can help to fulfil people’s “need to relate to a group

which is larger than the family unit but smaller than a planner-designated neighborhood” (Cooper

1
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Marcus, 2003, p. 36). Cooper Marcus defines shared outdoor spaces as being owned and primarily
accessed by a defined group of residents, such as community gardens and the communal outdoor areas

associated with flats, clustered housing and assisted-living facilities (2003).

When appropriately designed, shared outdoor spaces can provide a critical transition between
the private spaces associated with the home and the public areas such as parks and streets (ibid.).
Unlike private spaces that afford interaction within the household, close family and friends, or public
spaces where more passive and fleeting interactions with strangers take place, shared spaces afford
frequent and informal neighbourly interaction and safe spaces for children’s play (Coolen and
Meesters, 2012). As such, design guidelines recommend incorporating well-considered shared outdoor
spaces, alongside both private and public spaces, within medium-density residential schemes (for

example, Cooper Marcus et al., 1988; MoHCLG 2019, pp. 38-40).

Despite the recommendations for incorporating shared residential landscapes into medium-
density housing developments and their comparative popularity in other European countries, this
approach remains uncommon in the UK. The English Housing Survey (2021) estimates that most
dwellings in England (81%) have a private outdoor space, a minority (16%) have access to a shared
outdoor space, while 3% (773,000 dwellings) have no private or shared outdoor space whatsoever. One
reason for this is that most housing in the UK has adjoined typologies, primarily historic terraced or
semi-detached houses (Piddington et al., 2020; DFLUHC 2021), typically associated with residential
landscapes consisting of fragmented private gardens and car-dominated public streets. More modern
housing developments, such as the post-war Garden City inspired new town housing estates and
higher-rise housing of the 1960s and 7os, typically incorporate more significant areas of shared
residential landscapes (Colquhuon, 2008). Although this approach produced large urban green
matrices as part of housing developments (Jorgensen, 2004), such spaces have been widely criticised
(Forsyth, 2019) due to poorly designed layouts (Greenhalgh, 2016) and insufficient or inappropriate
maintenance (Smith, Clayden and Dunnett, 2009). In recent years, house building has moved towards
producing purpose-built flats (DfLUHC 2021), often accompanied by shared courtyard spaces,
delivered through top-down approaches and managed by private management and maintenance
companies. Smith et al. (2009) highlight concerns that anything more complex than a lawn in
communal landscapes would be too costly to maintain, resulting in oversimplistic and sterile
landscapes that minimise residents' opportunities to make adaptions to the immediate environment.
The provision of shared residential landscapes in UK housing is often overlooked or doesn’t support
the intended social function and requires more significant consideration for implementing and

maintaining such spaces (Smith, Clayden and Dunnett, 2009).
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Involving local communities in shared residential landscapes

Placemaking is an idea that shifts the approach of implementing and maintaining shared
residential landscapes by involving local communities and responding to the needs of local people.
Good placemaking requires the participation of local people in everyday use, organising of events, and
ongoing management and maintenance of shared outdoor spaces (Campbell and Wiesen, 2012;
Dempsey, Burton and Smith, 2014). Resident involvement in shaping their surrounding environment
can have significant social benefits, including empowerment over the way they live (Aernouts and
Ryckewaert, 2018; Fox-Kamper et al., 2018), opportunities for social interaction (Felbinger and
Jonuschat, 2006), encouraging the adoption of more sustainable lifestyles and ecological services

(Smith, Clayden and Dunnett, 2007).

Despite these benefits, there continue to be many obstacles to community involvement in the
design and maintenance of urban residential spaces. An aspect adding to this issue is the separation
between top-down and bottom-up approaches to the design, implementation and management of
urban development. Top-down approaches to the design and management of shared and public spaces
tend to be overly deterministic, with limited capacity to respond to inevitable changes in users' needs
and contexts (Habraken, 1998, 2008). For example, when residents pay compulsory fees to private
management companies, they may have little say in or direct involvement in influencing shared spaces.
More recently, a move towards participatory planning approaches, such as ‘planning for real’ and the
implementation of neighbourhood plans, recognises the importance and benefits of incorporating
users in planning and delivering those spaces. The National Design Guide (2019) and BBBBC report
(2020) further recommend long-term stewardship of places through community participation and
community management systems at an early stage to involve users and stakeholders during the design
and management processes. These recommendations support the creation of places that can change
over time and develop local people's sense of ownership and belonging (MoHCLG 2019, pp. 47-48).
Although many design guidelines recommend the involvement of residents in the design and
maintenance of new places, there are few successful exemplars of this, with issues remaining around
maintaining genuine and balanced input from residents (see Chapter 2.1 for examples). Given the
ongoing challenges in implementing such practices, successfully integrating top-down and bottom-up
approaches to support community engagement in shared residential landscapes needs in practice

must be understood.
Rethinking residential landscapes as urban commons

The idea of urban commons is applied in this research in residential landscapes to rethink how
to successfully design and maintain shared outdoor spaces in UK housing projects. Applying the

economics theory of commons to the self-managed sharing of resources and services in cities has given
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rise to the ‘urban commons’ concept. Commons are shared resources sustained and governed by self-
organised communities (Ostrom, 1990). The idea reorientates the design and governance of cities
towards collectively using and governing resources in urban space and underpin grassroots
movements that utilise sharing as an alternative to dominant top-down planning and governance
models. Examples of urban resources conceptualised as commons include digital platforms (e.g.
Baibarac and Petrescu, 2017; Parker and Schmidt, 2017), independent culture and art spaces (e.g.
Bresnihan and Byrne, 2015), community gardens and farms (e.g. Colding et al., 2013; Ela, 2017; Rogge
and Theesfeld, 2018), housing (e.g. Huron, 2015), libraries (e.g. Williams, 2018), parks (e.g. Robson,
Sinclair and Diduck, 2015) and even cities themselves (e.g. Harvey, 2012; Foster and laione, 2016). The
resurgence in interest in commoning within the city has emerged in response to the challenges of
urban living, offering broader access to urban space and resources and increasing opportunities for
social interaction and power to urban dwellers in shaping those spaces (Harvey, 2008). Shared
residential landscapes designed and managed as urban commons could provide broader access to local
outdoor spaces, greater social interaction with neighbours, and involve local people in making and

maintaining those spaces.

Although the concept of urban commons provides a bottom-up approach to the provision and
ongoing maintenance of residential landscapes as a shared resource, there are gaps in the existing
knowledge for applying this in practice. The topic of urban commons has been of growing interest to
researchers in a broad range of fields, including architecture and urban design, with recent literature
elaborating on its definition and furthering the theory of urban commons (discussed in Chapter 2).
However, there remains a challenge in understanding how shared residential landscapes are
implemented as urban commons in practice. Although researchers have given examples of community
gardens, parks and housing as manifestations of urban commons, there are insufficient examples
presenting shared residential landscapes from this perspective. Furthermore, several researchers
highlight a lack of spatial understanding of urban commons in general (Giordano, 2003; Moss, 2014;
Pelger et al., 2017) and, as such, there is a lack of integration between urban commons and urban
design theory. An empirical exploration of shared residential landscapes functioning as urban
commons could provide further insight into the spatial understanding and theoretical development

of urban commons and examples of how such spaces are implemented in practice.
Challenges for new housing in the UK

To identify potential examples of shared residential landscapes as urban commons, it is firstly
important to situate this research within the broader housing context of the UK. The term ‘housing

crisis’ has frequently been used in major news headlines to describe the UK's chronic shortage of
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affordable housing (for example, Grissell et al., 2021). A long-term lack of new house building to meet
the demand arising from growing population levels and increased single occupancy homes has created
a considerable and ongoing housing shortage in the UK (Wilson, 2017). This demand has seen the cost
of housing follow a continued and dramatically rising trend. In recent years, the pandemic has seen
an even greater need for housing with access to large outdoor spaces (Cheshire, Hilber and Schoni,
2021) and price increases of over 10% in 2021 (Office for National Statistics, 2021). The impact of
housing demand is numerous, including increased overcrowding, homelessness, and substandard
living conditions (Wilson and Barton, 2021). The urgent need for new housing has prompted plans by

the government to build 300,000 new homes a year in England (Wilson and Barton, 2021).

Although the quantity of new housing is an essential consideration in dealing with the housing
crisis, the quality of that new housing and its delivery is also crucial. A report by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation describes the perception of new-builds as “housing estates consist[ing] of endless rows of
unimaginative, identical, ‘box-like’ houses” (Leishman et al.,, 2004, p. 9) and that the layout and
atmosphere of developments are an important factor when buying a house. The report also highlighted
widespread build quality issues in new houses, the disparity between buyers’ and builders’
expectations, no direct access to shared gardens, a lack of privacy due to housing layout, concerns over
density and the maintenance of shared outdoor spaces (Leishman et al., 2004). Part of the problem is
that the majority of new housing in the UK is delivered by a few large commercial developers (DCLG,
2017), inhibiting competition, diversity and resilience in the housing market (Wilson and Barton, 2021).
When building at scale, commercial developers face significant financial risk, which reduces their
incentive to explore innovative methods of construction and design (DCLG, 2017). The dominance of
commercial housing developers in the market has failed to deliver a good variety and choice of housing
required to meet resident needs. In the worst cases, this has led opportunistic developers to produce
lower quality housing (BBBBC 2020). In addition, commercial housing schemes adopt predominantly
top-down approaches to design and delivery, resulting in overly constrained plans that restrict
residents' ability to adapt the surrounding spaces to reflect changing lifestyles or a sense of identity. A
sustainable approach to new housing provision in the UK also requires diversified ways of delivering

housing schemes with outdoor spaces that are responsive to the needs of local people.
Community-led housing: an alternative approach to new housing in the UK

Community-led housing is a more recent, alternative approach to housing development that
positions residents as critical decision-makers in the design, delivery and management of housing
developments. It presents an alternative model to commercial housing development. Although it only
currently accounts for a fraction of new homes built in the UK, the sector has seen significant growth

in recent years. There are reports of over 21,000 new community-led homes in the pipeline
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(Community Led Homes, 2018b), partly due to support provided by Homes England in the form of the
£163 million Community Housing Fund (Homes England, 2019). Government plans to support
community-led and self-build homes (MoHCLG 2020) and recommendations to incorporate
neighbourhood groups, and small businesses in delivering new homes and places (BBBBC 2020)

suggests community-led housing will continue to play an important role in the future.

In community-led housing, community groups own, manage or steward their own homes,
meaningfully participating in the development process to ensure the new housing development
benefits the residents and wider community (Community Led Homes, 2018¢c). It differs from
community consultation on commercial projects, where most of the decision making remains with
design practitioners, planners and developers. Instead, community groups work independently of, or
in equal partnership with, external housing organisations, associations or developers. Examples of
community-led development include cohousing, community land trusts, community self-build
projects, development trusts, housing co-operatives and self-help housing (Community Led Homes,
2018¢). The outcomes are unique residential developments that respond to the specific needs and
preferences of the community and residents who live there. The focus on the community scale
encourages the provision of shared resources and outdoor spaces at the heart of the scheme and
frequently incorporate aspects of community-build, -management and -maintenance. As such,
community-led housing provides examples of shared residential landscapes functioning as urban
commons, by reorientating many aspects of housing as shared and managed by the community of

residents who use them.
Cohousing: a growing community-led housing model in the UK

Cohousing is a specific model of community-led housing that demonstrates how shared
residential landscapes can function as urban commons and provides a valuable context for conducting
this research. Cohousing makes up a small, but growing, sector of UK housing provision, with an
estimated 21 completed projects and a further 47 in progress according to figures from the UK
Cohousing Network in 2020, and mentioned as a new model of homeownership in the National Design
Guide (2019, p. 5). The cohousing model combines—smaller than average—private dwellings with
shared community resources—such as shared gardens—within the development site (McCamant,
Durett and Hertzman, 1994; Fromm, 2012). Cohousing is different from other types of community-led
housing models because it emphasises community involvement in all stages of the development, from
the initial group formation and site selection to ongoing day-to-day decision-making and management
of the site (McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994). In particular, residents demonstrate notably high

levels of involvement in the design, management and creation of shared outdoor spaces. Cohousing is
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recognised for its benefits to residents’ wellbeing and sense of community (Brenton, 1998; Ruiu, 2016b).
Therefore, it is of growing interest to both urban design professions and housing researchers as a
socially sustainable approach to residential placemaking that collaboratively combines resident-led
development with design professionals (e.g. Devlin et al., 2015; Ruiu, 2016a). In this way, cohousing
presents an exciting testing ground for exploring ideas around sharing residential outdoor spaces and
resident involvement in those spaces by providing empirical evidence of what does and doesn’t work

in treating shared residential landscapes as urban commons (Felstead, Thwaites and Simpson, 2019).

Although many authors advocate for the benefits of cohousing, through an appraisal of
pioneering cases, predominantly in Europe and the United States, as examples of how to live more
sustainably together (for instance, McCamant et al., 1994; Brenton, 1998; Durrett, 2009), recent
research (summarised in Chapter 2.4) presents a more complex picture. The key design principles for
cohousing, such as inward-facing housing clusters, centrally positioned commonhouse, reduction in
private space, car-free landscapes, and shared circulation routes, have been replicated in cohousing
projects around the world, including in the more recent UK cohousing revival. However, in
comparison to other European countries and the US, the uptake of the model in the UK is slow due to
a tendency of newly forming groups to ‘reinvent the wheel’ and a lack of support from planning and
institutional frameworks (Jarvis et al, 2016), bringing into question the role of a new type of
professional in helping to bridge this gap (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Others highlight
broader issues associated with cohousing, including challenges around dealing with internal conflicts
within cohousing communities (Williams, 2005; Jarvis, 2015), wider integration into the surrounding
neighbourhood (Fromm, 2012; Tummers, 2016), and potentially exclusionary aspects of the current
model (Jarvis et al., 2016; Tummers, 2016). Therefore there is a need to shed more light on cohousing
cases to understand the complex interactions between the design of shared outdoor spaces, residents'
motivations, social dynamics of the community, and the role of design practitioners occurring from a

UK perspective.
A pattern language approach to research

This research draws upon the idea of pattern languages as a methodological tool to capture a
more detailed understanding of how shared residential landscapes in cohousing operate as urban
commons and share this knowledge with other cohousing groups. This research on residents’
participation in shared landscapes as an example of urban commoning requires a methodology to
capture the complex relationships between people and place. In addition, this research attempts to
produce an output that can be communicated to and used by other community-led housing residents
and design professionals. A pattern language, a shared vocabulary for the design of spaces, was first

proposed by Christopher Alexander and colleagues (Alexander et al., 1977) to enable anyone to remake
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their own environment relevant to their needs, providing a conceptual tool to address these
methodological challenges. Each pattern within the language describes a reoccurring design solution
to everyday problems within the urban environment and is catalogued so that anyone can read and
apply those patterns in their specific context. Pattern languages are a practical urban design and
research tool (Deming and Swaffield, 2o11; Leitner, 2015) that offer a way to recognise, depict and then
apply commonly occurring relations between people and space in everyday settings. The challenge in
implementing a pattern language for research is that there is no established methodology for
developing a pattern language. Some have also drawn criticism for lack of rigour and objective
evidence-base (Dawes and Ostwald, 2017). Therefore, this study progresses a grounded methodology
for developing a pattern language to collate and communicate a set of recurring problems and

solutions experienced through cohousing residents’ involvement in shared landscapes.
1.2 Research Gaps & Objectives

The above rationale sets out why this research focuses on shared residential landscapes as
urban commons in the context of UK cohousing. Several research gaps are highlighted, elaborated on

in the literature review (Chapter 2), and summarised to frame the research questions.

e Urban commons theory: Further empirical evidence is required to substantiate how
residential landscapes can operate as a manifestation of the concept of urban commons and
further demonstrate examples of urban commons. The social and economic theory of urban
commons is currently disconnected from the spatial concepts of urban design and landscape
architecture, limiting its application within the design professions. Further theoretical
development is required to link and apply the idea of urban commons within urban design
theory and practice to provide a greater spatial understanding of commons and collaborative
bottom-up practices in urban design.

e UK cohousing knowledge & practice: Shared residential landscapes remain uncommon or
underutilised in current housing developments in the UK. Further knowledge is required to
understand how such spaces should be designed and managed, the challenges involved and
what is needed to make it work. Although cohousing provides a working example of residents'
collective involvement in shared landscapes, such practices are developed in an ad-hoc way,
leaving residents to slowly reinvent the wheel when it comes to negotiating the challenges
involved. Compared to other countries, there are fewer studies on how cohousing operates in
an urban UK context and the role of design practitioners in enabling bottom-up practices to

negotiate top-down frameworks. Therefore a detailed understanding of the solutions and
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challenges involved in UK cohousing, as an example of urban commoning in shared residential
landscapes, is needed in a format that allows this information sharing with cohousing groups.
e Pattern language methodology: Capturing and then sharing the solutions and challenges
involved in considering residential landscapes as urban commons is methodologically
challenging. Urban environments are complex and dynamic real-world contexts to research.
The research topic of resident involvement in shared outdoor spaces requires consideration of
spatial, social, and organisational aspects and their relationships. In addition, the research
output should enable the sharing of solutions with other cohousing residents in an
understandable, digestible and implementable way. To fully explore the pattern languages as
a methodological tool that can identify and share solutions in complex contexts requires
further work to develop a rigorous evidence-based methodology to support theoretical

development.

This research aims to address the above gaps by identifying what works and what doesn’t when
involving residents in the UK's shared outdoor spaces of urban cohousing cases. Developing a
methodology to produce a pattern language as a collaborative tool to share these ideas with other
resident groups and collaborating design professionals will help achieve this aim. The pattern language
and observations of cohousing cases also provide empirical contributions to urban commons discourse
and theory development. The following three objectives outline how the research will contribute to
making ‘urban commoning’ an implementable idea within residential landscapes for communities and

urban design practitioners.

OBJECTIVE 1: Identify patterns of urban commoning in cohousing landscapes

The first research objective explores the problems and solutions of collective participation in
shared residential landscapes as urban commoning. This research examines UK urban
cohousing cases as examples of resident involvement in shared landscapes to identify the

enablers of urban commoning,

Research Question: What patterns of urban commoning occur in the shared residential

landscapes of urban UK cohousing cases?

OBJECTIVE 2: Create a pattern language for urban commoning

The second research objective is to understand the practical application of the patterns
identified by developing and testing a pattern language with new and forming cohousing
groups. The pattern language endeavours to act as a collaborative tool used by both design

practitioners and cohousing communities.
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Research Question: How can a pattern language methodology for urban commoning in

shared residential landscapes be developed and applied in the context of UK cohousing?

OBJECTIVE 3: Contribute to the theory of urban commons

The final objective of this thesis is to build upon the theory of urban commons by producing
an evidence base of empirical examples of resident involvement in shared cohousing
landscapes. The urban commons concept provides a valuable theoretical underpinning for
collective participation in residential landscapes. This research will connect urban commons
theory and urban design concepts to recognise the spatial, social, and organisational aspects

of collective participation.

Research Question: How can urban theory be integrated with traditional commons

theory to understand residents' participation in shared landscapes better?
Research Contributions

This research makes four main theoretical, methodological and practical contributions to

knowledge on the topics of urban commons, cohousing and shared residential landscapes:

1.

1.4

Usable patterns of urban commoning that enable collective participation in residential
landscapes. Both designers and residential communities are encouraged to apply the practices
in their collaborative projects.

A methodological approach for studying complex urban commons phenomena to identify,
develop and apply a pattern language. The methodology is intended for academics and design
practitioners interested in community participation in residential landscapes.

In-depth case studies of residents’ collective involvement in shared outdoor spaces in four
urban cohousing sites in the UK for academics and design practitioners interested in
understanding cohousing in the specific context of UK cities.

Socio-spatial concepts for urban commons combining theory and ideas from urban design,
commons economics and empirical cohousing case studies. The framework is intended for
academics studying urban commons, designers and residential communities looking to apply

urban commons thinking.

Thesis Outline

The above research objectives are addressed across eight chapters in the thesis. Chapter 2

presents a literature review from a UK perspective on resident participation in shared outdoor spaces,
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cohousing, commons, urban theory and pattern languages. The literature review contributes to the
rationale for this research, outlines the research gaps in more detail and builds towards an approach
for the study of cohousing landscapes as urban commons. Chapter 3 outlines a methodology for
developing a pattern language adapted from a review of previous pattern research and underpinned
by urban assemblage thinking. It also provides a detailed outline of the fieldwork and analysis protocol.
Chapter 4 describes a thorough reflection on the fieldwork in cohousing communities and
implementing the pattern language methodology. Chapter 5 presents the research findings
documented through a summary of the cohousing cases, the patterns in a card game format,
explorative mapping of connections between the patterns as a language, and the outcomes of some
initial workshops to test the pattern language. Chapter 6 is structured around six emergent tensions
to provide a detailed account of the forces within the case studies that produce the patterns and their
relevance to existing cohousing literature. Chapter 7 then discusses these emergent themes within the
broader commons and urban design theory to outline six new socio-spatial concepts for urban
commons. Finally, Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by framing the research contributions and outlining

recommendations, limitations and future research directions.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter firstly provides a more in-depth presentation of the existing research on resident
participation in shared residential landscapes, cohousing, and urban commons to demonstrate the
research gaps and justify the rationale for the research questions. This is achieved through a brief
history of the design and management of housing typologies in the UK and their associated residential
landscapes in section 2.1, an introduction of cohousing as an example of community-led shared
residential landscapes in section 2.2, outlining urban commons to conceptually reorientate residential
landscapes as shared community-managed resources in section 2.3. Following this, an overview of
urban theory and its relevance to the concept of urban commons in section 2.3 provides an initial step
towards connecting urban and commons theory. The chapter concludes by building a provisional
conceptual framework, which guides the theoretical lens and approach to the research towards an
assemblage inspired ontology and pattern language research design, as outlined in Chapter 3.
Therefore, the second purpose of this literature review is to frame the approach to the research

methodology expanded upon within chapters 3 & 4 later in the thesis.
2.1 Resident participation in shared residential landscapes

The benefits and challenges

Shared residential landscapes are the outdoor spaces between residences primarily accessed
and used by a group of residents (Cooper Marcus, 2003). According to MacQueen et al., the word
community can be defined as “a group of people with diverse characteristics who are linked by social
ties, share common perspectives, and engage in joint action in geographical locations or settings” (2001,
p. 1936). In the context of landscape research, community describes people who are involved in
landscape decision-making, have some level of shared experience, knowledge or interests, and
collaborate to achieve a collective goal. This includes “communities of place - the people who live

together in a particular place or landscape”, “[cJommunities of practice [-] people who share distinctive

knowledge, skills and habits of action”, and “[cJommunities of interest [-] people who share a material,
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financial, spiritual or other interest in the outcomes of landscape management and landscape change”

(Stahlschmidt et al., 2017, pp. 27-28).

In this research, community refers to a group of residents bound by place and their social ties
as neighbours and their shard practices and interest in a shared residential landscape. Community
participation in shared residential landscapes comprises a potentially broad spectrum of activities,
spaces and people. Activities may include more everyday actions such as placing plant pots in shared
areas and formal, such as organising maintenance days and agreeing on policies for the use of space.
The spaces in which these activities occur could include community gardens, shared allotments,
outdoor utility spaces, pedestrianised streets, or courtyards. The definition of community can also
potentially extend to incorporate temporary or remote involvement from neighbours, friends, visitors,
peers, practitioners, organisations and broader networks. Therefore, community participation in
shared residential landscapes could manifest in different ways and practices. The following brief
overview of community participation literature on residential landscapes includes a broad range of
projects to reflect this variety. The following section, therefore, covers tenant governance in social
housing, open space management by housing companies, neighbourhood planning, residents'
involvement in park woodland management, community-based land regeneration and community

management of urban parks.

Community participation presents a potential solution to the associated challenges of shared
residential landscapes, such as misuse, no sense of ownership or lack of maintenance, and numerous
benefits to those involved. A solid literature base demonstrates various benefits of community
participation in residential landscapes. Many of these stem from US centred studies focusing on the
contributions of community gardening to the regeneration of urban residential areas to create places
that bring residents together (e.g. Schmelzkopf, 1995; Glaser, Denhardt and Grubbs, 1997; Glover,
2003). For example, an in-depth study of a community garden in New York demonstrated how the
project had created new places for “children and adults to work and play and learn about nature,
and...sanctuaries away from the dangers, stresses, and temptations of the street” (Schmelzkopf, 1995, p.
379). Further benefits highlighted in similar studies included improved maintenance of urban parks
(Jones, 2002), increased resident satisfaction and place attachment (Nannini, Sommer and Meyers,
1998), the creation of new services and resources (Shared Assets, 2016), and a beneficial impact on

sustainable practices and biodiversity (Matteson and Langellotto, 2010; Turner, 2011).

In addition to the benefits for place creation and regeneration, community participation has
numerous social benefits for the residents and communities involved. For individual residents, these
include increased social interaction (Glover, Shinew and Parry, 2005), more significant influence over

their living situation (Castell, 2006) and empowerment (Myers, 1998). In a study of community
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gardens in St. Louis, Missouri, Glover et al. (2005, p. 89) found that “/cJommunity gardens appear to
be mediums through which democratic values are practised and reproduced”, creating spaces in which
communities find ways to resolve differences and find consensus. Similarly, participation in the urban
environment relates to aspects of community development, such as social cohesion (Castell, 2006;
Lawrence et al., 2015) and the integration of marginalised groups (Giraud, 1990; Shinew, Glover and
Parry, 2004). Further to this, studies involving community participation demonstrate links to health
and well-being for those involved, such as improved access to healthy food (Twiss et al., 2003) and a
positive impact on mental health (Armstrong, 2000). Finally, studies suggested potential economic
benefits to community participation, including a positive effect on the image and value of surrounding
property and land (Lindgren and Castell, 2008; Fors et al., 2018; Preece, 2019), and savings for

community gardeners who spent less by growing food themselves (Schmelzkopf, 1995; Corrigan, 2011).

Studies also highlight several drawbacks and challenges to community participation despite
the potential benefits. In some cases, this has made those in charge reluctant to give residents higher
levels of control, presenting challenges for communities to achieve and sustain input inclusively.
Examples include clashes between the objectives of governing bodies and community needs (Kintrea,
1996; Wargent and Parker, 2018); unequal division of resources and ambiguous responsibilities (Castell,
2006; Hansen and Langergaard, 2017); residents feeling excluded or unheard (Hansen and Langergaard,
2017); being overly time consuming (Lindgren and Castell, 2008; Fors et al., 2018); and a general
perception from figures of authority that the process is “unconventional, complicated or even strange”
(Castell, 2006, p. 703; Fors et al., 2018). In the long term, participation can be hard to sustain, with
even previously active and successful resident groups disbanding due to a loss of interest over time,
fatigue from continuous setbacks, internal conflict or the sudden withdrawal of a core member of the
community (Schmelzkopf, 1995; Castell, 2010). Research highlights a lack of resources, such as time,
skills and professional input, as critical barriers to effective participation, which can unequally favour
more affluent communities, who already have the knowledge, funding, time, and skills required and
reduce the distribution of empowerment (Wargent and Parker, 2018). Therefore, the group of residents
involved may not represent the wider community's interests and even exclude others, challenging the
inclusivity of community participation projects (Schmelzkopf, 1995; Castell, 2006; Lindgren and

Castell, 2008; Fors et al., 2018).

This brief overview of community participation literature highlights a need to harness the
multiple benefits of involving residents in residential and neighbourhood landscapes whilst finding
ways to overcome the drawbacks and challenges. Further empirical knowledge is required on the
factors that support or hinder community participation, but more importantly, identify the
mechanisms or ‘manoeuvres’ (Castell, 2006; Jabareen, 2014) by which groups effectively overcome

these barriers. This requires understanding the relationships between internal and external
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community relations, specifically how communities navigate top-down frameworks to effectively use

professional expertise and resources. Using Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation presents scales

of power between residents and others in positions of authority, the following section reviews

community participation in housing from a UK perspective to address this research gap.

Theory of community participation

Arnstein’s ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’ (1969)
provides a model for understanding top-down, bottom-up
dynamics of community participation by identifying types
of relationships that give greater control to communities.
The ladder illustrates varying types of participation across
a hierarchy of categories reflecting the extent of citizen
power they afford, from genuine to more contrived forms
(see figure 2.1). The bottom two rungs of the ladder; (1)
Manipulation and (2) Therapy; describe forms of ‘non-
participation’ that appear genuine but with a hidden
purpose of steering or educating participants into a
preferred way of thinking. The third, fourth and fifth
rungs; (3) Informing, (4) Consultation and (5) Placation;
are ‘tokenistic’ forms of participation that allow
participants “to hear and to have a voice” (1969, p. 217), but
limit power to create real change. The top three rungs of
the ladder; (6) Partnership, (7) Delegated Power and (8)
Citizen Control; describe degrees of real decision-making
powers assigned to participants, from negotiation to
complete control. Partnerships and delegated power share
the power between authorities and communities, whereas
citizen control provides high levels of control and the most

significant potential benefit for communities.
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Figure 2.1: The Ladder of Citizen
Participation (adapted from Arnstein 1969,

p217).

Although the ladder of participation helps evaluate the level of empowerment given to

participating communities, several scholars, including Arnstein herself, highlight that it fails to

recognise the complexity of such activities in practice. For example, the variation in power afforded to

some citizens over others, the gradation of participatory forms in-between categories and the variety
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of groups and organisations positioned
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Figure 2.2: The Citizen Participation Continuum (adapted

Together, the ladder and continuum, from Silverman 2005) presents a gradation of participating

Lo . actors and activities.

highlight not only the need to recognise

and promote more genuine forms of citizen control in participation, but the range of stakeholders and

a variety of potentially participatory activities involved. Together, these two frameworks, provide a

basis with which to review the recent history of community participation in urban residential and

neighbourhood spaces in the UK.
Community Participation in Shared Residential Landscapes from a UK perspective

Over 20% of housing in the UK was built before 1919 (Piddington et al., 2020). The Victorians
built masses of affordable housing for the growing cities during the industrial revolution. Low cost and
compact back-to-back terraced houses were built as affordable mass-produced housing for workers,
with larger end terraces, townhouses, semi-detached or detached villas providing more spacious
accommodation for the middle and upper classes. Although large quantities of lower-quality back-to-
back housing were demolished during the slum clearances beginning in the 1930s (Colquhuon, 2008),

the terraced and semi-detached house remains a popular and common housing typology in the UK,
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Figure 2.3. “Back of housing on Chippingham Street, Darnall, Sheffield” from The JR James Archive, University of
Sheffield (2013) licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Figure 2.4. “Wilstrip Road, Darnall, Sheffield” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013) licensed
under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Figure 2.5. “Gated Entry. Langworth, Salford” by Keith Williamson (2005) licensed under CC-BY-SA 2.0. Available
at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/33215

particularly in post-industrial towns and cities. Although sizes and layouts vary, such typologies
typically consist of regular straight rows of housing facing the street, with back gardens or yards, often
containing a row of outhouses (see figure 2.3 & 2.4). Previously these were predominantly utilitarian,
but today, residents use these gardens primarily as individual private spaces. Although the street
provides a shared realm, they are now often dominated by car parking and traffic due to a lack of off-
street parking. As such, terraced and semi-detached housing typologies often lack any shared
residential landscapes that residents can get involved in, in a meaningful way. However, surviving
back-to-back housing examples with back-alleys provide an example of shared residential landscapes
associated with this typology. Although the primary intention of these spaces was utilitarian for the
use of deliveries and services, residential communities have these as shared spaces (see figure 2.5)

(Addley, 2020). These projects have been possible where residents have protected these spaces from
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crime and antisocial behaviour, sometimes achieved through alley-gating schemes promoted by local
councils (Johnson and Loxley, 2001; Landman, 2003). In this case, there is a partnership between
‘Informal Neighbourhood Groups’ and ‘Government Agencies’, whereby the local authorities agree to
install alley-gates if residents request them to reduce crime and delegate residents’ direct control over

the development of the alley as a community space.
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Figure 2.6. “Housing at Welwyn Garden City” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013) licensed
under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Figure 2.7. “Housing Letchworth Garden City” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013) licensed
under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Figure 2.8. “Darcy Close viewed from Fairfax Road, Manor Estate, Sheffield” from The JR James Archive, University
of Sheffield (2013) licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

The Garden City Movement significantly influenced new housing built during the early part of
the 20" Century. In a move away from the dense and industrialised house-building of the previous
century, Ebenezer Howard looked towards the countryside and rural villages to inspire a vision for
self-sufficient and socially-driven cities (Howard, 2007). The Garden City vision consisted of a central
core of mixed development surrounded by clusters of widely spaced garden suburbs and surrounded
by an agricultural green built to limit further urban development. The houses typically consisted of

semidetached or short rows of terraces, with wide frontages and generously spaced apart. The
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architects Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker realised Howard’s vision in garden cities, including
Letchworth and Welwyn (see figures 2.6 & 2.7), which closely followed the original garden city

principles.

Regarding residential landscapes, garden cities typically provided generously sized private
gardens, often surrounding at least two sides of the house and shared spaces afforded by large
ornamental public parks and squares. The land was to be held in trust for the community, and any
profit arising would be used to benefit the people living there. Therefore residential groups were
‘delegated power’ to decide how that money should be spent, resembling ‘Neighbourhood
Organisations & Housing Associations’. Despite the success of some of the early examples of Garden
Cities, later examples were characterised by a general lowering of quality in response to funding cuts
and the simplification and rationalisation of the fundamental design principles (Colquhuon, 2008). As
such, planners interpreted the garden city ideals as expansive edge-of-city suburbs (for example, The
Manor Estate in figure 2.8), which were not held in trust for the community as Howard had envisioned,
leaving residents with little participatory influence. These estates lacked the design standards, funding,
maintenance and sense of ownership of the pioneering garden cities and the low-density urban sprawl

attracted criticism for its detrimental impact on green field landscapes.

Figure 2.9. “Housing, Blackstock Road, Sheffield, 1972” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013)
licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Following the two world wars, the government placed renewed focus on house building, with
the Addison Act of 1919 instructing local authorities to survey and prepare programmes for meeting
local housing needs. The result was a new wave of affordable semi-detached houses, prefabricated
houses, and later Scandinavian inspired medium and high-rise developments. The design of larger-

scale developments emphasized creating small neighbourhoods of mixed-use development including
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community facilities such as schools and local shops (Colquhuon, 2008). As the challenge of housing
a growing population became apparent, Patrick Abercrombie recommended building new towns,
balanced communities of 50,000-100,000 people as neighbourhood units. Gleadless Valley
development in Sheffield (figure 2.9) embraced many of these ideals, consisting of three distinct
planned communities with schools, shops, pubs, a church and other community facilities. Although
the focus on creating new self-sufficient neighbourhoods was forward-thinking at the time,
neighbourhood units as planned communities experienced unforeseen challenges, such as isolation
from city centres, “ghettoisation”, and the simultaneous degradation of facilities. Therefore, the
provision of large-scale infrastructure and facilities that are pre-empted and implemented in a top-
down way is now considered overly ‘deterministic’, reducing the opportunities for residents to

personalise and adapt their surroundings over time.

T e e
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Figures 2.10. “Le Corbusier’s apartment house in Berlin (Germany)” by Alexander Savin (201y7) licensed under FAL.
Available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Corbusierhaus_B-Westend_o06-2017.jpg

Figures 2.11. “Park Hill, Sheffield” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013) licensed under CC BY-
NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/

Figures 2.12. “Ponderosa, Netherthorpe, Sheffield” from The JR James Archive, University of Sheffield (2013) licensed
under CC BY-NC 2.0. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/jrjamesarchive/
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During the 1950s, there was pressure for the government to build more significant numbers of
new dwellings, fuelled by further slum clearances, which placed greater emphasis on building at higher
housing densities due to a lack of available urban land. The 60s and 70s became synonymous with
high-rise buildings as a general move away from the suburban housing sprawl of previous decades
towards building inner-city flats continued (Colquhuon, 2008). The Unité d’habitation in Marseilles,
completed in 1952, manifested Le Corbusier’s vision of medium-high rise housing positioned within
green parkland settings using mass-produced building technologies and modern materials
significantly influenced housing development. Both the architecture and landscapes of these higher
density developments were highly influenced by industrialised methods of construction, using
concrete and steel were also seen as a way of coping with the volume of houses required, and the high
densities made way for increased areas of open space and community facilities within inner urban
areas (figure 2.10 & 2.12). Park Hill flats in Sheffield, built 1957-1961 and consisting of three curved arms
of 4-13 stories high, was considered the epitome of Corbusier inspired mass housing built in the UK
(Banham, 1961). Residents had access to a balcony, instead of a private garden, to enjoy the views of
the city and access to shared facilities and playgrounds within the inner courtyards and surrounding
sloping lawns (figure 2.11). The design of the building’s main architectural feature, the ‘streets in the
sky’, ensured “[t/heir width [wa]s sufficient to accommodate children’s games and small-wheeled
vehicles for deliveries and furniture removals...[fJunctionally and socially they [we]re streets without the
menace of through vehicular traffic...” (Banham, 1961, p. 409). The streets were named after those of
the back-to-back housing that the scheme replaced so that rehoused residents could remain living
close to their neighbours and retain a strong sense of community. Although the development received
a mostly positive response at the outset, a combination of design oversight, lack of maintenance and
management, and unforeseen changes in the socio-economic context ultimately led to the social
failure of Park Hill Flats (Stillitoe, 2014). Many also criticised the development’s “fortress-like”
appearance due to the disconnection of residential units from the ground level and a lack of ownership
and maintenance of shared facilities. The story of park hill’s deterioration was typical of the continued
deterministic design of the high-density housing estates of the time, which provided little opportunity

for residents to take ownership over the surrounding residential landscapes.

In the early 8os, the right-to-buy legislation gave tenants in council housing and some housing
associations the opportunity to buy their own homes at a discounted price. Although this policy gave
people more opportunity to gain an economic stake in their homes, it was controversial and blamed
for increases in house prices, a lack of affordable housing and the isolation and stigmatisation of a
small concentration of remaining council housing (Colquhuon, 2008). At the same time, growth in
unemployment, crime, vandalism, and anti-social behaviour in high-density housing estates resulted

in their decline and became unfavourable places to live. There was a move towards either demolishing
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tower blocks or regeneration schemes to modernise and improve the developments. Although many
issues arose from the overly deterministic social housing design in the 1960s and 7o0s, it also triggered
a move towards resident involvement in housing. A shift in political focus onto ‘consumer rights’,
accountability, governance and empowerment (Jenkins, Milner and Sharpe, 2009; Mouland and
Grenier, 2015; Preece, 2019) recognised the importance of creating a sense of ownership of the
surrounding spaces in housing developments by involving residents in the decision making was also
recognised. Government policies during the 1980s and 1990s emphasised the importance of resident
input into social housing management, providing new consultation rights to local authority tenants

and communities on the design and management of urban regeneration strategies (Mouland and

Grenier, 2015).

Figures 2.13. “Long Headlam, south side of Byker Wall” by Andrew Curtis (2010) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.o.
Available at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/1776413

Figure 2.14. “Shipley Walk, Byker Wall” by Andrew Curtis (2010) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available at:
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/1775643

Figure 2.15. “Gardens behind the Byker Wall” by Andrew Curtis (2010) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available at:
https://m.geograph.org.uk/photo/1776258
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Several standout architect-led regeneration schemes undertaken to improve council estates by
encouraging resident participation were known as community architecture. One such example was
Byker, a low-medium rise social housing development in Newcastle (see figures 2.13-2.15), facilitating
residents’ participation in its design (Jenkins, Milner and Sharpe, 2009). It includes a range of shared
outdoor spaces, including private ground floor gardens, that makes it stand out from its more brutalist
counterparts at the time. This approach represented a return towards encouraging residents'
participation in the form of ‘consultation’ whereby the design practitioner acts as an ‘intermediary’ by
involving residents through ‘focus groups and charettes’. In addition, Housing associations played an
important role in involving tenants in delivering housing regeneration schemes through Tenant
Management Organisations, Tenant & Resident Associations, Forums and other similar engagement
initiatives. However, despite tenant participation becoming standard practice for many housing
providers (Preece, 2019), the form and extent to which tenants were involved varied considerably. A
recent evidence review of tenant participation in social housing (Preece, 2019) highlights concerns for
the extent to which tenants are meaningfully involved, including examples of landlords wanting to
retain control over participatory processes (Hickman, 2006) or not listening to residents (McKee, 2011).
Other researchers found cases where participation in social housing was unrepresentative and
individualistic (Mouland and Grenier, 2015), hindered by resistance from those with authority (Kintrea,

1996; Bradley, 2008). The literature highlights that although tenant participation in social housing is

often viewed as inherently empowering for residents, it can become tokenistic or non-participative.

Figure 2.16. “Bishops Lydeard: Cotford St Luke” by Martin Bodman (2006) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available
at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/159243

Figure 2.17. "Mock Tudor House, Catton Lane" by Mick Malpass (2011) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available at:
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/2505676

In parallel to the regeneration of social housing schemes in the 8os and 9os, private housing
developments became increasingly common. Those who could afford moved towards lower-density
towns and villages away from the decline in urban centres to buy new houses in low-density housing
estates built by private housing developers (Colquhuon, 2008). Mass car ownership and a lack of local
facilities meant car dependency and low-density housing layouts designed around car access and off-

street parking. The resulting housing estates echoed the ‘Radburn-esque’ layouts of American suburbs,
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which characteristically have houses set back from the streets with large front gardens and driveways,
connected by winding cul-de-sac roads (figures 2.16-2.17). These developments saw a nostalgic return
to the Garden-city low-density principles and mock Tudor-Edwardian architectural features, with little

focus on providing shared residential spaces or community involvement outside residents’

individualised gardens.

Figure 2.18. "A yarn bombed bench at Thrupp" by Steve Daniels (2019) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available at:
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/6168490

Figure 2.19. "Guerilla Gardening in front of Flying Pigeon LA" by Umberto Brayj (2008) licensed under CC BY 2.o.
Available at: https://www.flickr.com/photos/45152500@N00/296 4626825/

Figure 2.20. “Community garden in Hackbridge” by Malc McDonald (2020) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available
at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/6365419

There has been a new wave of community participation in more recent years through
experimentations in sharing economies, ecological living and affordable housing models (Fernandez
Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019), triggered in part by austerity measures brought in after the 2008 Global
Financial Economic Crisis (Czischke, 2018), which negatively impacted public spending, house prices
and job security. The effect of the crisis on the urban environment and the more informal modes of

urban design that emerged has been described as ‘Austerity Urbanism’, describing how “the urban
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environment is affected by difficult economic conditions...created by government strategies to
systematically reduce public expenditure” (Sara, Jones and Rice, 2021, p. 1). Alongside widespread cuts
to public sector services, austerity-imposed cuts were made to urban outdoor spaces and their
management and maintenance services, detrimentally affecting their use and quality (Heritage Lottery
Fund, 2016). Some public spaces were privatised or privately managed to address resource gaps, such
as Business Improvement Districts, giving commercial organisations, rather than residents, control
(Harvey, 2012). The gaps created from cuts in public funding and withdrawal of the private sector has
driven alternative practices of spontaneous, smaller-scale urban interventions by individuals and
community groups to ‘take back control’ of public spaces. Practices, such as ‘community gardening’
(Crossan et al., 2016), ‘guerrilla gardening’ (Adams, Hardman and Larkham, 2015), or ‘yarn-bombing’
(Hahner and Varda, 2014), are variously described as ‘DIY’, ‘tactical’, ‘insurgent’, and ‘makeshift’
urbanism (Tonkiss, 2013; Douglas, 2014) are just some examples (figures 2.18-2.20). Together, these
examples describe bottom-up, small-scale, and often temporary interventions by individual citizens
and organised groups. However, such practices often emerge outside of official capacities and are
therefore limited by a lack of support from the top-down (Sara, Jones and Rice, 2021) and can be viewed
by authorities as ‘illegitimate’, insignificant or even illegal (Douglas, 2014). These small acts may be
considered a form of ‘citizen control’ whereby residents employ tactics to exercise control of public
spaces where there are voids in regulation, ownership or formality. The downside to this unsanctioned

approach to ‘citizen control’is that it tends to be short-lived, fragile and scattered.

In 2011, ‘the Localism Act’ sought to engage with these emergent grassroots efforts by
emphasizing communities to get involved in the planning, management and maintenance of public
open spaces and planning. A shift towards volunteerism and a general decline in parks facilities across
the UK has been the catalyst for collaboration between park users, who wish to volunteer to improve
their local parks, and council officers, who want to incorporate local community views and resources
into park regeneration, as ‘Friends of groups’ (Jones, 2002; Dempsey and Burton, 2012). The devolved
responsibility granted to volunteer communities such as ‘Friends of groups’ gives them an active role
in decision-making and a higher level of control on the ladder (Jones, 2002), such as ‘partnership’ or
‘delegated power’. However, maintaining engagement of communities in place management in the long
term can be challenging, requiring ongoing support and training for community groups (Dempsey,
Burton and Smith, 2014). A key part of the Localism Act was the introduction of Neighbourhood
Development Plans, which allowed local communities to influence how their local area was developed.
This gave approved Town or Parish Councils and Neighbourhood Forums the power to earmark land
for development and permit planning for community-led affordable housing (Brownhill and Bradley,
2017). The intention behind neighbourhood planning was to enlist community support for increased

house-building in the UK through devolved community control, emphasising achieving a ‘sense of
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place’ and place identity (Bradley and Sparling, 2017). Importantly, the Localism Act ensured the rights
of communities to a ‘degree of citizen power’ over decisions in their local neighbourhood are protected
in legislation. However, a lack of uptake from communities in urban areas (there are five
neighbourhood plans in Sheffield (Sheffield City Council, 2021)) raises concern for how authorities are

supporting communities and that those communities are inclusive to a wide range of people.

i

i Bassacili

Figures 2.21. "The Walter Segal self-build house” by Richard Hoare (2019) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available
at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/6033354

Figures 2.22. "Eco Houses Mina Rd St Werburghs" by Nigel Mykura (2010) licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0. Available
at: https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/1698950

Figures 2.23. “BedZED eco-village, England” by Tom Chance (2007) licensed under CC BY 2.0. Available at:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tomchance/1008213420/

The focus of Neighbourhood planning on affordability and sustainability progressed

alternative approaches to housing development that reiterated social and environmental approaches,
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including smaller-scale affordable community-led, custom-build and ecologically-focused
developments (Bradley and Sparling, 2017, see for e.g. figures 2.21-2.23). The government have
emphasised a shift away from larger developer volume building in the Self-build and Custom
Housebuilding Act 2015 and the 2018 £162 million Community Housing Fund “to support an increase in
housing supply in England”, “provide housing that is affordable”, “and to deliver a lasting legacy for the
community-led housing sector...within the house building industry in England” (Homes England, 2019).
Community-led housing covers a range of developments, including Community Land Trusts (CLTs),
community self-build, development trusts, housing co-operatives, self-help housing and cohousing.
They represent an alternative to commercial housing development where “open and meaningful
community participation...takes place throughout the process”, “the community..owns manages or

stewards the homes in whichever way they decide”, and “is of true benefit for the local community, a

specific group of people, or both” (Community Led Homes, 2018c).

Community-led housing enables a bottom-up approach to development that shifts residents’
roles from end-users to engaged participants, enabled by input and collaboration from experts, such
as architects and landscape architects, to help groups negotiate the complex technical design and
planning frameworks. Recent political support for community-led housing has triggered a new wave
of community housing developments with collectively managed shared facilities, including shared
outdoor spaces, providing a timely example of resident involvement in shared landscapes that
embodies a high ‘degree of citizen power’. Although community-led housing presents exciting new
models to experiment with different ways residents can participate in shared residential landscapes,
compared to other European countries, with less than 27,000 homes completed (Community Led
Homes, 2018b), it currently makes up less than 0.01% of housing in the UK. Therefore, there is still a
long way to go before the fundamental ideas within community-led housing significantly impact
housing in the UK. The following section focuses on urban commons as a concept to reorientate the
idea of residential landscapes in housing models in the UK toward community-governed shared

resources.

2.2 Urban commons

Urban commoning is a user-led approach to maintaining shared resources in cities and
provides a potentially helpful way of framing resident involvement in shared landscapes. In recent
years, the concept of the urban commons has gained momentum in response to an emerging sharing
culture in cities (Katrini, 2018) and participatory approaches to creating the city (Harvey, 2008). It is
relevant to urban design and landscape architecture practice, as grassroots action and participatory
design in urban spaces are increasingly recognised as important for creating meaningful places, as has

already been highlighted in the previous section. As such, some urban design practitioners have
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embraced the concept of the urban common by exploring and practising ways for practitioners to
engage in community and grassroots urban design (for example, Petrescu et al., 2016). At the same
time, the growing community-led housing sector in the UK has created opportunities for community
groups and practitioners to work together in creating urban commons in residential landscape settings.
Although the literature on urban commons has exploded in recent years (Bollier, 2007; Hess, 2008),
the implications for applying commoning theory within the city have only recently been broached.
This section provides an overview of the origin of urban commons theory, from the traditional
medieval common to its reinterpretation within the city. In doing so, it summarises the current
discourse on urban commons and highlights the theoretical implications for applying the traditional

concept in the contemporary and complex context of the city.
Defining commons

The recent interest in reinterpreting ‘the commons’ has diversified its meaning and relevance
to contemporary life, but in doing so, it has become a somewhat ambiguous term that is “frequently
applied yet rarely defined” (Hess, 2008, p. 3). Before addressing the full breadth of what an urban
commons could be, the traditional medieval common can help to explain Ostrom’s economic theory
of common-pool resources (1990) in defining what commons are. In the UK, most people may be
familiar with the term ‘common’ as a shared area of uncultivated land allocated to medieval villagers
for grazing and foraging. During Britain's industrialisation, the succession of ‘enclosure acts essentially
ended this practice, transforming traditional commons into privately owned farmland or as designated
areas of public access land used for leisure and dog walking. Hardin (1968) had in mind the concept
of the traditional common when he argued that the destruction of open-access natural resources is
inevitable because those who use them will always act in their self-interest to exploit them. He labelled
the analogy ‘the tragedy of the commons’ and wrote an article of the same title to highlight the
destructive exploitation of the world’s natural resources at the hand of man. However, it also became
synonymous with the successive acts of enclosure that ended an era of traditional commoning in
favour of private parcels of land and was subsequently viewed as a key argument against the sharing

of land and resources.

Elinor Ostrom (1990) successfully challenged the idea that all commons were destined for self-
destruction by reasoning that users had a mutual interest to work together to avoid the tragedy.
Ostrom highlights that the open-access resources vulnerable to exploitation that Hardin speaks of are
defined by two characteristics: subtractability—the likelihood of a resource being depleted by
consumption—and excludability—the ability to restrict access to a resource. ‘Common-pool resources’
describe resources that are both subtractable, or impacted by overuse, and nonexcludable, have

unrestricted access, making them vulnerable to exploitation. Game theory modelling and empirical
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observations of commons by Ostrom revealed critical but previously overlooked social and
organisational dimensions of common-pool resources. Ostrom identified vital characteristics of
successful examples of common-pool resources as being restricted to a defined group of resource users,
who actively participated in defining their own rules, boundaries and agreements, enforcing the rules
and resolving differences. Unlike Hardin’s scenario, where people continued to exploit land until the
tragedy was fulfilled, Ostrom proved resource users could transcend their self-interests to find

agreements that would sustain the land for the common good.

Design principles illustrated by long-enduring CPR [common pool resource] institutions:

1. There are clearly-defined boundaries of the CPR.

2. There is congruence between the resource environment and its governance structure
or rules.
3. Decisions are made through collective-choice arrangements that allow most resource

appropriators to participate.

4 Rules are enforced through effective monitoring by monitors who are part of or accountable
to the appropriators.

5. Violations are punished with graduated sanctions.

6. Conflicts and issues are addressed with low-cost and easy-to-access conflict resolution
mechanisms.

7. High-level authorities recognize the rights of the resource appropriators to self-govern.

8. In the case of larger common-pool resources: rules are organised and enforced through

multiple layers of nested enterprises.

(Adapted from Ostrom 1990, p.90)

Ostrom’s eight Principles for managing common-pool resources highlight that commons can
not be defined simply as a type of shared resource but that the social and organisational dimensions
are equally essential to its existence. Linebaugh famously stated, “there is no commons without
commoning” (Linebaugh 2008 cited in Foster and laione, 2016), referring to the essential part collective
action and governance plays in the commons. Harvey goes further than this to emphasise that
commons are produced from the relationship between both the physical aspects of the shared resource

and the social processes that produce or sustain it, as described in his own words:

“The common is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind of thing, asset or even social
process, but as an unstable and malleable social relation between a particular self-defined social
group and those aspects of its actually existing or yet-to- be-created social and/or physical
environment deemed crucial to its life and livelihood” (2012, p. 73).
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Commons are therefore defined in this thesis by the relationship between three essential
components: (a) a shared resource, (b) a community of resource users and (c) collective governance

(figure 2.24).
(b) community
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(a) shared resource (c) governance

Figure 2.24. The defining elements of a commons: (a) a shared resource, (b) a community of users, and (c)
collective governance.

Defining urban commons

Ostrom’s work, empirically rooted in a rural context, not only justified commoning as a
sustainable approach to managing shared resources but also paved the way for applying the concept
into new areas, including both physical and intangible resources, such as knowledge (Hess and Ostrom,
2o1) and culture (Gidwanii and Baviskar, 2011). Of particular interest to this research is the
reinterpretation of commons within the city (Harvey, 2012; Susser et al., 2013; Foster et al., 2016) to
address limited resources, community building and participatory placemaking. Foster and laione
argue “the city is a commons in the sense that it is a shared resource that belongs to all of its inhabitants”
and “is an open access good subject to the same types of rivalry, or contestation, and congestion that
needs to be managed to avoid the kinds of problems or tragedies that beset any other commons” (2016,
p. 288). Hess describes urban commons as being part of a ‘new commons movement’, a societal drive
to take back control of public space and resources in reaction to “increasing commodification,
privatisation, and corporatisation, untamed globalisation and unresponsive government” (2008, p. 3).
The movement expands the idea of the commons as a sustainable and collective approach to resource

management to include socio-political engagement on social justice, inclusiveness and open access

within the city.

The idea of the city as a commons is underpinned by ‘The Right to the City’ (Lefebvre, 1996),
which Harvey (2012) points out describes not only a right of access to city spaces but also a right to
remake those spaces, to reflect the needs and aspirations of its residents. Harvey argues for “a right to

change ourselves by changing the city” (2008, p. 23), echoing the words of Berleant, “what we do in
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environment, we do to ourselves” (1997, p. 121) to acknowledge the need for citizens to be able to change
their surroundings as a way of gaining control over how they want to live and whom they become.
Therefore, affording agency for everyday citizens over their urban environment is a central theme of

urban commons.

The urban characteristics of the city provide a new context for the commons, which was
previously only defined by rural examples in Ostrom’s work, and as such, has implications for
commons theory. The word urban describes socio-spatial characteristics associated with the city,
including scale, proximity, density, diversity, anonymity, and materiality (Wirth, 1938). The city,
therefore, not only offers a new setting for commons to exist within, but it also presents new conditions
and challenges from which commons may emerge. In the recent literature on urban commons, authors
have begun to identify characteristics that distinguish urban commons from their rural counterparts,

summarised in the following key points.

Dynamic emergence and adaption: High densities and proximity of people in cities create
increased demand for resources, a key driver for people to share resources as urban commons (Foster
and laione, 2016; Helfrich and Bollier, 2019). However, demands on urban resources are never static;
as social and economic factors shift, different city areas go through cycles of development,
deterioration, abandonment and regeneration. Commoning, therefore, emerges in response to shifting
drivers and opportunistic availability of resources. In the literature, examples include urban
commoning emerging in response to privatisation (Bresnihan and Byrne, 2015), the threat of eviction
(Huron, 2015), resistance against demolition (Thompson, 2015) and climate change action (Dobson,
2017). Further to this, other scholars highlight that urban commons emerge within and occupy areas
of ambiguity, in unused and in-between spaces or where there are otherwise voids in occupation,
maintenance or governance (Stavrides, 2015; Foster and laione, 2016). Therefore, like the city, urban

commons are dynamic, temporal and adaptive (Esopi, 2018).

Transient, highly networked and diverse populations: Ostrom bases the success of
commoning on trust and long-term mutual benefit found within the relatively close-knit and stable
rural communities that “share a past, and expect to share a future” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 88). However,
urban commons seemingly occur without the expected established commonality and stability of rural
communities. Lofland (1973) describes an urban mentality of indifference and civility towards others
due to an intense copresence of strangers in everyday life in the city. Huron, in her study of housing
cooperatives in Washington DC, identifies “the collective work of strangers” (2015, p. 936) as a defining
characteristic of urban commons, suggesting urban commons arise from the cooperation between

transient and indifferent strangers around a shared interest, rather than the close-knit communities
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in rural settings. Unlike traditional commons, there is no assumption that an established community
is a prerequisite for urban commons formation. However, instead, there is a simultaneous relationship
between commoning activity and community formation triggered by a shared interest and dynamic

urban drivers (Huron, 2015, 2017).

Contested and conflicted territories: How space is used and for whose benefit is an ongoing
debate within cities where space is highly contested. Huron identifies an essential characteristic of
urban commons as created within environments that are “saturated with people, competing uses, and
financial investment” (2015, p. 936). Harvey (2012) highlights that when commons are created, this can
be at the expense of other uses and users or even replace other existing forms of commoning. Many
scholars highlight the apparent contradiction between the bounded nature of commons that may
exclude certain groups and the open-access and inclusive ideology of the commons. The city's
contested nature makes the tension between inclusion and exclusion within the commons more
apparent. For example, where Ostrom (1990) highlights that commons require well-defined
boundaries to control access to a specific group of users, Harvey (2012), by contrast, emphasises the

need for openness, spatial justice, and inclusivity.

Urban frameworks, institutions and governance: Urban commons play a role in producing
urban places or place-making. Moss (2014) highlights that by understanding commons as something
produced by the process of “commoning”, commons can shape socio-spatial structures. Blomley
reinforces this in the statement, “[if it] is true to say that place helps make the commons, it is equally
the case that the commons is a form of place-making” (2008, p. 320). Foster goes further in saying that
commons have the potential “to provide a framework and set of tools to open up the possibility of more

”

inclusive and equitable forms of ‘city-making”” (2016, p. 285). This resonates with architecture, planning,
and urban design professions, which have begun to explore the implementation of commoning as a
form of place-making (Petrescu, Petcou and Baibarac, 2016). Urban commoning, like other forms of
place-making, is instigated in the context of the city's institutional, legal, and planning frameworks.
Commoning groups, therefore, often need to negotiate planning policies and processes and may
require additional support and funding to do so. Even when urban commoning groups emerge outside
of official or legal frameworks, in time, they are likely to require collaborations with various professions,

organisations or institutions to negotiate the complexities of place-making in dynamic and contested

contexts (Foster and laione, 2016).

Multi-scalar: Cities are multi-scalar and, therefore, commoning occurs in cities across

multiple scales. Smaller-scale, localised commons, “where people living in close proximity come
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together to strengthen, manage, preserve, or protect a local resource” (Hess, 2008, p. 16), have more
recognisable similarities to traditional commons, such as urban community gardens. Infrastructure,
such as transport, communication, and public services, have also been conceptualised as commons
networks (Hess, 2008). Further to this, urban commons have become synonymous with political
activism and ‘the right to the city’ calling for citizens' collective need to influence and reshape the city
as a whole (Harvey, 2012; Foster and laione, 2016). Thus, urban commons can be described as spatially
pluralistic, meaning they can manifest in different forms and sizes or exist within and be connected to
other commons. Although it is theorised that commoning in cities occurs across multiple scales, it is
equally recognised that scaling-up commons beyond the local in practice is challenging (Giordano,

2003; Moss, 2014; Foster and laione, 2016).

(f) dynamic (d) socia:l—spatial (e) interconnected

(b) community
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Figure 2.25. Urban commons exist within and interact with other complex urban phenomena.

Urban commons retain the underlying definition of a commons that lies in the relationship
between a shared resource, a community of end-users and collective organisation. However, beyond
this, they have distinctly urban characteristics that negotiate the city's complexity, density, diversity,
dynamism, and governance. In this way, urban commons are spatially ambiguous, opportunistic, and
cross multiple scales; their communities are diverse, loosely knit and highly networked; and they seek
ways to negotiate professional, organisational and institutional frameworks. This summary of urban

commons literature points towards three inherent characteristics of urban commons. Firstly, urban
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commons are particularly dynamic due to their emergence from and adaption to the fluid context of
the city. Secondly, urban commons exhibit socio-spatial interactions between a community of end-
users and shared resource that has a physical presence or impact on the city. Thirdly, urban commons
are made up of components interconnected to the broader processes of the city and other types of
commoning. Together, this helps define an urban commons as a shared resource governed by a
community of end-users that acts as a dynamic, interconnected, and socio-spatial component of the

city, which is visually summarised in figure 2.25.

The urban common provides a valuable concept for understanding resident involvement in
shared landscapes, as it begins to frame and capture some of the characteristics, tensions and
challenges that develop from community placemaking in the city. However, the implications for
commoning in the city are yet to be fully explored within commons theory. Several authors in urban
commons research highlight that the topic remains under- or incompletely theorised. Foster explains,
“it remains a challenge to transpose [commons] insights in the urban context in a way that captures the
complexity of the “urban”—the way that density of an urban area, the proximity of its inhabitants, and
the diversity of users interact with a host of tangible and intangible resources...” (2016, p. 285). Despite
a growing body of literature written by geographers, planners, urban designers and architects, several
authors highlight a lack of research on the spatiality of commons. Pelger (2017), Moss (2014), and
Giordano (2003) highlight a lack of knowledge on the spatiality of commons and “issues of space, place,
territory or scale are ubiquitous to the study of the commons, yet have rarely been accorded prime
attention” (Moss, 2014, p. 459). Pelger points out that this is because collective action plays such an
essential role in the formation of space in commons and “the urban commons as a spatial system and
the degree that spatial production is conditioned by action—therefore deserve more detailed

investigation” (2017, p. 5).

One ambition of this research is to contribute to the growing body of commons theory through
the empirical investigation of shared residential landscapes and incorporating relevant urban theory.
To achieve this, the urban theory underpinning the relationship between people and the urban

environment is reviewed in the following section around the concept of urban commons.
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2.3 The urban theory of commons

So far, this chapter outlines the potential benefits of and need to explore ways of implementing
community participation in shared residential landscapes. Urban commons are defined to
conceptually frame shared residential landscapes as community governed resources and outline the
theoretical complexities of similar practices within an urban context. This section addresses the spatial
understanding of urban commons by summarising the urban theory from a commons perspective.
This includes presenting urban commons through the urban theories of place, territory, threshold and
assemblage. This review forms the basis for developing a theoretical framework for conceptualising
shared residential landscapes as urban commons (section 2.5) and goes on to inform the
methodological (Chapter 3) and theoretical discussion (Chapter 7) in furthering the integration of

commons and urban design theory with the empirical findings of the fieldwork.
Urban commons as places

Place is a setting that is “made up of a range of spatial and non-spatial dimensions...” which
allow “a broad understanding of the setting as not only physical but also economic, social and
environmental” (Dempsey, Burton and Smith, 2014, p. 6). Dovey highlights that “place is an inextricably
intertwined knot of spatiality and sociality” (2010, p. 6), and unlike space, which its numerical
extensivity can measure, place is measured by the intensity of its qualities. The unpredictable and
complex qualities of urban life produced from this intricate relationship between people and the urban
environment have been studied and advocated for by notable urban theorists, such as Jacobs (1961)
and Gehl (2006). Their work sought to move away from any simplification and rigidness in top-down
design and planning that failed to recognise the crucial contributions of everyday people and their

routines lives to places.

Habraken (1998) conceptualises the interplay of top-down and bottom-up levels of human
control over the built environment through a framework of three interrelated concepts: form, place,
and understanding. Form describes the physical and stable structures of space, often (but not always)
designed and implemented by professionals. Place then describes the everyday human occupation,
adaption and expression of who has access to those spaces. Finally, understanding is the social
recognition of the norms and expressions of others through their occupation and adaption of places.
By framing place in this way, Habraken emphasises the human inclination to manipulate their
environment through their occupation and control of spaces to identify and express a sense of

ownership and belonging.

Several authors highlight that urban commoning is a form of collective action that creates or

regenerates urban spaces and, therefore, can be described as place-making (Blomley, 2008; Foster and
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laione, 2016). However, this phrase can be limiting when it evokes an approach to creating places by
multiple stakeholders that, once made, is static and complete and therefore fails to account for change
over time (Dempsey, Burton & Smith 2014). The idea of ‘place-keeping’ seeks to address this issue by
incorporating processes of maintenance and appropriation by multiple stakeholders into a long-term
governance strategy for place-making. In Blomley’s words, “commons [are] not so much found as
produced” (2008, p. 320); thus, urban commons should be thought of not only as a form of place-
making but a cyclical process of place-making and -keeping, achieved through the autonomous

governance by multiple actors to sustain shared resources.
Urban commons as territory

Territory is an area of space with levels of control that define who has access to it and who does
not. According to Thwaites, Mathers and Simkins (2013), territorial awareness relates to a human need
to achieve self-esteem through others’ recognition of their actions in their surrounding environment.
Territory, therefore, differs from legal ownership in that it is subjective, perceived through a person’s
sense of belonging to and control over space. This perceptual notion of territory can be described and
understood simply as ‘mine’, ‘yours, ‘ours’, or ‘theirs’ (Thwaites, Mathers and Simkins, 2013). For
example, a person’s recognition of ownership over their private garden may be described as mine;
places belonging to someone else such as a neighbour’s garden as yours; areas recognised as belonging
to a group they aren't a part of, such as a community centre, as theirs; and finally an area that they
share with others, such as a residential courtyard or neighbourhood park, as ours. According to
Thwaites et al., ours is conceptually tied to Habraken’s concept of understanding, described in the
following extract:

“When we experience ours, we are subconsciously acknowledging a sense of belonging to
something, or somewhere, to which others may also feel the same...Ours and understanding share
common ground as a kind of psychological realm which binds us together with others in mutually
supporting groups, enabling and indeed encouraging, independent expression to project a sense

of individual identity within the group, while recognising the presence of boundaries beyond which
our sustained acceptance within the group might be jeopardised” (2013, pp. 64-65).

Urban commons, therefore, represent a collective control over space that can be described as
a territorial expression of ours, or from the perceptive of someone who is part of the commoning group,

theirs.

Humans perceive and express territory through markers such as physical barriers, symbolic
boundaries, personalisation, appropriation, and physical occupation (Habraken, 1998). These markers
are commonly located at boundaries and entrances of a territory, such as gates and doors, to control
physical access and convey the appropriate social norms and behaviours expected of visitors or others

using the space. Using the example of a social club, markers include “..territorial expressions, such as
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freedom of access, duration of stay, degrees of personalisation...[of] communities that have control over
these territories through possession” (Thwaites, Mathers and Simkins, 2013, pp. 47-48). Urban
commons as shared territories are no different in that territorial markers are used to carve out
protected spaces for sharing resources within the city. This allows commons to function within the
primarily market-driven and contested spaces that make up cities, which can create precarious and
sometimes conflicting environments within which to practice resource sharing and mutuality (Huron,
2015). This resonates with Ostrom’s first rule for sustaining common-pool resources, corroborating a
need to ‘create defined boundaries’ for both commoning groups and resources to protect them from

exploitation and allow rules to be developed to suit local needs conditions.
Urban commons as thresholds

The edges of territories and their expression are significant in either protecting from or
opening territorial realms to others. For example, physical barriers such as walls, gates and hedges are
commonly used to define the edge of territorial realms to keep others out. However, boundaries, where
complete exclusion of others is not required, may be expressed in ways that allow physical or visual
access while still communicating that they are entering a realm belonging to another. As Newman
describes, “real barriers include elements like buildings, fences and walls” whereas “symbolic barriers
include elements like low fences, shrubs, steps, changes in ground level, changes in paving texture, light
standards, open portals and so on” (1976, pp. 108-109). Stavrides describes this type of edge that defines
a territorial boundary while still allowing some level of access to others as a threshold.

“Thresholds may appear to be mere boundaries that separate an inside from an outside,

as in a door’s threshold, but this act of separation is always and simultaneously an act of

connection. Thresholds create the conditions of entrance and exit; thresholds prolong,

manipulate and give meaning to an act of passage.” (Stavrides, 2015, p. 12)

The ‘threshold’ is an important spatial concept that may have significant relevance to urban
commons. Boundaries that act as physical barriers that limit access entirely are controversial in
commons theory because they act as a form of enclosure or privatisation that at first sight conflicts
with the broader idea of commons being open and inclusive. Therefore, ‘thresholds’ are a potentially
helpful spatial concept that defines the territorial edges of urban commons and the expectations of
rules and behaviours for using a shared resource while still allowing some openness and broader

access.

Others have recognised thresholds that enable a gradual transition between two territorial
realms for their social value. Described as a ‘soft edge’ (Gehl, 2006), margin (Habraken, 1998) or
transitional edge (Thwaites, Mathers and Simkins, 2013), the depth of the gradual transition between

one territory and another provides an opportunity to create a habitable space within the threshold
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itself. This type of transitional edge is common in residential settings, between private dwellings and
the public or shared realm, and is what Williams (2005) refers to as a buffer zone. Newman (1973)
describes this zone as defensible as it affords residents some level of control over the transition
between their front door and the public realm, creating a feeling of privacy and safety. The threshold
space also provides more significant opportunities for residents to personalise edges through
territorial markers and physical occupation. Finally, a mixture of edge treatments that afford different
levels of enclosure and transparency along the gradient of the transitional edge creates a variety of
opportunities for what Martin (1996) calls ‘hidden-ness’ and ‘revealing-ness’. Giving options for
residents to hide away from or be visible to neighbours, provided additional options for residents to
comfortably socialise and were, therefore, less likely to feel threatened and then withdraw from
interaction. Therefore, the spatial form and treatment of the edges between shared outdoor spaces
and residents’ private homes are important in determining the level and type of social interaction and

participation in shared residential settings.
Urban commons as assemblages

Assemblage theory provides an orientation for understanding urban places as complex wholes
that cannot be reduced to individual components (Dovey, 2010; McFarlane, 2011; Kamalipour and
Peimani, 2015). An assemblage refers to the arrangement and putting together of a mix of components,
their relations to one another and the processes that bring them into existence. To understand urban
places as assemblages, Dovey uses this example of a street:

“..a street is not a thing or a collection of things. The buildings, houses, shops, signs,

shops, shoppers, cars, hawkers, rules, sidewalks, goods, trolleys, ect. All come together to become

the street, but it is the assembled connections among them that are crucial - the relations of

buildings to sidewalk to roadway; the flows of traffic, people and goods; the interconnections of

public to private space, and of the street to the city...From this view all cities and parts of cities
are assemblages.” (Dovey, 2012, p. 353)

The above account describes how the street, as an example of an urban place, is a ‘whole’ whose
qualities emerge from the interaction between parts, emphasising that urban places cannot be fully
understood by studying their components separately. Assemblages, thus, have complex causal
relations between components that constantly react and adapt to each other, reflecting the broader
unpredictable and adaptive processes of cities. Assemblage theory grapples with the idea of cities as
open and emergent systems by acknowledging that an assemblage, its components and relationships
always react to each other. Dovey describes assemblages as ‘complex-adaptive’, unpredictable
interactions between independent and interdependent parts; when change occurs within one
component, all the other parts will respond (2012). Further to this, key contextual socio-economic

drivers can destabilise place assemblages, instigating further change, ongoing cycles of growth,
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stabilisation, release and re-organisation (Dovey, 2012). This results in an assemblage or urban place
that is constantly changing. Described as a state of “becoming” as opposed to “being” (Dovey, 2010),
the outcomes can not be foreseen but rather ‘emerge’. Harvey has a similar view of urban commons as
“unstable and malleable social relation between a particular self-defined social group and those aspects
of its existing or yet-to-be-created social and/or physical environment...” (Harvey, 2012, p. 73). At the
city scale, these dynamic changes occur as cycles of place creation, densification, decline,
abandonment, and regeneration, reflecting broader socio-political-economic dynamics, such as
changes to public funding, leadership and policy. Therefore, complex adaptive assemblage thinking
helps explain the interactions within urban commons and the broader urban context. As Helfrich
describes, “commons do not result simply by combining certain rules and building blocks...the sum of
building blocks does not constitute the whole because integrated systems have their own, larger logic...”
(2015, pp. 29-30). As such urban commons as assemblages are never static, but constantly changing
and dynamic, and therefore require a holistic understanding that takes into consideration the

relationships between its internal components and external components of the city.

Assemblage theory also provides a more complex understanding of territory as a temporary
stabilisation within the assemblage subject to abandonment, new claims or negotiation over time.
Dovey (2010) describes these inscriptions and erasures of territorial boundaries over time as processes
of territorialisation and deterritorialization. Territorialisation produces a temporary stabilisation of
place, whereby the rules of use, occupation and personalisation become ordered and familiar, staying
the same or similar for the duration of that territorial occupation. As contextual forces continue to
change, new conditions can cause territorial boundaries to destabilise, become more porous or even
entirely erased, such as when land becomes abandoned or unused, known as a process
deterritorialisation. The process of deterritorialisation subsequently creates a void with a high
potential to be reoccupied by others, providing further opportunity for new cycles of territorialisation

to occur.

Ideas of adaptable and flexible territories are closely linked to Franck and Steven’s concept of
‘loose space’, “characterised by an absence or abeyance of the determinacy which is common in place
types with assigned and limited functions” (Franck and Stevens, 2006, p. 17). Looseness can occur in
planned public spaces that provide accessibility, freedom of choice, diversity in spaces, uses and users,
and anonymity between users. By contrast, looseness may be discovered in ‘non-places’ (Augé, 2008),
leftover, abandoned or transient spaces which are open to new uses because they have no intended or
fixed use, fall outside of control or regulation or otherwise lack a sense of identity or territorial
belonging. Such spaces afford unanticipated forms of appropriation, mainly when the design intention

is absent or ambiguous. Open and adaptable design approaches attempt to incorporate looseness into
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the design of space by leaving some elements incomplete, such as self-build, infill, plot-based or self-

finish architecture (Porta and Romice, 2010; Thompson, 2015; Porqueddu, 2018).

Urban commons as assemblages imply that their emergence, formation, and existence are
difficult to predict, understand, and document due to their constant becoming. As Williams describes,
“[cJommons are always imperfect, becoming, and always in process” (2018, p. 24). This helps to explain
why available, unused, abandoned or forgotten spaces in the city can become a catalyst for new
commons and how their physical properties can afford certain behaviours and activities. This was the
case in the guerrilla food growing project ‘Incredible Edible’ where “activism began with a visual
statement of intent: neglected spaces, including a derelict health centre, a canal towpath and a
graveyard, were planted with edible produce” (Dobson, 2017, p. 1024). Colding et al. attribute urban
green commons to “the release and reorganization phases of the adaptive renewal cycle, i.e. when cities
need to address pertinent and emerging problems...” (2013, p. 11). Further to this, Ghorbani and Herder
link assemblage thinking to the idea of urban commons at a meta-level in recognising that “the
knowledge on the urban commons is built through continuous additions and exchanges of information...”
(2021, p. 3). Assemblage theory, therefore, provides an advanced understanding of urban commons

that requires us to recognise its processual, complex and emergent characteristics.
Urban commons as slippages

Dovey often uses dualistic concepts to describe the inner dynamics of places as urban
assemblages (e.g. Dovey and Polakit, 2010) that occur due to shifting tensions between two states, such
as territorialisation and deterritorialisation. Although these are seemingly opposing ideas, one always
inevitably follows the other, which are inherently linked and dependant. Dovey describes the
“conceptual oppositions that resonate with each other...co-exist[ing] in a mixture rather than a dialectic
relation” (2010, p. 22) as ‘twofold concepts’ with potential for ‘slippages’ to occur between the two
states. Another example of a twofold concept is the tree and rhizome, terms describing the structure
of places as either “tree-like systems organized hierarchically with roots, stem and branches” or “the
rhizome (grass, potato, bamboo) which is characterized by horizontal lines of movement, networks and
connectivity” (2010, p. 20). According to Dovey, cities are a mix of both. Tree-like structures exist where
there are hierarchies of spaces, power, and organisation, such as government implemented planning
regulations, which primarily seek to impose structure and rules on spaces in a top-down manner.
Rhizomatic structures, by contrast, describe horizontal, network like connections that encourage
movement and interconnectivity. Dovey likens rhizomes to open markets that depend on “networks
of information, goods and people” (2010, p.21) and other forms of modes of sharing stemming from
organic and bottom-up actions. Although tree-like and rhizomatic structures contrast, each system

can either enable or discourage the other. The idea of urban slippage (Dovey & Polakit 2010) recognises
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the ability for shifts to occur across the continuums of polarised opposites, such as tree-rhizome
structures, private-public, interior-exterior, and temporary-permanent, in urban places (Dovey, 2010;

Dovey and Wood, 2015).

The top-down, bottom-up relations associated with the two-fold concept of trees and rhizomes
are instrumental processes in creating urban spaces. Top-down processes, including laws, planning
policies, building regulations, and their associated professions, are necessary to enable the technical
know-how to efficiently implement stable and large-scale infrastructure (Habraken, 1998). By contrast,
bottom-up processes are found in the routine, incremental practices of everyday people, communities
and grassroots movements, described as being “analogous with processes of growth characterized as
more evolutionary and dynamic and often associated with small scale organizational systems” (Heath,
Thwaites and Simpson, 2017, p. 1). Although top-down processes are necessary to provide
infrastructure and coherent urban forms and planning, large-scale and overly rigid outputs can limit
the ability of places to adjust to change over time (Porta and Romice, 2010; Madanipour, Miciukiewicz
and Vigar, 2018). By contrast, the incremental characteristics of small-scale, bottom-up processes are
more readily adaptable to change and associated with greater ‘community resilience’ (Montelongo
Arana and Wittek, 2016; Baibarac and Petrescu, 2017), but bottom-up community-led practices may
struggle to make meaningful change beyond very local scales without additional support, funding and
resources (as discussed in section 2.1). A need to balance these two approaches to maximise
adaptability is a key consideration for the design and planning of urban places (Romice, Porta and

Feliciotti, 2020)

Although assemblage theory highlights that urban places are produced dualistically from top-
down and bottom-up approaches (Dovey, 2010), contemporary urban design practice has primarily
tended to take a polarised view of professional and grassroots input (Madanipour, Miciukiewicz and
Vigar, 2018; Porqueddu, 2018; Arefi and Kickert, 2019). In this sense, community-led or informal
practices may be seen to be an inconvenience to generally exist outside of official planning, policy and
legal frameworks. ‘Scalar slippage’ is a concept seeded from assemblage theory that emphasises the
reciprocal and complementary aspects of top-down and bottom-up processes within urban design
(Heath, Thwaites and Simpson, 2017). Others have previously recognised this idea in placemaking and
-keeping (Burton, Dempsey and Mathers, 2014). On this basis, scalar slippage entails enabling the
operation of bottom-up modes of place delivery within top-down dominated urban decision-making.
Several authors provide examples of partnerships with design practitioners, organisations and local
institutions as a potential route to easing the ‘slippage’ between top-down and bottom-up approaches
(Petrescu, Petcou and Baibarac, 2016; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019; Lang, Carriou and

Czischke, 2020).
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At the surface level, bottom-up rhizome-like processes most closely align with the concept of
‘commoning’ as a non-hierarchical community-led practice of governing and maintaining shared
resources. However, as discussed in the previous section, commoning in the city's dense, contested,
and planned spaces may place greater demand on commoning groups to negotiate top-down planning
and legal frameworks. Further to this, emerging examples demonstrate that urban design practitioners,
such as architects and landscape architects, may have important roles to play in this. Ostrom refers to
this partnership between “individuals who are not ‘in’ the same organization” contributing to
“produc[ing] a good or service” (1996, p.1073) as ‘co-production’, a term that emphasises the equal
inputs of both professionals and end-users into the design process. Therefore, urban commons may
provide examples of scalar-slippage in practice through co-production with urban design practitioners

and other intermediary consultants and organisations.
2.4  Cohousing

Cohousing is a type of community-led housing model that demonstrates residential
involvement in shared landscapes as urban commons. Cohousing is frequently described as an
alternative housing form integrating smaller-than-average private residences with communal spaces,
such as the ‘common house’, laundry facilities and gardens (McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994;
Meltzer, 2001; Jarvis, 2011; Ruiu, 2014). Although the specific layout, size and density of other cohousing
developments are unique to a particular site and community, cohousing developments often follow
key design principles for promoting social interaction (Williams, 2005; Ruiu, 2014). Common spatial
characteristics in cohousing include clusters of inward-facing dwellings, centralised communal
facilities including a common house, and pedestrianised central green spaces with car parks at the

site's edges (figure 2.26).

In addition to the typical spatial characteristics of cohousing, the social aspects are essential
to defining cohousing (Fromm, 2012; Tummers, 2015). High levels of resident participation, self-
organisation and collective governance (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014; Ruiu, 2014; Jarvis, 2015)
distinguish cohousing from other housing with shared facilities, such as ‘condominiums’ or
commercially managed facilities (Jarvis, 2011; Ruiu, 2014, 2016b). Cohousing groups typically form from
people with a shared ambition to live more communally and act as their own developers. As such,
cohousing groups are often formed around shared values and intentions (Sargisson, 2010; Chatterton,
2013; Tummers, 2015, 2016), enabling group cohesion and consensus in participatory decision-making.
In this way, cohousing groups are recognised as an intentional community. Cohousing values for
sharing resources are driven by a shared desire to find alternatives to mainstream housing and
lifestyles that are ideological (communitarian, political activism and sustainable) and pragmatic

(shared childcare, independence in older age and affordable housing). However, increasingly groups
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are partnering with ‘mid-way’ developers, such as housing associations, non-profit organisations,
design professionals and project managers, to negotiate complex planning and build processes and

share the risks involved (Lietaert, 2010; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019).

Figure 2.26. A typical established cohousing development illustrating some of the defining spatial characteristics.
These include the combination of private dwellings (1) and communal resources such as the common house (2); the
design of spaces to promote social interaction through smaller private spaces (3), larger communal spaces (4),
natural surveillance and buffer space (5) and car parking at the edges of the site (6); and residents participating in
the wider community (7), through the maintenance of communal spaces (8) and communally organised events (9).

Unlike co-operatives or Community-Land Trusts, which are specific organisational and legal
models of community-led housing developments, cohousing does not specify a particular tenure or
ownership regime. The community-led nature of cohousing allows the development to respond to the
specificities of the site and group, and the ability for each group to choose the most appropriate legal,
financial and governance structure, so that no two cohousing developments are the same. However,
what all cohousing groups have in common is an intention to incorporate sharing and participation
within multiple aspects of residential living. This includes shared participation in the commonhouse
and communal outdoor spaces, mutual support and exchange between residents, design and decision-

making processes, and long-term governance and maintenance.
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In summary, cohousing is defined by the following characteristics identified in the literature:

e An intentional community founded on shared values.

e A development combining private dwellings and communal resources, including a
commonhouse.

o The site is designed according to principles that promote social interaction.

e Residents participate in all stages of the development, often with support from various
professionals.

e Communities are self-organised and collectively governed, making decisions, defining
rules and selecting new members by consensus.

e Becoming an increasingly urban phenomenon.
(McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994; Brenton, 1998; Williams, 2005; Sargisson, 2010;

Jarvis, 2011; Fromm, 2012; Ruiu, 2014)

Cohousing has been selected as the case in this research as it provides a helpful example of
resident involvement in shared landscapes. Although other types of community-led housing may
demonstrate community involvement in shared landscapes, they do not consistently incorporate
aspects of sharing and participation in the same way as cohousing. For example, Community Land
Trusts, not-for-profit community organisations that protect land and buildings for community use, do
not necessarily involve residents in the design and management processes of the development.
Similarly, self-build housing, a development where residents build their own houses, do not always
have the same collective approach to the site design and maintenance. Furthermore, housing co-
operatives, a specific form of affordable ownership and management model, do not always focus on
the design of outdoor spaces for sharing and social interaction. Eco-villages, which have the most
significant overlap with cohousing (Tummers, 2016, see figure 2.27), are more closely linked with rural
typologies. Cohousing is set apart from other rurally centred intentional communities, such as eco-
villages, as it is more commonly located within cities. According to Tummers, contemporary
cohousing groups seek the advantages of urban locations, including proximity of services, public
transport and accessibility, with rural qualities “such as gardens, space for children or village-like

settings for informal interaction and small-scale enterprises” (2016, p. 2035).
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PARTICIPATIVE
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Figure 2.27. Diagram positioning cohousing among other shared housing (adapted from Tummers, 2016, p. 2034).

Confusingly, cohousing incorporates different types of development, including architect-
designed, retrofitted and self-build (Beck, 2020), and therefore can adopt elements from other
community-led housing types, such as a co-operative ownership model or self-build elements.
However, the specific governance principles that guide the participative sharing ethos and design
principles that promote a shared neighbourhood layout, combined with its increasing popularity in
the UK urban context, make cohousing a relevant case study in this thesis. The recent wave of urban
cohousing in collaboration with ‘mid-way developers’ and ‘intermediary organisations’ provides
potential insight into how resident participation can be achieved as a part of a sustainable approach
to urban development. To understand what is already known about these two aspects more clearly,
this section will summarise the historical and global context of cohousing, followed by a critical review

of cohousing in the UK.
Historical and Global Context

The underlying ethos of cohousing can be traced back to similar experiments in radical living
in the utopian communities and communes of the 1960s. Cohousing is widely believed to have
originated in Denmark in the 1970s (McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994; Lietaert, 2010), although
comparable collective housing projects were simultaneously emerging in other parts of Northern
Europe around the same time (Meltzer, 2001). The first Danish cohousing hoped to build “better social

relationships and a deeper sense of community”, whilst Swedish ‘kollektivhuser’, similar to the Dutch
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interpretations of cohousing, “sought to reduce the burden of housework...and improve the lot of
children with working (often, single) parents” (Meltzer, 2001, p. 154). In Northern Europe, the benefits
of communal living have been widely recognised, and in some countries, cohousing has quickly

become established and institutionalised as a mainstream form (Meltzer, 2001; Lietaert, 2010).

In the 1980s, a second wave of cohousing emerged in North America, attributed mainly to the
advocacy and publications on cohousing by American architects McCamant and Durret (1994).
Although ‘second wave’ cohousing shared similar design principles with Danish cohousing, unlike
European models, North American cohousing was mostly resident funded and developed without
public financial support, leading to the exploration of new procurement methods. Another distinct
difference is the focus on environmental sustainability and reduction in material consumption as
fundamental values driving cohousing development, with practices such as recycling, composting and
car-pooling key features of cohousing lifestyles. The ‘first’ European and ‘second’” American waves of
cohousing are well documented in cohousing literature, but Meltzer (2001) suggests there is a third
wave of cohousing around the Pacific Rim across New Zealand, Japan, and Korea. The third wave
highlights the cohousing model’s continued application worldwide and adaption to different cultural
contexts in addressing the challenges of accessibility, affordability, and ecological sustainability.

(Meltzer, 2001)

Cohousing did not reach the UK until the end of the 1990s; Springhill cohousing was the first
purpose-built cohousing project (Jarvis, 2011), but collective forms of living existed in the form of small
housing co-operatives since the 1970s (Jarvis, 2015). The initial uptake of cohousing in the UK has been
slower than in other countries, but pioneering projects have generated a current demand for
cohousing (Jarvis et al., 2016; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Various government policies
and funding, such as the Community-led Housing fund (Homes England, 2019), have animated a
renewed interest in cohousing and a wave of new developments. Despite this, cohousing still only
accounts for a tiny proportion of new housing construction in the UK (Jarvis, 2011), with an estimated
21 completed projects and a further 47 in the pipeline (UK Cohousing Network, 2019). Jarvis et al.
suggest this is because establishing a cohousing project is “a long and difficult process” in which “many
cohousing groups struggle to get off the ground” and that it would be “more widely adopted if planning,
financial and institutional infrastructures were better designed to support it” (2016, p. 6). Despite recent
government financial support, residents themselves mainly finance projects (Ruiu, 2015) with funding
remaining a crucial barrier to development. To combat this, more recently, some groups have created
partnerships with community-focused developers such as housing associations to share the financial
risk and negotiate top-down barriers (e.g. Ruiu, 2015; Arrigoitia et al., 2020). The most recent wave of
contemporary cohousing in the UK also demonstrates multiple drivers that differ from other countries'

cohousing movements in the 1970s (Jarvis, 2011). These include focusing on critical approaches to
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energy efficiency, housing affordability, reduced energy bills, tackling loneliness in older age, and
supporting family lifestyles (Tummers, 2015). This variety can be seen in the cases of LILAC cohousing,
which focuses on low impact and affordable living (Chatterton, 2013), and New Ground cohousing, a
scheme for older women (Brenton and Argent, 2020; Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020). A
diversification of cohousing reflects the continued interest in the UK to address specific needs and

realistic approaches for more sustainable lifestyles.

New cohousing development in the UK has led to an increased academic output on the topic,
based on several seminal works focusing on the architectural aspects from the European and American
waves of cohousing. Books by Fromm (2012), McCamant and Durrett (1994; 2011), Durrett (2009), and
Meltzer (2005) advocate cohousing for its positive attributes, promoting it as a more sustainable
housing form, and acting as a handbook for advice and guidelines for aspiring groups. They provide
extensive information and anecdotal evidence from multiple case studies suggesting numerous
benefits of cohousing. Cohousing is typically considered a strategy for sustainable urban residential
development by offering compact densities, high-quality neighbourhood space and architecture, and
access to community amenities. In the context of globalisation and increasing urbanisation, cohousing
presents an opportunity for creating local identities and communities, a sense of belonging and
companionship in older age (Brenton, 1998; Brenton and Argent, 2020), and well-being and mutual
care (Jarvis et al., 2016). From an environmental and ecological perspective, the social practices of
sharing in cohousing lessen residents’ environmental impact by reducing consumption and waste
production and by incorporating advanced environmental technologies and building standards
(Meltzer, 2005; Lietaert, 2010; Jarvis et al., 2016). In addition, the centralising of resources and services,
such as household appliances, enables a more affordable cost of living (Jarvis et al., 2016). Finally, some
cohousing groups have sought out models that ensure the long-term affordability of housing (e.g.
Chatterton, 2013) or collaborated with Housing Associations or employing self-build methods to

reduce costs (Ruiu, 2015; Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020).

Although the wide-ranging potential of cohousing as a sustainable approach to residential
development is well supported, others have criticised cohousing literature for a tendency to focus only
on the positive aspects and overlook its challenges and downsides (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014;
Chiodelli, 2015; Tummers, 2015). Recent literature begins to address some of these issues surrounding
cohousing, and as such, a more complex and critical picture is emerging. The following subsections,
around the topics of starting out, working with professionals, internal social dynamics and external
relations, explore what is known about cohousing in the UK, including the more critical and complex

narratives emerging.
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Starting out

As outlined in the definition of cohousing, shared intentionality is a driver for cohousing
groups forming, setting them apart from similar housing forms such as gated communities (Ruiu, 2014).
In a structured literature review of cohousing literature, Lang et al. (2020, p. 1) identify “a large
continuum of motivations ranging from pragmatic to more radical intentions” with residents not
necessarily sharing the same political ideologies and beliefs. However, cohousing residents do share
an intention to create new ways of living through collective participation, an “ethos of sharing” (Jarvis,

2015) and often share a broad intention for an ‘eco-friendly’ way of life (Meltzer, 2005).

Before realising their shared intentions, cohousing groups must tackle the challenges of
working “across a set of complex institutional and governance frameworks...including legal, financial,
planning, ecological, community liaison, design and governance” (Chatterton, 2013, p. 1667). Early
adopters describe extensive difficulties in negotiating the legal, planning and construction frameworks
structured around conventional building procurement (Chatterton, 2013). In contrast to Northern
Europe, where some cohousing communities are state-financed as part of social housing policy
(Sargisson, 2010), UK cohousing groups are mainly self-funded. Finding affordable land, competing
with developers, raising funds and negotiating complex planning and building procedures are
common barriers to cohousing groups in the UK (Scanlon and Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015). A lack of
social, technical and financial expertise results in groups ‘struggling to get off the ground’ and ‘a
tendency to reinvent the wheel’ (Jarvis et al., 2016; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). As such,
the UK's cohousing development process is long-winded, with residents liable for the total costs, risks,
and long-term maintenance. Some argue that the upfront costs of cohousing contribute to an elite
housing model with communities dominated by an older, well-educated, middle-income demographic
(Ruiu, 2014, 2015; Tummers, 2016). In addition, forming groups around similar values and self-selecting
recruitment processes reinforce homogeneity within the community (Williams, 2008; Jarvis et al.,
2016). As such, there are concerns that those who could most benefit from cohousing face more
restrictions in accessing it (Epting, 2018). This echoes the challenges around how cohousing can be
‘scaled-up’ to become a widely implementable sustainable housing model for a large segment of society

(Tummers, 2016).
Working with professionals

To address these skill and knowledge gaps, cohousing communities reach out to various
networks, organisations, and professionals for external input (Hacke, Miiller and Ditschke, 2018). In
the UK, Community Led Homes, “a partnership project between the Confederation of Co-operative
Housing, Locality, the National Community Land Trust Network and UK Cohousing” (Community Led

Homes, 2018a), act as a network for similar community-led housing groups and support hubs, as well
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as a providing resources of information, guidance, case studies, funding and contacts (Fogele, 2016;
Lang, Chatterton and Mullins, 2020). Individual residents utilise family, friends and professional,
activist and political networks to share knowledge and skills in tackling challenges such as lobbying
local governments (Chatterton, 2013; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Further to this,
cohousing groups may hire and tender a range of professionals such as financial advisors, lawyers,
designers, engineers, and contractors, to gain the technical expertise needed for housing development.
There are three main approaches to cohousing development: firstly, an outside developer works with
the group to build the site to their specification; secondly, cohousing communities become their
developers financing the land acquisition and construction themselves; or thirdly, an outside
developer constructs a cohousing site without the input of any future residents, and sells them to

prospective buyers (Scanlon and Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015; Jakobsen and Larsen, 2019).

Although external developers, design professionals and building contractors are often
necessary for cohousing communities to realise the building of their project, the pioneering and
experimental nature of cohousing in the UK is often counter to the standard conventions of traditional
developers and professions. As such, these professional stakeholders may conflict with the
fundamental ethos of the cohousing group. Arrigoitia & Tummers (2019) suggest that many typical
housing professionals are not sensitive enough to community needs and ‘lay’ knowledge. Instead, they
observe specialists emerging from traditional professions, including designers, projects managers,
housing associations, academics and cohousing residents, who have been able to develop a niche in
cohousing development from personal interests and experiences. Identifying as mid-way professionals
and acting as consultants, cohousing specialists can take on multiple roles, including design,
management, and group facilitation. Partnering with social housing providers (Ruiu, 2015; Fernandez
Arrigoitia and West, 2020) and built environment professionals (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers,
2019) has been adopted as a procurement route by several recent cohousing developments in the UK
to create more inclusive cohousing models. By partnering with a Housing Association, The Threshold
Centre in Dorset reduced the cost and time of construction and offered a mixed tenure with 50%
allocation of social housing, suggesting partnerships with external bodies could create more inclusive
cohousing models (Ruiu, 2015). However, the same study also highlights that collaborating with
external bodies can restrict the ‘intentionality’ and sense of community among residents due to the
instigation of a ‘top-down’ logic affecting the group's internal cohesion. Therefore, a specific skill set
may be required to balance top-down dissemination of expertise and facilitate bottom-up

participation, know-how and capacity.

Designers such as architects and landscape architects play an essential role in facilitating top-
down and bottom-up processes within the participatory design process. The participation of residents

in designing the buildings, site layout, and outdoor spaces is argued to be emblematic of cohousing
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and is noted for its importance in strengthening relationships and establishing decision-making
processes (Ruiu, 2016a). As well as contributing traditional technical design specialism, designers also
use social skills to facilitate group dynamics, communication and decision-making in the participatory
design process (Devlin, Douglas and Reynolds, 2015; Hammond, 2018). Designers’ experience with the
planning process allows them to act as ‘middle-agents’ between cohousing groups and local authorities
to negotiate planning frameworks (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Finally, designers may
take on expanded roles in cohousing development, including identifying sites, developing the brief
and time and cost management (Tummers, 2016; Hammond, 2018; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers,
2019). Although a few studies have begun to explore the new role of designers in cohousing, the ‘mid-
way profession is still emerging, and professionals specialising in cohousing development are rare
(Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Hammond highlights that there is not enough critical
understanding of participatory design within cohousing “beyond the notion that cohousers should be
“involved” in the design process to some extent” (2018, p. 201). In addition, residents may not be aware
of the expanded roles designers can play in the process and their value in the facilitation process
(Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Of the limited texts that do explore the role of designers
in cohousing, they are architecture centred, with little discussion on the role of landscape professions

or how participation in the design of outdoor spaces differs from that of building design.
Internal Social Dynamics

A key feature of cohousing is creating a way of life focused on building communities. Both ‘self-
created’ groups and those assisted by professionals and organisations are formed around shared
intentions that act as the ‘glue’ binding cohousing communities together in the longer term (Jarvis,
2015). This social ‘glue’ is required in the early stages to form initial bonds and enable decision-making
between the initial core members in the design development stages. The shared intentions of the
group also act as a mechanism for attracting new members with compatible motivations, values and
attitudes. Over time, the shared intention reinforces ideological homogeneity through the groups' self-
selection of new members (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014; Ruiu, 2016b). Even though communities
require ideological homogeneity, in terms of shared intention, studies found that homogeneity in
group demographics was not required for group cohesion and social interaction. Williams (2005)
found that diversity within the group demographically, such as age and income, fostered more social
interaction because it added to the variety of activities, relationships, and resources offered to
residents, providing residents’ mindsets remained similar. The groups' intentionality and a sense of
purpose are enacted in everyday life through shared activities, such as preparing shared meals,
communal maintenance, contributing to management tasks, sharing equipment, food and knowledge,

mutual care and emotional support (Jarvis, 2015; Ruiu, 2016b). According to Sanguinetti (2014),
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cohousing creates more sustainable communities by encouraging social and environmental

connections.

The design of cohousing developments are focused around design principles that reinforce a
sense of community, encourage social interaction and enactment of shared intentions, including: the
provision of communal facilities, natural surveillance, car parking at the peripheries of the site, buffer
zones between private and public spaces, shared facilities positioned on busy shared routes, clusters
of smaller-than-average private dwellings, and a centrally positioned Common House (Williams, 2005).
These design principles aim to create more opportunities for residents to cross paths and interact with
each other face-to-face frequently. Although cohousing design promotes social interaction, ‘social
interaction by design’ is not sufficient to guarantee community on its own. It is argued that
organisational structures and personal social skills are required in combination with socially designed

space to enable positive social relationships and cohesive communities (Williams, 2005; Jarvis, 2015).

Organisational and governance structures in cohousing communities are self-defined by
residents to reflect their shared intentions; as described by Brenton and Argent, “we made agreements
about how we wanted to live and drew up policies to underpin our aims and values” (2020, p. 1).
Governance in cohousing requires non-hierarchical participation from all residents in the decision-
making process to ensure all members' views are considered. The whole group must consult actions
and decisions affecting the shared spaces or community way of life before making changes (Ruiu, 2014).
Many cohousing groups adopt a “consensus-based” approach to decision-making, requiring
unanimous agreement to ensure all residents’ views are considered (Ruiu, 2015). Consensus-based
decision-making is considered to be a highly democratic system, but many point to the challenges in
managing the process, which can quickly become time-consuming, tedious and contentious (Williams,
2005; Renz, 2006; Sargisson, 2010; Jarvis, 2011; Axelsson, 2014; Ruiu, 2016b). Participation in decision-
making can produce conflict, ‘meeting fatigue’ or withdrawal from the group. To conclude decisions
promptly and deal with conflict, some groups fall back on majority voting or ask individuals not to

block decisions so they can be acted upon (Ruiu, 2015).

Interpersonal social skills play an essential role in resolving conflict and making the decision
process more efficient (Williams, 2005). Jarvis speaks of residents practising “respectful dialogue and
conscientious listening” and a need for a “culture of openness...to enable participants to transcend their
own prejudices, habits and narrow interests” (2015, p. 100). Residents of the Older Women’s Cohousing
in London also describe a process of learning to become comfortable with a difference in opinions
(Brenton and Argent, 2020). Although cohousing relies on ‘highly evolved’ people skills, Jarvis observes
that these skills are “not always fully developed” (2015, p. 100). Differences can emerge between the

communities’ core values and how they are played out in everyday private lives, creating ‘toxic’
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relationships (Jarvis, 2015), reducing social interaction and increasing withdrawal from the community
(Williams, 2005; Axelsson, 2014). Although these might be extreme scenarios, they highlight the

importance of groups having mechanisms to deal with conflict if it arises.
External relations

The strong internal social relationships formed within cohousing developments are well
documented, but the external relationships between cohousing and wider neighbourhoods are unclear.
Several authors criticised the lack of integration between cohousing and surrounding neighbourhoods
(Sargisson, 2010; Chiodelli, 2015). The challenges for wider neighbourhood integration stems from both
the spatial and social characteristics of cohousing. The inward-facing housing clusters and centrally
located common spaces promote internal community cohesion, markedly contrasting with
conventional ‘street-facing’, ‘private-back’ orientated housing layouts, discouraging spatial and social
integration with surrounding neighbourhoods (Meltzer, 2005; Durrett and McCamant, 2011). Secondly,
cohousing communities’ self-sufficiency and cohesive identity can further segregate them from
surrounding neighbourhood communities (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014). Finally, Fernandez
Arrigoitia and West (2020) suggest that residents’ capacity to maintain relationships with external

friends and family alongside the internal relationship within cohousing can become stretched.

The shared-yet-private nature of cohousing has led some authors to align cohousing with other
private residential communities such as ‘gated communities’ (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014; Chiodelli,
2015). Gated communities are viewed negatively regarding their social sustainability and integration
with the wider neighbourhood, representing a retreat from societal responsibility. However, Ruiu
(2014) highlights several key aspects that differentiate cohousing from gated communities. Firstly,
unlike gated communities, cohousing groups commonly intend to create connections with neighbours
and become a part of the wider community. To transcend the limitations of the inward-facing spatial
layouts, cohousing communities may open communal facilities to the public by hosting public events
or renting out facilities to external groups, neighbours and the wider public. Although it is common
for cohousing groups to experience disapproval from neighbours during the planning, construction
and early phases of living on the site, this can dissipate over time as cohousing communities establish
relationships with neighbours (Ruiu, 2016b). Secondly, cohousing groups are less likely to impose
physical boundaries around the entirety of the site and restrict outside access entirely like gated
communities. Any gates are typically kept unlocked or open during the day, and a feeling of security
is achieved through a neighbourhood watch approach with high levels of trust and natural surveillance.
Tummers (2015) suggests that cohousing can considerably impact the local scale, although this is still

limited at the urban and regional scales. Although debates remain around whether the benefits of
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cohousing extend beyond cohousing residents and the site boundaries, how cohousing communities

achieve local integration are worthy of further understanding.
Challenges for cohousing in the UK

The review of current literature on cohousing highlights several challenges and research gaps
related to residents’ involvement in shared outdoor landscapes. Firstly, new groups are challenged by
a lack of experience and expertise required to negotiate the complexity of housing development. Even
with sufficient funding, knowledge and resources, the process of new cohousing development remains
slow and complex in the UK, creating additional barriers to more marginalised groups and promoting
potentially exclusive cohousing communities. Secondly, working with external ‘mid-way’ development
partners is necessary for most groups to address these challenges. However, a lack of understanding
of how this affects the roles and skills required of built environment professions and the participatory
design process within cohousing. Thirdly, cohousing groups appear to boast strong internal social
relationships that support shared involvement in outdoor spaces, but this is often complex and

conflicted in reality.

Further empirical evidence is required to understand how individual social relationships,
community governance and spatial organisation combine to address conflict and enable collective
involvement over time. Finally, although the debate around how cohousing groups benefit wider
society continues, the underlying presumption is that co-housing communities interact positively with
the wider neighbourhood. More needs to be understood about how cohousing groups can remain open

to the outside while balancing internal community relations and a feeling of security.

Various resources for cohousing groups are already available, including handbooks, design
principles, and case studies. However, these resources are predominantly architecturally focused and
based upon case studies in the US and mainland Europe. Less is known about how these are applied
in the UK context, what outdoor spaces residents create themselves and how they are used, maintained
and managed over time. Further to gaining a multidimensional understanding of cohousing from a
landscape perspective in the UK, there remain questions of how this information can be applied by
future cohousing groups, particularly as the context-specific nature of cohousing means that
communities cannot simply be designed or formulated generically. This suggests that less emphasis
should be placed on standard design principles and models and more on tools that enable the
interaction between residents and professionals to flexibly implement ‘learnt lessons’ from other
groups to suit their circumstances. Sharing lessons learnt from existing UK cohousing groups in an

implementable way could contribute to making cohousing more accessible in the future.

The research gaps within the cohousing literature also mirror those found more broadly in

community participation in residential landscapes. Addressing the challenges and gaps in cohousing
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literature can also help to contribute empirical knowledge on what supports and hinders community
participation in residential settings. Although cohousing is a special case when considering the topic
of community participation more broadly, there are lessons to be learnt from cohousing that have the
potential to be tested and applied in other community residential settings. These lessons could help
overcome some of the drawbacks and challenges related to community participation, such as finding
effective ways to apply professional expertise and promote a balance between internal group cohesion
and external relationships. This research responds to these challenges by identifying patterns of urban
commoning in cohousing landscapes to capture the existing knowledge of resident participation in
shared landscapes held by cohousing communities and delivered in a format that can be shared with
and applied by other residential communities. In doing so, this research will document other cases of

cohousing, providing further empirical examples from a landscape perspective in the UK.
2.5 A Conceptual Framework for Cohousing landscapes as Urban Commons

Cohousing has been identified as a real-life case of residents’ collective participation in shared
landscapes, potentially identifying what can enable or deter urban commoning phenomenon. The
urban commons concept, relevant urban theory and cohousing literature reviewed so far in this
literature are combined here to create a framework for conceptualising cohousing landscapes as urban
commons. It conceptualises resident participation in cohousing landscapes as the dynamic
relationships between social, spatial and organisational components, occurring across multiple scales
and as part of a complex urban whole. This provides a good foundation for the research methodology,
outlined in the following chapter, by defining the scope of data and research field required to answer

the research questions.

Multiple authors highlight the different dimensions involved in cohousing, including visions,
values, organisational, relational and physical aspects (Williams, 2005; Bouma and Voorbij, 2009; Beck,
2020). For example, Williams (2005) identifies personal, informal, and formal social and physical
aspects that enable social interaction in cohousing landscapes. Although Williams’s study does not
seek to address community participation in shared residential landscapes specifically, she highlights
that social interaction often takes place through using, creating and maintaining spaces together and
designing spaces and developing organisational structures and rules. The key components of the urban
commons (social, spatial and organisational) reinforce this view and provide a framework in which to
collate and understand what type of data could reveal the enabling factors of urban commoning in

cohousing landscapes, as summarised in figure 2.28.
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Figure 2.28. A summary of the spatial, social and organisational aspects of urban commoning in cohousing.

In terms of spatial factors, higher densities of community, and therefore increased proximity
between residents, provide greater opportunities for regular passive contact, helping to form social
relations over time. When densities become too high, residents can feel a loss of control over their
environment, leading to social withdrawal. There are fewer social interactions in larger communities
where residents have relative anonymity and more interaction in smaller communities where residents
are more familiar with each other. Communal spaces relating to smaller communities are used with
greater intensity, and residents are more likely to participate in communal activities. Buffer zones
between private and public or communal spaces can increase the potential threshold density where
residents feel comfortable interacting. Buffer space provides variable levels of privacy to suit different
needs and areas in which to informally socialise with others, observe public spaces and personalise
and express themselves. A lack of semi-private space in high-density cohousing communities can lead
to withdrawal and lower levels of social interaction. Functional and flexible, communal spaces that are
centrally located, visible and accessible enable higher levels of social interaction and frequent use by
residents. Locating car parking at the periphery of the site encourages the use of shared internal paths

on foot and increases the chances of an encounter between residents. (Williams 2005)

In terms of social factors, the personal factors of individual residents and the shared values and
norms impact how residents interact with each other and the site. Residents’ attitudes towards
socialising and available time are highly influential on their interaction in the community. Pro-
community and pro-socialising attitudes contribute to a positive group dynamic and ensure
communal spaces in cohousing are used. Residents’ circumstances, such as their health or
commitments, influence interaction opportunities. Negative experiences of interacting with others

can result in conflict over management and maintenance issues and individual residents reconsidering
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their community and shared living viewpoints. Social similarity and homogeneity of residents’ values
and norms enable residents to accept higher densities because residents feel safe and happy interacting

with others who share similar beliefs. (Williams 2005)

Finally, organisational factors include the management of communal spaces, including
maintenance, organising activities, and planning events, which are also important influencers of social
interaction in cohousing. The decision-making process is identified as having the potential to be
particularly divisive in social involvement in cohousing. The way decisions are made on the operation
and design of cohousing can lead to conflict, which has a knock-on effect on social interaction within
communities and eventually lead to the withdrawal of residents from the community. Like the
decision-making processes relating to management and maintenance, the design process is also a
potential contributor of conflict to cohousing communities, leading to a potential reduction in social
interaction. Conversely, the design process is important in building social relationships,

understanding, and decision-making processes. (Williams 2005)

These social, spatial and organisational influencing factors on social interaction provide a
foundation framework that begins to define the scope of aspects potentially involved in resident
participation in shared cohousing landscapes. The multi-faceted nature of urban commons drives a
logic to break down its existence into components, firstly, as a tangible resource, an object or space
with physical mass or extent; secondly, as a group of people, with individual human perspectives, social
relationships, behaviours, and practices; and finally, as a culture or organisation, with rules, structures
and norms. However, this compartmentalisation fails to recognise the relations between components
and the wider urban context, emphasised in assemblage theory. No set standalone components can
determine a successful (or unsuccessful) urban common without considering the wider contextual
interactions and dependencies. As Giordano highlights, “at its most fundamental level, the problem of
the commons revolves around humans, their environment, and the spatial relations between the two”
(2003, fig. 365). This thesis, therefore, seeks to conceptualise residents’ participation in shared

landscapes by their complex and dynamic characteristics.

The diagram (figure 2.29) provides a conceptual framework to visually demonstrate the
connections between the urban commons concept and supporting urban theory. It summarises the
scope, variation, and interconnectivity between the components of urban commons drawn together
from the literature as an assembled whole. These include scales across the individual, community,
neighbourhood, and urban; the various stakeholders involved; social, organisational, and spatial
enablers; and dynamic top-down and bottom-up placemaking processes. The framework serves to
underpin a holistic approach to understanding cohousing as urban residential commons. It does this

by first highlighting the breadth and scope of interdependent and independent factors related to the

56



Chapter 2: Literature Review

study of residential involvement in shared landscapes. Secondly, it demonstrates the complexity of
urban phenomena as an emergent and constantly shifting ‘whole’. This poses a set of methodological
challenges to studying, capturing and documenting a holistic overview of such a complex urban

phenomenon, which is explored and addressed in the following chapter.
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Figure 2.29. Cohousing conceptualised as an assembled urban commons (adapted from Katrini, 2019, p. 84).
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3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research aims firstly to identify patterns of urban commoning in cohousing landscapes;
secondly, make a pattern language as a tool for sharing and applying these ideas with others; and
thirdly, to contribute to urban commons theory. Chapter 2 has defined urban commons according to
the relationship between shared urban resources, communities of end-users and autonomous
governance, combining social, spatial and organisational aspects. The literature review also
highlighted the complex and dynamic characteristics of commons in urban contexts. Therefore, to
achieve the research aims, it is necessary to study and capture the dynamic and complex relationships
between the social, spatial, and organisational aspects involved in urban commoning, using cohousing

landscapes as an example.

As introduced in Chapter 2, assemblage theory provides a useful lens to understand urban
phenomena as dynamic arrangements of interconnected components and processes. This viewpoint
emphasises urban places as complex wholes, emerging from the dynamic interactions between parts,
and therefore, cannot be wholly understood when reduced to separate components. A methodology
that approaches the study of urban form as an assemblage is required to capture the relations between
the patterns of social behaviour and forms of governance that contribute to the ongoing making, use

and adaption of spaces.

Pattern languages are a useful tool for urban design research (Deming and Swaffield, 201;
Leitner, 2015) that capture the relationships between space and people. In contrast with cartographic
methods (e.g. Hillier and Hanson, 1984) that are used to analyse spatial plans to explain, predict or
reveal social behaviours, pattern languages offer a way to recognise, depict and then apply commonly
occurring relations between people and space in everyday settings (Alexander et al., 1977). However,
to use pattern languages as a research methodology, further methodological clarity and rigour are

required.

This chapter progresses a methodology for identifying patterns and collating them into a
language for the pragmatic study of complex real-world phenomena, such as urban commons. The
first two sections of this chapter function as a continuation of the literature review, building on the

conceptual framework at the end of chapter 2, to develop an appropriate approach to studying resident
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participation in cohousing landscapes as urban commons. It does this first by outlining a philosophical
approach to the research based on an assemblage mode of thinking (3.1), followed by an introduction
to pattern languages and a review of existing methodologies for developing a pattern language in
research (3.2). The next sections of the chapter outline the methodology used in this thesis, drawing
upon the well-recognised processes of grounded theory to create a rigorous approach to developing a
pattern language from empirical data (3.3). Finally, the chapter outlines a detailed description of how
a grounded pattern methodology is applied in this research to study urban commoning in cohousing

landscapes (3.4) and how this meets the required quality standards for research (3.5).
3.1 Assemblage thinking

Assemblage thinking provides a useful way of understanding the nature of urban places
(ontology) and our knowledge of them (epistemology). Assemblage theory can be traced back to the
philosophical writings of Deleuze and Guattari’s book A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia and later applied by Dovey (2010) to urban places. It provides an ontological framework
that views urban places as a composite of material and immaterial things and the relationships
between those things. The rhizome, a horizontally interconnected root system (as introduced in
section 2.3), is used to visualise those relations, which laterally connect all parts into a larger system
while retaining the ability to grow new connections. The changeability of the relations within
assemblages underpins Dovey’s understanding of place as being in a constant state of change or
‘becoming’ (2010). This thesis uses assemblage thinking to understand the nature of urban commoning

in cohousing landscapes and to steer a methodological approach for this research.

For Baker & McGuirk (2017), assemblage theory holds several epistemological considerations
that help to guide a suitable choice of methodology. These include multiplicity, the numerous
interrelated components within an assemblage, process, activity and labour involved in the assemblage,
and uncertainty, the unpredictable outcomes of those processes. These considerations all focus on the
interrelation between the assembled parts and therefore reject methodologies that reduce the study
of place into separate dimensions or isolated variables (Kamalipour and Peimani, 2015). Instead,
complexity is embraced, and causality is accepted as being non-linear—when one component shifts,
all the others will adapt—so that it is impossible to fully trace or explain the phenomenon along one
dimension or line of enquiry. Kamalipour and Permani (2015) explain that urban research underpinned
by assemblage thinking requires a multi-faceted, thick description and multiscalar consideration and
that attempting to quantify socio-spatial concepts risks overlooking the complexity of urban places.
Furthermore, assemblage theory recognises the researcher, methods and research context as integral

parts of the assemblage being researched. Such complexity is difficult to replicate in artificial settings,
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and thus assemblage thinking is well-suited to the empirical study of phenomena in their context

utilising a combination of techniques and perspectives.

In recognising urban commons as multifaceted, non-linear processes that are difficult to
predetermine yet materialise in specific contexts, this research has adopted a grounded multi-
method case study design. Grounded theory requires an open and inductive approach to building
concepts and theories from empirical data and is chosen to avoid the predetermination of findings by
responding to unexpected outcomes and events (Sbaraini et al., 201). A case study design, “an
empirical method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world
context” (Yin, 2018, p. 15), is chosen to afford the thick description of context-specific phenomena and
accommodate the use of multiple qualitative methods. This allows multiple types of qualitative data
to be collected, including observations, interviews, photographs, documents and mapping, across
multiple units of analysis, including the individual, community, site and wider context. The variety of
data provides multifaceted insights into urban phenomena and the option to choose from various
methods in response to emerging or changing situations. The relationships between these components
can be directly observed in context and triangulation across different types of data and scales (Yin,
2018). Finally, participatory strands are included in the research design to incorporate participant
feedback and recognise the researcher as a participant in the research and their experiences in the

field as research data.
3.2  Pattern languages as a methodological tool

Pattern languages offer a useful conceptual tool to capture, communicate and implement
successful human-environment relations within complex urban environments. To answer the research
questions in this research, developing a pattern language serves three key purposes: 1) to document
and communicate existing commoning problems and solutions experienced by cohousing
communities, 2) to create a collaborative tool for the implementations of those ideas and 3)
understand and theorise urban commons. This section introduces pattern languages, their origin in
architecture and urban design, and how the ethos underpinning them aligns with assemblage theory.
Following this, the characteristics of pattern languages and how they can help answer the research
questions are summarised. The final paragraph then calls attention to the current limitations of using

pattern languages as a research method.

Pattern languages in architectural theory are based on the book ‘A Pattern Language’ by
Alexander et al. (1977), where they are presented as a collection of interconnected problem-solving
ideas commonly applied by people in everyday settings. Alexander explains: “Each pattern is a three-

part rule, which expresses a relation between a certain context, a problem, and a solution” (1977, p. 247).
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Therefore, in its most basic form, a pattern describes a common context-problem-solution association
that repeatedly occurs in the field of interest (for example, see table 3.1). Alexander documented 253
patterns for the design of the built environment and collated them into a language intended to be
understood and used by anyone. Just as a verbal language consists of a network of words that, when
linked together in a particular order, create sentences to communicate ideas to others, a pattern
language collates patterns and the connections between them in a format that others can easily

understand.

“A pattern language may thus be understood as a network of patterns that are linked and
interdependent. Used in combination, patterns can create complex forms and typologies. Patterns
are analogous to words, relying on syntax (proper grammatical structure and relationships) to
create an endless variety of sentences and complex meanings. Individual patterns describe a
typical solution to a familiar or perennial problem in any given context or scale. Patterns are
independent of materials, so they can be interpreted freely and adapted as needed for costs or
culture.” (Deming and Swaffield, 201, pp. 232-233)

76 HOUSE FOR A SMALL FAMILY

Give the house three distinct parts: a realm for parents, a realm for the children, and a common area. Conceive
these three realms as roughly similar in size, with the commons the largest.

[Image redacted for copyright reasons]

Context: Problem: Solution:

In a house for a small family, it is the
relationship between children and
adults which is most critical. Many
small households, not large enough
to have a fully fledged nursery, not
rich enough to have a nanny, find
themselves swamped by the
children.

The children naturally want to be
where the adults are; their parents
don't have the heart, or the energy,
to keep them out of special areas;
so finally the whole house has the
character of a children's room...Yet,
obviously few parents feel happy to
give up the calm and cleanliness
and quiet of the adult world...

To help achieve a balance, a house
for a small family needs three
distinct areas: a couple's realm,
reserved for the adults; a
children's realm, where children's
needs hold sway; and a common
area, between the two, connected
to them both.

According to THE FAMILY (75), each nuclear family ought to be a member household of a larger group
household. If this is not possible, do what you can, when building a house for a small family, to generate some
larger, possible group housshold, by trying it together with the next door households; in any case, at the very
least, form the beginning of a HOUSE CLUSTER (47). Treat the house, like every house, as a distinct piece of
territory - YOUR OWN HOME (79); build the three main parts according to the specific patterns for those parts
- COMMON AREAS AT THE HEART (129), COUPLE'S REALM (136), BED CLUSTER (143) and connect the
common areas, and the bed cluster according to the CHILDREN’S REALM (137).

Table 3.1. An extract from A pattern language (Alexander et al. 1977, p381-384) illustrates an example of a pattern.

The ethos that underpins ‘a pattern language’ seeks to engage everyday people in creating and

adapting their surrounding environments. This was driven by Alexander’s belief that without the
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inclusion of people in the design of buildings, they fail to become ‘alive’ and ‘whole’. Therefore, ‘A
pattern language’ was developed to operationalise these qualities, which were deemed essential for
creating ‘a timeless way of building’, discussed in his book of the same title (Alexander, 1979). As such,
this original example of a pattern language endeavoured to capture known solutions to everyday
problems in the built environment and offer them up to everyday people, in an easy to understand

format, to build places that felt ‘alive’and ‘whole’.

‘A pattern language’ forms part of a larger suite of writings produced by Alexander and his
colleagues that align with many of the core concepts within assemblage theory. Much of Alexander’s
work is underpinned by a core understanding that “a strong reciprocal relationship exists between
environments and their inhabitants” (Dawes and Ostwald, 2017, p. 3). Another work illustrating this
viewpoint is a short essay written by Alexander in 1965, titled ‘a city is not a tree’. Here, he argues that
cities should not be presented as neatly organised tree-like structures or hierarchies, as this image fails
to convey the horizontal, network like relations and overlapping interactions in urban contexts.
Instead, Alexander presents cities as lattice-like structures conveying infinite connections and ongoing
transformation, not dissimilar from an assemblage with its rhizome-like networks. Helfrich reinforces
this view in suggesting that pattern languages provide “a paradigm shift from thinking about individual
components that are separated from one another, toward thinking about the richness of relationships
among loosely connected components” (2015, p. 26). The alignment of a pattern language ethos with
assemblage thinking warrants further exploration of pattern languages as a methodology in this

research.

Pattern languages have many assemblage-like characteristics, including multifaceted,
interconnected, adaptable and dynamic qualities. Firstly, Patterns are inherently multifaceted because
they are “events [which] cannot be separated from the space where it occurs” (Alexander, 1979, p. 73),
or in other words, are solutions that emerge from the relationship between social events and spatial
form. Secondly, patterns are highly interconnected, as connections between patterns are required to
form a language. As Alexander et al. describe; “[eJach pattern can exist in the world, only to the extent
that it is embedded, the patterns of the same size that surround it, and the smaller patterns which are
embedded in it”, based on the understanding that “when you build a thing you cannot merely build that
thing in isolation, but must also repair the world around it, and within it, so that the larger
world...becomes more coherent, and more whole” (1977, p. xiii). Thirdly, patterns can be adapted to suit
local conditions because they do not specify ‘what’ a space should look like. Instead, they present
abstract, broader social-spatial characteristics common across multiple contexts. As Alexander et al.
explain: patterns “present the problem and solution to each pattern in such a way that you can judge it
for yourself, and modify it, without losing the essence that is central to it” (1977, p. xi). Finally, A pattern

language was considered by Alexander et al. as being incomplete, and patterns conceptualised as
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hypotheses— “our current best guess as to what arrangement of the physical environment will work to
solve the problem presented” (1977, p. xv) so that they can be improved and added to overtime by the
people who read and use them. In this way, pattern languages align with many of the key ways

assemblage theory views the world.

Pattern languages offer a way of exploring, revealing, capturing and sharing multifaceted
solutions that operate and exist within urban commons as complex urban assemblages. This idea is
explored in the book ‘Patterns of commoning’ (Helfrich, 2015), which supports the argument for using
pattern languages to study commons. Patterns themselves offer a potential way to capture the
relations between social and spatial aspects of urban commoning in real-life contexts. The fact that
patterns do not “insist upon strict causal relationships” help in recognising “the subjective, contingent
complexities of any commons” (Helfrich, 2015, p. 30). Patterns tackle the issues that “/i/n commoning,
as in all social processes, successful solutions can be replicated only to a limited degree” (Helfrich, 2015,
p. 32) by capturing the core aspects of a solution abstracted and independent from the detailed
specifics of a particular situation, and then adapted or reinterpreted to suit local conditions. As
patterns are catalogued in a consistent format with a set of instructions written using everyday words
and diagrams to assist in making an implementable solution for everyday people, a pattern language
can transfer design knowledge, speed up the learning curve, and enable “dialogue between everyone
involved” (Leitner, 2015, p. 19). Pattern languages offer a potential methodological tool for revealing,
capturing and communicating the challenges and solutions involved in resident participation in
shared landscapes experienced by cohousing communities and, therefore, answering the first research

question.

The challenge in implementing pattern languages as a research method is some ambiguity as
to how Alexander and other researchers identified patterns and developed them into pattern
languages. Some have criticised ‘A pattern language’ for lack of rigour, an objective evidence-based or
links to other theories, an overly authoritarian tone, and difficult for some readers to access (Dawes
and Ostwald, 2017). It has also been suggested that the ‘bible-like’ text in which ‘A pattern language’
is presented restricts the test-and-adapt modification of the language that Alexander envisioned
(Dawes & Ostwald 2017). However, Alexander arguably addresses some of these issues in later works
(e.g. the series of four books under the title ‘The Nature of Order’). This research, therefore, attempts
to address these criticisms by outlining and implementing a detailed methodology for developing a
pattern language that tests an alternative format to make it more accessible to residents and uses the

language to discuss and build theory.
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3.3 A grounded pattern methodology

This section outlines a step-by-step methodology for developing a pattern language, developed
from a review of previous studies combined with a grounded theory approach, to build theory from an
empirical evidence base systematically. Since Alexander’s ‘A pattern language’ was published, pattern
languages have been adopted in a wide range of fields, notably in architecture (e.g. Cavalcanti, 2017;
Crawford et al., 2018; Kohls and Munster, 2018), software (e.g. Hentrich et al., 2015), education and
learning (Olson, 2008; Iba, Sakamoto and Miyake, 2011; e.g. Grundschober et al., 2018; Kohls, Koppe
and Norgard, 2018) and healthcare (e.g. Kaneko and Iba, 2018; Yonesu and Kato, 2018). A review of
these pattern studies showed researchers employ a wide variety of qualitative methods, including
literature reviews, interviews, site surveys, questionnaires, workshops, and focus groups, that often
include or follow up with participatory methods. As such, there is no one best method suited to
developing pattern languages in research, which is dependent on the research question and context.
However, several authors suggest common suitable multi-stage approaches (Schuler, 2002; Iba,
Sakamoto and Miyake, 2011; Fehling et al, 2014). These staged approaches are compared and
rationalised into five phases: 1) Problem-solution-context mining, 2) Pattern clustering, 3) Pattern

writing, 4) Pattern cataloguing, and 5) Language testing, in Table 3.2.

Pattern Language Schuler’s six steps Fehling et al.’s three Iba et al’s five phases
Development Phases (2002) phases (2014) (201)
Phase 1: 1. ‘Pattern collecting’ 1. ‘Pattern 1. ‘Pattern mining’
. identification’
Problem-solution- : f
context mining
Phase 2: 2. ‘Pattern discussion &
. deliberation’
Pattern clustering
3. ‘Pattern language
development’
V-
Phase 3: 2. ‘Pattern authoring’ 2. ‘Pattern prototyping’
Pattern writing
3. ‘Pattern writing’
Phase 4: 4. ‘Pattern 4. ‘Language
. resentation’ organising’

Pattern cataloguing p J g I g

Phase 5: 5. ‘Pattern use’ 3. ‘Pattern application’ 5. ‘Catalogue editing’

Language testing i

6. ‘Pattern evaluation’

Table 3.2. A table comparing three multi-stage pattern language methodologies.
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Problem-solution-context association mining

Pattern language methodologies begin with searching for common solutions to problems
within a given context. This requires a qualitative and multi-method approach to discover,
identify, or mine patterns, most often within complex real-world situations. Previous studies
have used different data types, both empirical and theoretical, to identify patterns. Olson
identifies four types of previous data researchers used in pattern language studies (2008): the
researcher’s reflections on their experiences and expertise (e.g. Iba and Isaku, 2016); focus
group and mind mapping activities with experts and end-users (e.g. Iba, Sakamoto and Miyake,
20m); secondary data (e.g. Grundschober et al, 2018); or in-the-field interviews and
observations (e.g. Hentrich et al., 2015; Cavalcanti, 2017; Yonesu and Kato, 2018). Some studies
employ a mix of these approaches as a mixed-method study for discovering patterns (e.g.
Helfrich, 2015; Kohls, Koppe and Norgard, 2018). Research using a pattern approach within
architecture, urban design or other spatially focused disciplines used case studies to
empirically observe patterns of spatial phenomena drawing on a range of qualitative methods
(e.g. Cavalcanti, 2017; Katrini, 2019). Here, patterns are discovered within the data by
identifying context-problem-solution relations associated with the topic of interest (Hentrich

et al., 2015).
Pattern clustering

Phase 2 involves analysing the data collected in Phase 1 to cluster together repeating or similar
solutions. This process recognises that not all solutions are patterns but when core solutions
to common problems are found repeatedly within similar contexts (Alexander et al., 1977). To
identify repeating core solutions, similar solutions and problems are clustered together and
rationalised into core categories to identify repetition. In the literature review, researchers (Iba
and Isaku, 2016; Kohls, Koppe and Norgard, 2018; Katrini, 2019) frequently used paper, post-it
notes or digital mind-mapping methods within the research team or alongside research

participants to create clusters, as described in the following extract:

“Twelve people collaborated together to figure out the essence of the contents
written on the individual sticky notes and arrange their positions according to their
meanings. In this way, after 8 hours, groups of notes with similar meanings gradually
appeared, and 430 fragments of data were classified into 131 groups. Because we had
too many cards, it was better to work on the clustering on the floor... After 8 more
hours of organizing the sticky notes, 45 groups remained in the end.” (Iba and
Utsunomiya, 2018, p. 220)

As Iba & Ustunomiya (2018) describe, the clustering technique enables researchers to find

patterns in large quantities of fragmented data, and analogue paper techniques enable a
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flexible trial and error approach. Clustering and mind-mapping are also useful later in the
process to organise and identify broader relationships between patterns as a language
(Grundschober et al., 2018). With the clustering method, case-specific solutions are abstracted
to a common pattern of similar repeating solutions. Achieving the optimum level of pattern
abstraction is a key challenge of the clustering stage. This is because a pattern needs to
succinctly consolidate variations in real-world pattern occurrences without becoming so
general, they can no longer be applied as a practical solution. Rising suggests the correct level

of abstraction is “is to make patterns as low-level as possible but no lower” (2007, p. 47).
Pattern writing

Pattern writing begins with drafting a description and name of initial prototype patterns,
which are then improved upon as the analysis continues. Patterns are written using a
consistent structure or template (Leitner, 2015). Most researchers adapt a pattern template
derived from Alexander et al.’s pattern language format (1977), typically consisting of a pattern
name, photo, description of the context, problem, core solution (written as an instruction),
visual diagram, and connections to other patterns. Variations on Alexander’s pattern template
include more concise summaries or additional elements such as the role of different actors
(Grundschober et al., 2018) or the impact on design practice (Katrini, 2019). However, most
pattern templates include five core elements: i) name, ii) visual representation (e.g. photo,
diagram or sketch), iii) context, iv) problem, and v) an instructional solution. Each pattern has
a distinct name, carefully chosen to accurately represent the solution it portrays in a way easily
understood and remembered by its intended audience (Kohls, 2013). The content and style of
the pattern description should also be considered so that it is appropriate, accessible, and

appealing to the intended users of the pattern language (Ogo et al., 2018).
Language cataloguing

A pattern language is an evolving family of context-problem-solution associations that relate
to the topic of interest and their relations to each other as an encyclopaedic network.
Alexander et al. explain the purpose behind their pattern language is: “to present each pattern
connected to other patterns, so that you grasp the collection of all 253 patterns as a whole” (1977,
p. xi). Therefore, during the writing process, it is important to consider the relation of each
pattern to others and its position within the pattern language. This is achieved through
notetaking, diagramming, and mapping for the researcher to keep track of emerging
relationships and structures within the pattern language throughout the writing process. There
is no single logical order or hierarchy to structure a pattern language that can adequately

convey or rationalise the complexity of its network. Alexander et al. suggest organising patterns
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into a hierarchical or categorical order for end-users to navigate the language (1977) effectively,
and therefore, organised ‘A pattern language’ by scale, from the city (1. Independent Regions) to
the detailed (253. Things from your life). Others have used similar hierarchical structures to
order pattern languages such as time-series of life events (e.g. Ogo et al., 2018), categories (e.g.
Kaneko and Iba, 2018), and scale (e.g. Crawford et al., 2018). However, Alexander et al. also
highlight that pattern languages have a network structure, and therefore no hierarchical
sequence can perfectly capture the entirety of its relations (1977). As such, other pattern
language researchers have presented pattern collections through maps (e.g. Grundschober et

al., 2018) to convey the multiple relations between patterns.

The final output format for the pattern language should be considered to make it accessible
and useable to the intended users. Alexander chose an ‘encyclopaedic’ style text (1977) and
later transferred some of the patterns to an online website (http://www.patternlanguage.com/).
Others have since experimented with more interactive and participatory formats, including
card decks (Yonesu and Kato, 2018), tables (Kaneko and Iba, 2018) and ‘pattern abstracts’

(Grundschober et al., 2018) to make patterns more mobile in live community settings.
Language testing and verifying

Participatory feedback and real-world application of prototype patterns help to validate and
further develop the pattern language. The testing phase appears in previous studies in various
forms, including a ‘community-based review’ (Hentrich et al., 2015), ‘writers’ workshop’ (Iba,
Sakamoto and Miyake, 2011), peer feedback (Olson, 2008), student design sessions (Kohls and
Munster, 2018) and consultation (Kaneko and Iba, 2018). Participatory feedback can also
happen at different stages of the research, including in phases 1 & 2, where mind mapping with
experts and end-users form part of the data collection or pattern mining. Testing patterns
allows them to “be looked at from different perspectives to eliminate any misunderstanding and
improve the quality of the description” (Iba and Utsunomiya, 2018, p. 221). During this stage, the
relationships between patterns emerge, and the structure of the language can be constantly
reviewed and improved. Therefore, pattern prototyping is an iteration of mining, clustering,

testing and pattern writing.

The above phases provide a methodological framework to guide a phased approach to

developing a pattern language. However, these phases lack the detail and clarity needed to undertake

rigorous research. Grounded Theory is a widely used methodology in the social sciences that can

operationalise the above methodological framework. It describes an inductive analytical methodology

that generates new theory from empirical data (Glaser and Strauss, 1999). Although commonly

referred to in the analytical stages, grounded theory is a methodological approach applied from the
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outset of the research, suited to open-ended and explorative research questions using responsive-
adaptive methods (Sbaraini et al., 2011). According to Sbaraini et al., the fundamental components of

grounded theory research design are:

e  Openness: an open approach to research that evolves as areas of importance become apparent
using inductive analysis moving from the particular to the general.

e Immediate analysis: Analysing in parallel with or soon after data collection.

e Coding and comparing: Data is broken down into smaller labelled components, which are
constantly compared with other data and cases, and later combined into categories.

e  Memo-writing: Memos are written throughout the research to record the constant comparisons
between data and the researcher’s thinking.

e  Theoretical sampling: New questions, relationships, and gaps revealed during analysis inform
the modification of questions and participant selection to clarify findings.

e  Theoretical saturation: Data collection and analysis is continued until all the concepts within
the theory being developed are understood and substantiated from the data.

e  Production of a substantive theory: The whole process produces a set of concepts related to one

another as a cohesive whole.

As several researchers have previously highlighted (Denef, Oppermann and Keyson, 2013;
Hentrich et al., 2015), the inductive approach and iterative analytical processes within Grounded
Theory align with developing a pattern language. The inductive analytical approach of grounded
theory, which emphasises an initial focus on the particularities in the data and then moves towards a
more general theory, complements the low-level abstraction and context-specific nature of individual
patterns that relate to each other to form a broader language. Further to this, Grounded Theory
provides a clear and rigorous way of building new theory from empirical data, which was not
attempted in the reviewed pattern studies. Although grounded theory does not necessarily incorporate
the testing of concepts and theories that emerge, Denef et al. (2011) suggest adopting participatory
action research in guiding the testing of pattern languages. The alignment of the Pattern Language

methodological stages and Grounded Theory are summarised and compared in figure 3.1.

This research adopts the openness of a grounded theory approach throughout the research design.
The chosen grounded theory research approach is justified and applied in the following ways: by the
open and explorative research aims (Section 1.2), simultaneous collection and analysis of data, the
adaption of participant selection and questions in response to emergent findings (in phase 1), using an
inductive analytical process beginning with open coding of the data and moving to more general

patterns and themes (in phase 2), reflective memo-writing (phase 3), and finding links between
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concepts (in this case patterns) that relate to each other to develop theory (Phase 3 & 4). The details
of how a grounded theory approach is integrated into developing a pattern language within this

research are described in detail in the following section.

2. Clustering

Grouping codes
through constant
comparison

3. Pattern
Writing

1. Mining

Theoretical T
sampling & coding |. ; Memoing to
of empirical data refine emerging

concepts

iterative improvement

4. Language
Cataloguing

Making links
between patterns
to develop theory

5. Testing &
Verifying

Action research

Figure 3.1. A five-phase methodology for developing a pattern language using a grounded theory approach.

3.4  Research Design Overview

This research uses multiple methods to adopt a grounded pattern methodology within a
multiple case studies research design. A multiple case study design involves documenting the analysed
data for each case within separate study reports and subsequently comparing cases through cross-case
analysis (Yin, 2018). Each report presents an in-depth, thick description case study, highlighting the
individual specificities within each case and providing an archive of qualitative data, which can then
be compared through cross-case analysis. By comparing data across cases, both recurring patterns and

unique instances of urban commoning can be identified.
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Figure 3.2. The grounded pattern methodology incorporated into a multi-case research design.

The research design combines the five pattern language phases identified in the previous
section with a multi-case study of cohousing (figure 3.2). The first part of the research design involves
outlining the case selection criteria, introducing the chosen cases, and recruitment methods. This is
followed by the procedure for collecting data using multiple methods and analysing data through the
open coding of contexts, problems, and solutions. In the second phase, pattern clustering, similar open

codes are clustered together and summarised in a series of case study reports and a cross-case analysis
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is used to identify prototype patterns. During the pattern writing process, constant comparison and
memo-writing summarise core problems and solutions from the case study reports into a pattern
format. The patterns are then collated into a language using a card game format and by exploring the
different relationships between patterns. This is followed by language testing in a series of workshops
to verify, question and improve the patterns and develop them into a language. Finally, the broader
themes and relationships emerging from the patterns are related to existing theory to build upon

urban commons theory.
Case Selection and recruitment

This research uses multiple cases in both an exploratory and descriptive way to discover and
document patterns of urban commoning across cases. Therefore a multiple-case research design is
used to identify reoccurring phenomena by comparing similar cases. In this research, at least three
cases were required to enable literal replication, whereby results are expected to be similar (Yin, 2018).
At the same time, it is acknowledged that no two cohousing sites or groups are the same, and therefore
context-specific variation and contrasts between cases are also likely. Flyvbjerg (2006) explains that
these case-specific findings offer unique case characteristics and exceptions that provide additional
insights and contributions to theory. Therefore, this research aims to identify the broader patterns of
urban commoning solutions across multiple selected case studies and the variations and unique

manifestations of those solutions within each context-specific case.

Urban cohousing developments and their communities are chosen in this research because
they offer an identifiable example of residents’ participation in shared landscapes, conceptualised as a
form of urban commoning (see chapter 2). The case selection criteria were selected to filter cases by
their relevance to the research topic and identify cohousing developments that have shared residential
landscapes collectively governed by residents, are located within a city or town in the UK, have
residents currently living on-site; and are purposively designed for cohousing. This criteria discounts

cases in rural areas and cohousing groups without a site or under construction.

Identifying all potential cohousing cases in the UK is challenging for several reasons. The
definition of cohousing overlaps with similar alternative housing models such as housing cooperatives,
ecovillages, CLTs and self-build developments, with some cohousing communities preferring to
describe themselves using similar terms. Some cohousing communities may not be documented
online, and with many cohousing projects in the pipeline, it is challenging to compile a consistently
complete data set. The UK cohousing database provides the most up to date available dataset at the
time of case selection and therefore was chosen as the most appropriate sample pool for this study.
The UK cohousing database contains projects that fit the criteria for cohousing and specifies their

location, status and contact details for each case, allowing the suitability of the case study to be easily
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evaluated. According to the UK cohousing network (2019), the database consisted of 24 established
cases. The suitability of each case study was examined with a desk evaluation study (Appendix A), and

of those 24 cases, 7 met the selection criteria (Table 3.3).

Recruitment method Description No. of cases
Contacted by email Cases identified through selection criteria 7
Self-selection Willing to take part in the research 4(:3)
Snowball Opportunistic cases arising during fieldwork (+2)
Convenience Studies reduced due to the impact of the pandemic (-2)

Total Final number of cases included in the research 4 (inc. 1 mini case)

Table 3.3. Table of recruitment methods and cases completed during the research.

At the outset, three-six case studies were deemed to be the optimum number required for the
study so that a sufficient depth of understanding could be gained from a smaller number of cases (less
than six) while allowing for replication of findings across multiple cases (at least three). The final
selection of case studies for the research was influenced by the initial response rate and willingness of
communities to be involved in the research (4 cases), identifying further cases of interest during the
research process (+2 cases) and the revaluation of suitability and reduction of cases due to COVID-19
restrictions in March 2020 (-2 cases). Snowball recruitment was used and justified by the adopted
grounded research methodology that encourages the researcher to adapt the case selection and
recruitment in response to emergent opportunities and phenomena. The final number of cohousing
case studies included in the research was three full case studies plus one snapshot or mini case. Details

of the selected cases are summarised in Chapter 5.

Based on the conceptual framework for resident participation in shared landscapes as urban
commons illustrated at the end of Chapter 2, the study defines individual residents, the site, the
community, design practitioners and wider networks as units of analysis within each case. The site,
the community as a whole and individual residents have been chosen units of analysis to provide
insight into the spatial layout, organisational aspects and social relations between residents. Focus on
individual residents provides insight into potentially differing individual perspectives of residents.
Finally, design practitioners and other contacts and networks are chosen for an external viewpoint on

cohousing communities and the potential mid-way role between top-down and bottom-up approaches.

Key contacts for each cohousing case were emailed with a brief overview of the project and a

community information sheet (Appendix B). The key contacts acted as gatekeepers to the community,
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passing on information, notification of researcher visits and invitations to participate in walking tour
interviews to the rest of the cohousing community via their internal communication methods. In
addition to this, participants were identified during site visits, workdays and events, as the researcher

became more familiar with residents. Key design professionals associated with each case study were

identified from the desktop study or resident interviews and were contacted by email.

Phase 1: Problem-solution-context association mining

Method Data source Data description Type of data Insight(s)
Fieldnotes of site visits, .
ici ti t Observational Researcher’s own experience
Participant Community / meetings, events ‘ .
. . and interpretation of the
observation Site . . . . .
Photos of the site during Visual site and group interactions.
events, meetings
Audio recording of interview  Verbal Resident’s perception of the
- - - site and group relations.
Walking Field notes including route .
. . Observational
. . Resident / Site map o g .
interviews Researcher’s interpretation
Photos of the site taken Visual of resident’s site and group
. . . isua ) i
during the interview interactions.
Document Audio recording of interview  Verbal Practitioner’s experience of
elicitation Practitioner / collaboration with group,
Documents Collaborator produced . design process and site
interviews drawi h Visual
rawings/photos layout.
Digital documents (e.g. Representation of group
Document policies, websites, emails) . § values, structures etc.
. Documents Written/Visual . .
analysis Representation of spatial
Photo of original document layout.
Remote Participant recorded video Visual & Verbal
video/phone Video of Site / T N Resident’s perspective of the
Resident udio recording ol video or isual/Verbal  Site and group relations
. Visual/Verba
methods phone call
Field notes on workshop Observational ) .
Workshops/ Wider group perspective on
. the validity of findings.
feedback Community Photos of workshop outputs ~ Visual . &y of f . g .
) Clarity and applicability of
sessions ; X o
Resident feedback (post-it . findings in other contexts.
Written
notes)

Table 3.4. Table of methods used within the research. *Adaption to remote methods was undertaken after
temporarily pausing fieldwork on the 16th March 2020 and restarting fieldwork remotely on the 29"" May 202o0.
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Data collection & methods

This section outlines the fieldwork procedure and data collection methods for each case study.
Four data collection methods were initially chosen to provide a range of data from different sources
and identify relationships between social, spatial and organisational aspects of urban commoning.
These included a) site visits, b) participant observation, ¢) walking tour interviews with residents, d)
document elicitation interviews with practitioners, and e) document analysis. In addition, several f)
remote methods were chosen in response to early withdrawal from the field due to Covid-19
restrictions. The variety of methods chosen produced a wide range of data, including observational,
visual, written and verbal data, allowing the documentation and connections to be made between the
social, spatial and organisational aspects of resident involvement in shared outdoor spaces

(summarised in Table 3.4).
a) Initial site visits

Robson & McCartan (2016) emphasise that negotiating access to the field as an observer
requires developing trust with key members of the group, which may involve gaining permission at
various levels and modifying the study in response to their requirements. The task of the overt
researcher is making their intentions known, gaining cooperation from participants, and seeking
formal consent at various levels (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). Due to the sensitivity of entering private
community spaces in the domestic domain and the high level of research requests received by
cohousing communities, it was important to gain trust and understanding through repeat in-person
visits. Before commencing data collection, an initial visit was arranged with each cohousing
community to introduce the researcher and the research project to the main contact (referred by
Lofland & Lofland as accounting), meeting and build familiarity with other cohousing residents, and
to understand how the community want to be involved in the research project. The researcher’s
knowledge or expertise can be beneficial in gaining access to the research field (Lofland and Lofland,
1995). In this case, as a Landscape Architect with previous experience in gardening and volunteering,
the researcher was able to act as a researcher-volunteer on workdays. By frequently being in the field,
the researcher was able to identify potential interview participants, receive invites to future meetings

and events, and meet other cohousing groups.
b) Participant observation

Observation is typically undertaken in the exploratory phase of the research when the
participant as an observer “seeks to become some kind of member of the observed group” (Robson and
McCartan, 2016, p. 323). The method of participant-as-observer positions the researcher as the research
instrument, and therefore knowledge is gained through the researcher’s subjective interpretation of

their observations, interactions and first-hand experience of participating. It is a useful method for
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research into small groups or frequent events accessible to observers (Robson and McCartan, 2016).
During the context-problem-solution mining phase of this research, overt participant observation was
undertaken within cohousing case studies as a regular volunteer at community workdays and as a
guest during informal meetings and events. The researcher would also typically take part in meetings
with the main contact, workday group briefings, working within a small group on building and
gardening tasks, tea and lunch breaks with the whole group, skillshare activities and annual events.
The grounded approach to this research adopts an unstructured observation approach, one that is not
guided by a predetermined framework of observational criteria or coding, allowing freedom in
information gathering and exploration of a wide range of observations and first hand experiences.
Taking part in the communal workdays and other events in cohousing allows simultaneous
observation of the physical space, activities, social dynamics and group organisation. Observations
were documented through field notes written up the same day of the site visit to ensure the detail was
still fresh in the researcher's mind (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). Furthermore, a research diary was used
to reflect on the researcher’s role in the group and continuing experience of participating in communal

activities.
c) Resident-led walking interviews

Interviews lend themselves to being used with participant observation (Lofland and Lofland,
1995; Robson and McCartan, 2016). Resident-led walking tour interviews, also known as the go-along
method, are on-site interviews where the researcher accompanies the participant on foot in their
familiar environment (Carpiano, 2009). Resident-led walking interviews were chosen for this research
because such conversations provide detailed accounts of residents’ perceptions of their everyday lived
experiences (Kvale, 1996) whilst in the places of study. This is valuable because places function as a
prompt for dialogue and highlight ‘taken-for-granted’ experiences that may be overlooked in remotely
located interviews (Riley and Holton, 2016). As Demming & Swaffield describe, “[rJespondents may find
it easier to talk with a researcher when both are engaged in some shared activity—say, walking or tending
a garden” (201, p. 154). Encouraging residents to guide the walk can allow the researcher to access
more personal and mundane spaces of cohousing that may be missed during regular visits and
workdays. Interviewing while in the places of study can provide an explanatory insight into why and
how spaces have been designed, adapted or maintained from the perspective of the resident. Multiple
types of data sources can be produced from the method, including interview audio recordings, photos

taken during the tour, and fieldnotes.

The walking tour interviews are designed to be initially open and unstructured, allowing the
participant to lead the route and points of discussion with little influence from the researcher. An

interview guide (Appendix C) is then used to prompt probing and follow-up questions to ensure no
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points of interest are missed, becoming semi-structured. A typical walking tour interview began in the
resident’s choice of meeting place, usually in their home, the common house or outdoor meeting place.
Here, an introduction was given (Lofland and Lofland, 1995) of what the participant should expect,
ethical considerations, filling in the face sheet, setting up the audio recorders and an opportunity for
questions. The interviews were recorded using two clip-on audio recorders, one each for the
interviewer and researcher, to provide a backup recording and enable both the interviewer’s and
resident’s voices to be captured clearly whilst moving around and during bad weather. The interview
began with open questions designed to easily open the conversation and gather background
information about the resident and site. The resident was then asked to take the researcher on a
walking tour of the site and talk about how the spaces are designed, used and maintained, followed by
probing and follow-up questions (Kvale, 1996) guided by semi-structured themes. The participant’s
route was documented in the field notes to capture the movements through the site during the
interview as spatial data. In addition, photos were taken of the places residents talked about, which
Tinkler explains can be used as an aide-memoire and reveal new data missed during the interviews
(2013). After the walking tour, the researcher and participant returned to the starting place to ask
follow-up questions on any themes from the interview guide that had not been covered. The interview
ended with a short debrief, asking for feedback from the participant on their experience of the walking

tour interview, which was then used to inform future interviews.
d) Document elicitation interviews with collaborators

Interviewing practitioners can “draw/...] out characteristic modes of practice” (Deming and
Swaffield, 201, p. 242), which in this research helps to understand the practices design practitioners
used with cohousing communities. Three interviews were undertaken with design practitioners from
three different case studies, using design documents provided by the collaborator to elicit conversation
(Kvale, 1996). The interviews took place in the offices where the collaborator worked or, in the case
of one resident-architect, the interview took place in their home and while walking around the
cohousing site. The interviews used a semi-structured approach, beginning with opening questions on
the project background, briefing, design process, then talking through the design drawings and
documents, and followed up with questions on any themes that had yet to be covered. Permission was
sought to take photos of the documents used during the interviews or requested digital copies for
analysis. This provided a participant-produced document as supplementary data (Lofland & Lofland

1995) that can be analysed as another source of qualitative data (Walker 2008).
e) Document Analysis

Lofland & Lofland (1995) describe the mass of documents generated by the research setting

and collected as supplementary data. This data can include researcher-produced documents, such as
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map-making, photos and field notes, participant-produced documents such as workday schedules and
design documents, or other secondary/ existing contextual and historical documents such as planning
documents and websites. The documents analysed included a combination of researcher-produced,
participant-produced and secondary data. These were often offered to the researcher during site visits
or emailed for follow-up site visits and interviews. Design practitioners offered design process
documents and photos during the document elicitation interview and in follow-up emails for analysis.
Finally, a desk-top study of each case amassed a variety of documents, including websites, and

community policy and planning documents.

The documents are treated as data and qualitatively analysed using the same approach as the
collected data. Pink (2000) highlights it is essential to consider the document's presentation, accuracy
and potential biases resulting from its intended purpose. This is particularly true of visual material,
such as photos of the site and design drawings, which provide a particular view of reality, but without
sufficient context, can lead to inaccuracies in interpreting that view (Robson and McCartan, 2016). In
this research, interviews and observations provide additional explanatory and background context to
aid the interpretation of participant-produced and found documents. Finally, researcher-produced
drawings, sketches, and annotated photos are an important tool for presenting the research findings
and allowing the researcher to explore and interpret the spatial characteristics of the site (Antona,

2019).
f) Remote video, phone & online methods

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, in-person fieldwork was paused from the 16" March 2020 and
subsequently adapted the research methods to be conducted remotely. Due to the fast-changing
nature of the pandemic and varying sensitivities of conducting research when people were
experiencing additional stress, it was necessary to draw on a range of remote methods to suit the
circumstances of individual participants. These included participant-produced video diary walking

tours and a mix of email, phone and Zoom interviews.

Interviews conducted by email, over the phone or through video-conferencing software such
as zoom provide the obvious benefit of accessing participants while maintaining distance, as well as
requiring less time and expense than face-to-face interviews (Robson and McCartan, 2016). However,
the increased physical, psychological and potentially technological distance in remote interviews
methods can create a barrier to recruitment or effective communication (Block and Erskine, 2012). In
addition, remote methods lack many contextual qualities, such as place, body language and other
sensory cues, that attribute important additional meaning to the research data (Block and Erskine,

2012). Therefore, although email, phone and zoom interviews provided an additional valuable data
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collection method when normal fieldwork activities were not possible, they were not a full substitute

for the walking interview method.

Due to the limitations of remote interview methods, the research also explored the use of video
methods to collect rich multi-modal data. Rose (2007) suggests that video methods can supplement
more traditional ethnographic methods. Whiting et al. (2018) describe a multitude of benefits
associated with video diaries, including offering immediate multi-sensory data that improves cognitive
processing, memory and communicating complex meanings, and allowing the researcher to repeatedly
‘revisit’ the field. Therefore, to substitute the walking interview method, residents were asked to
undertake a video recorded walking tour, using their mobile phone and an instruction guide as a
prompt for what should be included (see Appendix B). Although this methodology presented its
challenges, the video methodology afforded some surprising benefits, including broadening
participant recruitment. The benefits and challenges of adapting to remote methods are discussed in

Chapter 4.
Identifying problems and solutions through open coding

The audio and video recordings were transcribed using intelligent verbatim. Many researchers
highlight the important role of transcription in becoming familiar with and initial interpretation of
the data (Lofland and Lofland, 1995; Kvale, 1996), and therefore the first interview recordings were
transcribed by the researcher. For time efficiency, later interview recordings were transcribed by an
external transcriber. The transcriptions were then reviewed against the recording, standardised and
anonymised, firstly to ensure consistently reliable data and interpretation, and secondly, to allow the
researcher to familiarise themself with the transcript before coding. The written transcripts were
combined with photos of the site, the participant’s route through the site and memos of the
researcher’s observations and initial interpretations to produce a multi-modal transcript (Appendix
D). This was essential in combining multiple data types before coding to identify and triangulate links
between social, spatial and organisational aspects of resident involvement in shared landscapes. The
multi-modal transcripts, field notes, research diary entries and documents were imported into Nvivo

for coding.

Each piece of data was prepared and analysed as soon as possible after collection so that a
simultaneous process of data collection and analysis could occur. This allowed the researcher to adapt
the interview questions, methods and recruitment process in response to emerging findings. Although
grounded theory broadly calls for the analysis of all data with an open mind to allow unexpected
findings to emerge, the analysis need only focus on the data that falls within the research topic. The
unstructured and explorative nature of the research approach produced masses of rich research data,

including off-topic or irrelevant discussion. Therefore the data was filtered by its relevance to the
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research topic while keeping an open mind of the potential relevance of anything discussed. Lofland
& Lofland describe this as identifying “guiding topics in the task of focusing data” (1995, p. 101). In this
research, relevance was determined by contextual, problem- or solution-focused data related to the
topic of residents’ participation in shared landscapes to ensure the coding contributed to producing

patterns of urban commoning.

The mix of qualitative data was analysed initially using ‘open coding’, an explorative method
for sorting and breaking down the data into small parts and summarising its meaning in a short phrase
known as a ‘code’. Open coding is the first stage of inductive analysis that identifies case-specific
problems or solutions. Codes are defined by the meaning that emerges directly from the data rather
than pre-existing theories, concepts or other analytical coding frameworks, allowing as many codes as

necessary to emerge in accurately encapsulating the particularities of the data.
Phase 2: Pattern clustering

Identifying emergent patterns through axial coding

Axial coding is a grounded theory term that describes the clustering of similar or related open
codes through constant comparison and repeated rationalisation (Chun Tie, Birks and Francis, 2019).
This was undertaken in Nvivo and by hand by combining similar or related context, problem and
solution codes under new ‘parent’ nodes labelled to summarise higher-level and more general contexts,
problems and solutions. So as not to lose the detail provided within the specific examples of open
coding, case-specific variations and dimensions were nested within core context-problem-solution
associations, acting as potential patterns. This grounded process of open coding, followed by
clustering, or axial coding, gradually develops more general codes (potential patterns) from case-
specific open codes grounded in the data, as illustrated in table 3.5. During the coding of multi-modal
transcripts, emergent categories to organise the codes became necessary to navigate the growing
coding framework. After several iterations, the codes were structured under categories describing the
broad ways in which residents were collectively involved in shared residential landscapes, summarised
in Chapter 5. The framework remained unfixed and flexible throughout the process to allow new codes

to emerge.
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Case-specific Core context- Potential
Empirical data exanl:l‘ e problem- Attern CATEGORY
P solution P
“..all of the spaces including the terraces and
balconies and this deck, they’re all [shared]. Thr?ShOId
But of course, we're not going to go through spai}el 1S shla)retd
. > o . m EOI'Y u .
[another resident’s] flat to sit on their not in practice, Qve
balcony.” residents Permeable
control over
“People walk up and down here. [The other space close to buffers
residents] walk the dog, and that’s fine, it’s not Residents want house.
our bit of garden. I think [the residents two sczlzterglloz‘eletro
doors down] feel a little bit more, ‘actually, we P house
don’t want people walking up and down here’.”
“So everyone has got a balcony or a private '
garden, small space, small garden. So if you Sgrarlrzillirlil;zi[ee TYPES OF
didn’t want to be sociable you could use alone SPACES
those.”
“..some small patio spaces had been built in ) Small private
discrete locations outside each house so that Smal.ldpatlo for space or
there is a small space to put plant pots and rest entls' to threshold for Small
chairs.” personalise residents to private
be alone or plots
“So we've got a balcony which we can go and | Balconies for | personalise as
have a look at if you wanted, it’s got some pots flats to they wish
and stuff up there and things, so yeah” personalise
“And the vision here was productive gardens, Small
so every household has their own small | allotment pot
allotment” to grow food
particular general

empirical data

open coding

axial coding

v

Table 3.5. Examples of empirical data open coded as case-specific variations, followed by axial coding, or clustering,
of similar open codes under core problems and solutions, and then clustering potential patterns under categories.

Case Study Reports and Cross-case analysis

A complete summary of each case was documented in separate case study reports (see
supplementary documents). The depth of information provided in the report describes case-specific
examples of each potential pattern. Each report follows the same structure—background information
including case study name, photo, map and facts, findings organised by coding categories and
potential patterns, then conclusion and limitations—so that comparisons could easily be made
between cases. A cross-case analysis was then undertaken to compare findings between case study
reports to identify significant and reoccurring solutions for urban commoning in cohousing

landscapes. The cross-case analysis was achieved using a matrix or framework analysis (see Appendix
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E), where a grid table was used to summarise the empirical data for each case against core context-
problem-solution codes as shown in the example in table 3.6. This revealed context-problem-solution
relations occurring across multiple cases, as well as variations in how that problem and solution
materialises within each case and findings that may only occur in one case but remain significant.
Therefore, the repetition of case-specific examples of problem-solution-context codes across two or
more cases, or significant patterns occurring in just one case, were identified as patterns. This analysis

identified 72 patterns of urban commoning (see section 5.2).

Pattern Repetiti Summary pattern evidence by Case Study
number on (no.
and name of cases) | Poplar House Timber Lane Grove Villa Cobble Yard
Patio spaces, All residents have ~ Most residents At present there
narrow transition at  a private back have a private are no private
the front, fenced off  garden or a balcony or patio  outdoor spaces on
58. Small area for dog, private balcony if  space. Two the site, with all
. 3 balconies, are they live in a first ~ residents do not  the outdoor
private plot ‘ R . .
unofficial’ private floor flat. All have a private spaces collectively
spaces. residents are given space. owned.
a private
allotment plot.
Narrow transition 1-2 meter strip at Balconies create  Temporary
space at front of front that buffer and moveable plant
50. new builds with residents interaction. pots. Need privacy
plant pots and maintain. No Plant pots on and ability to
Permeable 3 benches, hedges, fences or ~ narrow paved control space
buffer maintained by walls allowed. area at the back  outside house.
residents. Policy that other of GF flats. Small Considering
residents canuse =~ wooden deckas  planting beds as
these spaces. buffer space. buffer spaces.

Table 3.6. Example of the cross-case comparison matrix that evidences repetition of patterns across cases.

Phase 3: Pattern writing

Writing prototype patterns

Alongside memo-writing throughout the research process in a research diary, the cross-case
comparison matrix and case study reports form the evidence base from which patterns are written.
Patterns are contained and presented in standardised templates to maintain a consistent and
accessible format to allow each pattern to be read independently and used as a building block within
a larger vocabulary of patterns for designing larger projects (Leitner, 2015). The standard structure of

a pattern template in this research is as follows:
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Pattern category: the broader category that the pattern fits within to aid in identifying

relevant patterns.

Pattern number and name: a short phrase, usually referring to an action or element, that

succinctly describes the solution to be easy to remember and recognise.

[llustration/diagram: a simple diagram or illustration visually communicates the core

solution.
Summary: a one-sentence description of the core solution.

Description: a brief account of the situations and forces driving the problem and

examples of how the pattern can be implemented to address them.
Relevance: number of *’s reflects how frequently the pattern occurred in the research

Related patterns: a list of numbers for other patterns that result from are a key

component of or otherwise relating to the main pattern described on the card.

DESIGN OF SPACES

58. Small private plot
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A small area of space that a resident can look after
and use as their own.

In cohousing, all the outdoeor spaces are often
cellectively owned and shared?”). However, residents
often want to be able to control and look after the
spaces closest to their homes. A private garden,
patio, or balcony provides greater cpportunities for
residents to maintain®®, personalise®® and be alonet®
in spaces close to their homes. Private allotment plots
also give residents additional space to grow things
they like if they don’t have their own garden. Keep
private spaces small with permeabkle boundaries®™
to encourage residents to use and interact with the
shared spaces.

@ see afso @ @ .

g

Figure 3.3. Example of pattern card format including category, pattern number and name, illustration, summary,
description and related patterns.
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This pattern template, visually presented in figure 3.3, is a condensed version of the
Alexandrian template to make the patterns more concise as a more digestible format for pattern users.
A playing card format was chosen for the pattern language template. Firstly, as a concise and readable
way of sharing the research findings with cohousing residents and secondly, as a tactile, interactive
and engaging tool that can facilitate collaboration in group settings. Each pattern name is either
grounded in residents’ own words from their interviews or other well-known phrases based on nouns
or verbs so that each pattern reflects an implementable object, space, concept or action. The language
chosen to describe the patterns is descriptive and instructional, avoiding jargon so that it is easy to
understand and explain to someone else. The tone of the language aims to be informative rather than
authoritative, avoiding words such as ‘should’ and ‘must’, to emphasise that there is no universally

correct way of applying each pattern.
Phase 4: Language Collating

The language collating phase explores the relationships between patterns to discover high-
level themes and concepts. The purposes of this phase were to firstly produce maps that would help
readers navigate and identify relevant patterns, secondly understand the different ways in which the
patterns related to each other as a language, and thirdly to generate theory from emergent higher-
level categories themes or concepts. In the first instance, the patterns were grouped into thematic
categories that reflected the core ways residents got involved in the shared outdoor spaces in
cohousing, and to provide a logical way of organising, numbering and thus navigating the patterns.
Further exploratory mapping was undertaken by hand to reveal the multiple relationships between
the patterns as a language. This revealed high-level themes and concepts, which were subsequently
used to structure the discussion chapters and draw together existing theory with the cohousing

specific findings of this research. The patterns and exploratory mapping are presented in Chapter 5.

Grounded theory analysis encourages the continual comparison and refinement of codes into
broader concepts and theoretical categories to generate theory grounded in the data (Sbaraini et al.,
2011). In this sense, phase 4 is a continuation of phase 2: pattern clustering, whereby identifying
relationships between patterns allows them to be clustered in different ways into higher-level
categories and themes. These categories or themes are more abstracted and conceptual than the
patterns intended to be easily recognised and implemented by cohousing communities. However, this
conceptualisation of broader themes and categories is useful for generating and linking theories

related more broadly to urban commons.
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Phase 5: Language Testing

The pattern language, documented as a deck of cards, was tested in workshops with cohousing
residents and students. There were multiple reasons for testing the pattern language through
workshops. Firstly to confirm or refute the patterns from the perspective of cohousing residents;
secondly, to evaluate the usability of the pattern language; and thirdly, to understand the potential
impact or usefulness of the pattern language to different stakeholders. Because of the pandemic on
limiting in-person and interactive events, the capacity to undertake systematic and wide-ranging
testing of the pattern language was significantly reduced. This phase provides some insights into the
confirmation, usability and impact of the pattern language card game that can be used to inform
further research and testing, as opportunities allowed. The methodology for each card game workshop
was developed specifically in response to the stage and needs of the audience (see table 3.7). Photos
and observational fieldnotes were taken shortly after the workshop subsequently transcribed into
Nvivo. A simple qualitative analysis of the answers was undertaken to highlight the broad outcomes

of the workshop. Details of the types of workshops held and initial findings are outlined in section 5.4.

Goal Audience  Setup | Activity1 Activity 2 Activity 3
Problem-  Established Small Individually write or draw  Discuss and write Deal out cards; put
ma
. cohousing vision; share with group; challenges and problems  down cards that solve
solving groups .. . . ..
group select key visions in achieving that vision the problems
Design . Discuss characteristics Deal out cards; build Select “design of spaces”
£ Design Small . .
rom and values of future scenarios from cards cards that support this
students groups . .
scenario residents dealt scenario
. . Layout cards with
Progress In progress Whole Lay01'1t cards with LayOl.lt car(.is with solutions yet to be
. cohousing solutions that have solutions discussed but .
evaluation group . . considered or
group already been implemented  not yet implemented .
implemented

Table 3.7. Outline of activity plans for different types of workshops aimed at different audiences.
3.5 Quality Standards and Conclusion
This chapter concludes by discussing four tests often used to establish the quality of case study

research: construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability (Yin, 2018), and a note on

research ethics, to further scrutinise the methodology developed in the previous sections.
Construct Validity

Construct validity refers to the definition of appropriate operational measures for the concept

being studied (Yin, 2018). In this research, the topic being studied is patterns of urban commoning
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through residents’ collective involvement in shared landscapes. The operational measures for patterns
are defined as recurring problems and solutions relating to cohousing residents' participation in shared
landscapes. The justification for cohousing as a case that demonstrates a real-world example of urban
commons through resident participation in shared landscapes is outlined in section 2.4. Further to
this the reasoning for selecting of reoccurring solutions and problems as an operationalisation of
patterns is also outlined in this chapter. Construct validity is established in this research by
documenting a chain of evidence in the case study reports and cross-case analysis matrix that links
the empirical data to the patterns and findings in this research. Secondly, construct validity is
increased through the triangulation of multiple types of sources of data to stimulate intersecting
information. Finally, an evaluation of the type and complexity of data captured within the findings

produced by the methodology is discussed in Chapter 5.3.
Internal Validity

Internal validity authenticates causal relationships in research findings. It is a standard most
relevant for explanatory or causal studies, rather than descriptive or exploratory studies that do not
seek to identify causal relationships (Yin, 2018), which applies to this research. In other words, internal
validity deals not with what the patterns are but how or why they came about. The explanations'
underpinning patterns are examined in the detailed descriptions within individual case reports where
any conflicting evidence is presented. Finally, this research identifies patterns as working hypotheses
with the potential for future testing and adaption to build upon the how’s and whys in their real-world
application, reflecting the hypothesis-generating process of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss,
1999). Participant feedback gathered during the initial testing of the pattern language in workshops

further indicates the internal validity of the findings.
External Validity

External validity refers to how findings can be generalised and transferred to broader contexts.
The purpose of case study research is not to statistically generalise to wider populations but to expand
upon theory through the analytical generalisation of empirical observations (Yin, 2018). In this
research, cases were selected to meet the same criteria and ensure relevance to the research topic.
However, the individual characteristics between the four cases varied across size, urban centrality, and
age of development (summarised in Chapter 5). Therefore, where patterns replicate across multiple
cases, they demonstrate higher potential generalisability to other cohousing case studies. This is
reflected on each pattern card by the number of *s and substantiated by comparing the findings with
cohousing literature in Chapter 6. In addition, this thesis aims to generalise the conclusions of this
research to urban commons theory. Lessons learned from case study research can be applied in a wide

variety of situations beyond the case population (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The similarities and differences of
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the findings in this research and urban commons theory are discussed in Chapter 6, and recognition
of the limitations of this generalisation and potential for future research to establish further relevance

are outlined in Chapter 7.
Reliability

Reliability demonstrates that the research procedures can be duplicated with consistent results,
minimising errors and biases. Yin (2018) states that case studies occurring at a particular point in time
and place are difficult, if not impossible, to replicate. However, reliability in case study research is
achieved by accurately documenting the research protocols and fieldwork procedures. This is achieved
in this research by outlining the fieldwork and analytical method in detail in this Chapter, making
memos to document the analytical process, and developing a database of evidence within the case
study reports and patterns, providing a chain of evidence linking the empirical data to patterns and

themes produced in this research.
A concluding note on ethics

Given the pragmatic approach adopted in this research, it was necessary to consider the ethical
implications throughout the research process. This involved multiple adaptions to the initial ethics
application approved by the University of Sheffield, with three subsequent amendments approved at
different stages of the research. The initial application was completed to gain access to the field and
complete initial site visits. The first amendment adopted remote data collection methods during the
pandemic, the second included children in the video diary method as requested by a participant, and
the third considered the risks of undertaking workshops with residents and students post-pandemic.
In addition to the ethics review process, small adaptions were made throughout the research to
respond to the requirements and policies of each cohousing community. Given the incremental
adaptation of the research design in response to changing ethical conditions, the related challenges

and considerations within this research will be reflected upon in more detail in Chapter 4

The methodology developed and outlined in this chapter contributes to answering the first
part of the research question, “How can a pattern language methodology for urban commoning in
shared residential landscapes be developed and applied in the context of UK cohousing?” It responds
partly to the criticisms ‘A pattern language’ has received (Alexander et al., 1977) by utilising the well-
recognised grounded theory approach to create patterns underpinned by a strong empirical evidence
base, from which theory can be generated. The following chapter (4) will outline how this

methodology was applied in practice to produce the pattern language output presented in Chapter 5.
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4 THE RESEARCH IN PRACTICE

This chapter describes the research as it was implemented in practice. It is presented as a
personal reflection on the research process by drawing upon field notes and the research diary and
therefore is written in the first person to reflect the immersive and personal approach to the research.
It provides detailed consideration for how the grounded pattern methodology was applied in the study
of urban commoning in cohousing landscapes. In doing this, the chapter highlights what I learned
through using this methodology, including what I was and wasn’t able to achieve, the improvements
I made along the way and my responses to changing circumstances. Finally, it tells the story of how
the pattern language was produced in practice, providing a narrative link between the methodology
and results chapters. Therefore, I conclude this chapter by summarising what lessons have been learnt
from these reflections that may be useful for future researchers working in cohousing or who wish to

apply the methodology.

The reflections in this chapter cover fieldwork conducted between August 2019—August 2020,
followed by workshops held in 2021, and the analytical process was undertaken throughout this period.
This included 13 observational site visits I conducted as a volunteer during workdays or as a guest at
events, eight walking tour interviews and two remote interviews with residents (by Zoom, phone or
email), three document elicitation interviews with design practitioners and three walking tour video
diaries made by residents during the pandemic. Photos, sketches, and fieldnotes during site visits,

alongside other relevant documents, provided further supportive case study data.
4.1  Access, recruitment & consent

The cohousing research field

Cohousing in the UK has experienced growing interest from researchers, with some high-
profile cohousing groups receiving large quantities of research requests and anecdotal reports of
communities experiencing research fatigue (Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020). In this context, a

general willingness of cohousing residents to contribute to research, combined with a high level of
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interest in cohousing from researchers, has led to communities becoming fatigued from their
involvement in research. I first became aware of this when I began scoping out potential cohousing
cases and practitioners to invite to participate in this research project. Several cohousing groups and
design practitioners’ websites stated that they did not accept research requests due to a lack of capacity
to deal with the number of queries they receive. An informal conversation with another PhD student
studying cohousing described their difficulties finding cohousing groups willing to participate in their

research, and those who agreed only invited them to visit during public open days.

Although early conversations with cohousing residents suggested that they were willing and
interested to participate in research, they also described repeating themselves in interviews or feeling
disappointed to not be informed of the results and outputs of the study they had contributed to. An
extract from my research diary explains how one resident “had been very open to working with masters
research students in the past but had become a bit overwhelmed by the number of requests and felt
disheartened from not hearing about any of the outcomes from students.” The demand for research on
cohousing communities was confirmed by my experiences visiting a high-profile, well-established
cohousing community, which had at least one research project taking place at any one time. I often
met other masters and PhD students at open days who were curious to learn more about cohousing,
and my fieldwork overlapped with at least two other PhD students researching at the same time. These
early explorative site visits and informal conversations I had with residents, researchers and design
practitioners involved in cohousing helped shape my research approach to minimise the input

required of participants and maximise opportunities for valuable feedback.

Despite my initial concern that cohousing communities would be reluctant to participate in
the research, I received a good response rate. I arranged initial visits with four of the seven cohousing
cases I originally contacted by email and then a further two cases through emergent opportunities.
Many participating residents felt compelled to help research students, driven by their previous
experience in academia or education or a genuine interest in the research and its outcomes. For others,
it was an opportunity to talk anonymously about some of the difficulties and conflicts they experienced
in cohousing which are perhaps more challenging to talk openly about within the group or other public

arenas where cohousing is predominantly promoted as a positive or idealistic venture.

The residents interviewed were self-selecting and, therefore, reflect those residents who had
the time and inclination to be involved. The majority were retired residents and those with previous
academic experience sympathetic to helping research students. Therefore, the interviewees in this
research were mostly older, well-educated residents with professional backgrounds (see table 4.1). The
skew towards older residents with professional backgrounds may also reflect the predominant

demographic in cohousing, which is often described as being dominated by more senior middle-class
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professionals. However, this is hard to determine due to a general lack of demographic survey data for
cohousing residents. The research nevertheless captured the views of residents who were both key
participating members of landscape or gardening working groups and residents who had a more
passive interest or involvement in the shared outdoor spaces. The range of interviewees also captured
the views of both founding and new members of cohousing and those who felt cohousing was a positive

experience, and those who spoke more critically of it.

Resident Code Age Gender Education Profession(s) (by sector)

Resident 54 70+ Female - (retired)

Resident 39 50-69  Female  Advanced Higher education, Healthcare (retired)
Resident 46 30-49  Female  Advanced Civil Service

Resident 60 - 62 0-18 - - -

Resident 41 70+ Male Advanced Higher education, Healthcare (retired)
Resident 26 50-69  Female - -

Resident 37 50-69  Female  Advanced (retired)

Resident 44 30-49  Male Advanced Civil Service

Resident 45 30-49  Male Higher Manual Labour

Resident 53 70+ Female - (retired)

Resident o1 50-69  Male Higher (retired)

Resident o4 50-69  Male Advanced Education, Healthcare, Manual Labour (retired)
Resident 09 50-69  Male - (semi-retired)

Resident 29 50-69  Female  Advanced Higher education (retired)
Practitioner 10 30-49  Male Advanced Design, Higher education

Practitioner 03 30-49 Male Advanced Design

Practitioner o1 - Male Advanced Design; Higher Education

Table 4.1. Table of residents and practitioners who were interviewed or made a video diary
Ongoing consent at the individual and community scales

Like other types of community research, gaining consent within cohousing requires multiple
levels of consent, first, in gaining access to the community through a key contact, and second, from
the individual resident. As the presence and relationships between community members were
dynamic, it also required a process of gaining continued consent and making my presence as a

researcher known at all times.

The initial agreement for accessing the community for research was sought by emailing the
main contact, identified through the cohousing community’s website or existing contacts. Interest

from the community to participate in research was sought by sending an invitation email and
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information sheet (Appendix B) to the main contact’s email, followed by an informal discussion during
my first visit, normally during a workday. One of the more established communities used a set of
agreed criteria to filter out and accept research requests. The requirements specified that research
should be PhD level or above, be beneficial to the group and share the data or research outputs. By
defining criteria for participating in research from the outset, this community could filter out and
reduce the number of research requests and have early discussions with the researcher to ensure that
the research benefits them. This research met these requirements by participating in workdays and
sharing the research outputs through the pattern language card game. Reflecting on the idea of
residents taking some control over the research, they contribute to the pattern ‘47. Taking part in
research’ outlines a solution for less experienced communities to filter and prioritise large numbers of

research requests.

At the individual scale, consent was gained during interviews with residents or design
practitioners by following a standardised process of providing an information sheet and consent form
(Appendix B), verbally explaining the project and allowing residents to ask questions. Although
instrumental in negotiating initial access to cohousing as a community, communal workdays were a
more complex context to gain informed consent. Although the visit was agreed upon by the main
contact, it was impossible to know in advance who would be attending, whether they were aware of
the research project and if the same residents would participate in following workdays and events. To
resolve this, the main point of contact was asked to inform residents of my visit in advance of the
workday and distribute the information sheet. Further, when meeting any resident for the first time, I
introduced myself as a researcher and gave a brief background of the research project, so they were
aware of my role. I avoided making specific notes about residents in the field notes or research diary

if a resident had not given written consent.
Overlapping roles and positionality

As a researcher, my primary role was to observe and interpret my own and others' participation
in the shared outdoor spaces as an ‘outsider’, utilising overt, external and objective observations
(Brannick and Coghlan, 2007). However, as a participating observer, I needed to establish an active
role within the group, predominantly as a volunteer during workdays and, to a lesser extent, a ‘friend
of the group’ during community events and shared meals. Qualitative researchers participating within
community-based research may experience a shifting positionality from ‘outsider’ at the beginning to
‘insider’ over time (Mayan and Daum, 2016). Robson & McCartan (2016) explain that participating as
an observer within the group requires the researcher’s physical presence and sharing of life experiences,
learning social conventions, and establishing a role within the group. Becoming a partial ‘insider’ can

provide useful knowledge from the first-person experience of participation in shared cohousing
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landscapes and produce ‘messy’ overlapping roles and relationships (Mayan and Daum, 2016).
Although building rapport is often highlighted as an important first stage in qualitative research, it
may create an informal setting in which participants share information not intended to be included in
the study and cause feelings of disappointment or even betrayal when the researcher withdraws from
the field. First, this was dealt with by continually introducing myself as a researcher and reminding
residents of my role. Secondly, when writing up field notes, distinguishing between what information
was given to me in an informed capacity and retracting anything outside the scope of the research. I
maintained long-term contact with residents and communities over several years and continued
visiting cohousing communities after data collection. Where possible, I presented residents with the
research results to provide a sense of closure to the research and signal the end of my formal

involvement.

Parts of my identity—white, female, and highly educated—alongside my interests and previous
experiences in shared living, gardening and community projects are arguably like those of a ‘typical’
cohousing resident. While this give researchers ‘insider’ characteristics beneficial for building rapport
and trust (Brannick and Coghlan, 2007), such similarities can also create blind spots for researchers
by promoting assumptions that increase subjectivity and bias (Robson and McCartan, 2016). In this
research, my positionality likely played a role in building relationships within cohousing communities;
however, this could equally have limited my perception. Given the criticism towards the barriers to
accessing cohousing and lack of diversity (discussed in Chapter 2), my positionality is a potentially

limiting factor in perceiving these barriers and how they operate.

In acknowledging the knowledge gained from my experience in cohousing was through a single
perspective, I tried to remain open to different possible experiences and viewpoints. I chose not to
collect any sensitive demographic data, such as race, religion or political preference, as it wasn’t
directly required to answer the research question and, with only a small number of cases, such
information wouldn’t have been representative of the UK cohousing population. However, during the
fieldwork, I became aware that diversity still needed to be addressed in cohousing in the UK. This was
reinforced by [redacted] residents' suggestions that they wanted to make cohousing more accessible
to a wider range of people [redacted]. This is not to say cohousing communities are entirely
homogenous. Residents still had various views and backgrounds, and not everyone fitted the typical
cohousing resident stereotype. However, it did raise the question of whether the cohousing model
could be completely inclusive when it depends on cooperation stemming from relatively homogenous
views. Or could larger societal issues, such as rising house prices, cost of childcare and desire for better
places to live, be enough of a driving force to allow a wider proportion of society to overcome

differences and live together in this way? This is still too big a question to answer with the relatively
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small number of cohousing projects in the UK. However, these reflections helped inform the Insider—

outsider theme discussed in Chapter 6 and inform suggestions for further research in Chapter 8.

As well as experiencing insider and outsider perspectives during the research, my professional
experience as a Landscape Architect gave me multiple and overlapping roles in the study. At the early
stages, | explored the idea of how my previous experience as a Landscape Architect could be beneficial
to cohousing communities and provide a potential ‘way in’ as a researcher. However, I was also
conscious that my involvement as a Landscape Architect—Researcher could imply that participants
would benefit from professional design input by participating in the research. This is not something I
could guarantee to participants within the scope of the PhD due to the time required and the lack of
insurance and resources from working outside of any professional design practice. However, I also
didn’t want to hold back from sharing any skills or knowledge that could benefit the group during the
research. To avoid promising something I could not deliver, I stated that there would be no direct
benefit to participating in the research in the participant information sheet, invitation email and
conversations with participants. Once in the field, if opportunities arose, I shared my experience as a
Landscape Architect by directing residents towards sources of information, case studies and contacts
rather than directly through design work or technical recommendations. Reflecting on how I shared
knowledge and contacts in this way contributed to identifying patterns for design professionals, such

as being the go-between (72) and drawing on professional networks (39).

Reflecting on my role as a researcher-practitioner made me aware of how my positionality as
a ‘professional’ and the information I shared was perceived and used by residents. Residents would
often seek my opinion on issues that, unknown to me at the time, were points of contention within
the group, such as choices of plants for shaded areas, whether to leave grass cuttings on the lawn, leave
areas of grass uncut for wildlife and my thoughts on ‘desire lines’. I became aware that my opinion was
being sought as an external or impartial viewpoint to help clarify or justify contentious group decisions.
The desire for residents to seek out external points of view, independent from residents’ motives and
preferences, was reinforced during a discussion with a resident—practitioner. This cohousing resident,
as a design professional, had taken a large role in producing the design drawings and decisions for the
planning permission; however, found it challenging to involve other residents in the design process as
a fellow group member and suggested an external practitioner would be able to provide more

engagement than him.

Although cohousing residents valued professional opinions, giving definitive answers to
subjective queries (such as whether ivy should be left to grow up trees for wildlife or cut down to
provide trees with more light) was often not possible. Reflecting on my gardening practice, I

recognised that approaches to gardening are highly subjective and are influenced by a person’s
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aesthetic preferences and perspectives on how far gardening should intervene or exert control over
natural processes. Therefore, an ‘experts’ opinion on its own would be unlikely to provide a satisfactory
answer to residents' questions. Ultimately the decision would be more likely made by identifying
points of overlapping interest and approaches to gardening between residents in the community. This
inevitably led me to take on aspects of the ‘technical advisor’ role (pattern 69.), where I attempted to
direct and suggest residents towards resources that could help them make their own informed
decisions rather than giving definitive recommendations. This further highlighted the need for design
practitioners working with cohousing communities to take on a facilitative role in guiding residents
towards identifying their common interests rather than specifying rigid design solutions. This theme

is discussed further in the DIY—Expertise section of Chapter 7.
4.2 Fieldwork methods

Workdays and being involved

My involvement in workdays provided short snapshots into community life on days specifically
orchestrated for communal activity and coordinating external visitors. I joined in on two types of
workdays: regular days for residents to get together and work on the shared landscapes together
(figure 4.1) and working mornings held as part of open days for other visitors to get involved in. During
these events, I drew upon my previous experience in gardening and volunteering on community
gardening projects to find more practical ways to contribute to cohousing communities. These
included basic things such as bringing my gloves and wellies, volunteering myself for tasks I knew I
was capable of, tidying away tools at the end of the day, bringing food to share and making hot drinks.
These aspects were essential in getting first-hand experiences of collective involvement in shared
cohousing landscapes. As Lofland & Lofland explain, “[yJou can become intimately familiar with the
particular role you are playing simply by playing it...” (1995, p. 73). Therefore, this experience
contributed to patterns such as having a ‘point of contact’ (42), ‘shared landmarks’ (54), and ‘signs,
instructions & labels’ (66), which enabled me, as a visitor, a way of navigating group relations, finding
my way around the site, learning how to use the composting system and putting away tools in the
right place. Timber Lane cohousing, a more established case study, incorporated working mornings
into open days as an efficient way of coordinating multiple visitors while benefiting from additional
sets of hands for laborious jobs such as turning the compost heaps. During these events, I observed
how cohousing residents involved other people outside the immediate group into the shared outdoor

spaces alongside building networks and sharing information with other shared-interest groups.
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i

Figure 4.1. A photo of two cohousing residents and myself during a workday. (Photo taken by a resident
participant).

As my role shifted from visitor to ‘friend of the group’, I was invited to group events and meals,
including an annual bonfire night, contributing to the patterns 'celebrations & traditions’ (277) and ’a
shared meal’ (28). Another event I was invited to attend was a ‘skillshare day’ on designing your
allotment. As a new allotment plot holder, my attendance not only contributed to my research but
also became a beneficial activity for me outside of the research. An extract from my research diary
describes, “I found [the skillshare day]| genuinely useful. Learning when to plant squash seeds...and where
to source cheap materials for building raised beds...I stopped off at the wood recycling centre [someone
at the event] had recommended in the city and picked up some sleepers to build raised beds.” This is an
example of my firsthand experience of cohousing can become a ‘learning project’ (24) to facilitate the
involvement of visitors and exchange ‘individual knowhow’ (25). Attending events also provided the
additional opportunity for me to meet and network with other visiting cohousing groups. This resulted
in the snowball recruitment of another cohousing group that attended another community’s annual

bonfire night.

Participating in working days as an external ‘friend of the group’ and landscape professional
alongside my predominant role as a researcher provided many insights into residents' involvement in
shared outdoor spaces. Generally speaking, most residents were candid and welcoming. However,
there were still limitations to my observations, and although I have discussed the overlapping insider-
outsider roles that I was able to occupy in cohousing, I was still participating predominantly as a

visiting outside researcher. Although I was frequently invited to open community and public activities
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and events and occasionally into people’s homes and private gardens, I could not access more
members-only events such as whole group meetings, which were more sensitive and likely
controversial. Instead, second-hand accounts from residents’ interviews provided the only insights
into these occasions. Despite these limitations, firsthand observations and involvement in cohousing
were essential to the research, and without the early fieldwork and visits made before the pandemic, I

would not have been able to gain the same in-depth information documented in the case study reports.
Walking tour interviews

Walking tour interviews are a useful approach in cohousing landscapes as residents are likely
familiar with and comfortable showing visitors around in this way; some residents gave me an
unprompted tour around the site during my first visit. As previous researchers have noted (Deming
and Swaffield, 2011; Riley and Holton, 2016), the spatial surroundings experienced during walking tour
interviews successfully encouraged participants to reflect on their surroundings, without the need for
the interviewer to ask questions. Several residents remarked on how the walking tour interview
method allowed them to reflect on the site in new ways or visit parts of the site they didn’t normally
use.

“It’s nice to do this because normally my interactions with the site I'm either working on

something or I'm doing something, it’s generally my life full stop so I don’t do much sitting about,
reflecting on stuff...so it’s quite nice to walk around and think about it a little bit.” -Resident

From my perspective, I found that the walking tour methods required very little input from
me, with the spaces themselves leading residents to talk about the activities and forms of governance
related to these spaces, with only occasional prompting and clarification required. This allowed a very
grounded and open approach to gathering research data, led from the spaces and residents themselves,

rather than the researcher’s questions.

Mobile interview methods are beneficial in gathering multiple types of data, including
multisensory and embodied spatial data (Deming and Swaffield, 2011; Riley and Holton, 2016). During
the walking tour interviews, I captured multiple types of data, including audio recordings of the
interview, photos of the tour, and sketches of the route taken. Further to this, I was also able to capture
first-hand embodied, sensory and territorial experiences of the site. This included using all my senses
to pick up on sounds, smells and even taste when one resident offered, “we’ve got some nice broccoli -
help yourself if you want a bit raw” so that I could pick up on the overall atmosphere and ‘sense of
place’. Further to this, residents’ choice of starting point, the route through the site, and spaces to visit
(or not) contributed to important territorial understandings of the site. This included shared
landmarks (65) used as meeting points for the start of the interview, areas of the site residents felt they

were more connected or places they didn’t visit or feel comfortable going into. An example of this was
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when one resident didn’t feel comfortable taking me to an area behind other residents’ private homes,
despite others describing it as shared space anyone could use (discussed further in the Private—Shared
section of Chapter 6). Another example included a resident who chose to orientate their walking tour
around a series of seating points. This revealed meeting places at the benches in the commonhouse
spill-out deck, spaces for family meals at a bench in their private garden, makeshift seats in a self-built

treehouse, and areas for reflection with views across the city.

[Image redacted]

Figure 4.2. An example of a participant’s walking tour route around one of the cohousing cases.

Unexpected encounters with other people on the site during walking tour interviews offered
both benefits and challenges to the research. These instances provided insights into the everyday
interactions between residents and the site. For example, during a walking tour interview, another
resident unexpectedly joined in, which revealed contrasting perspectives between the two participants
on why some residents didn’t get involved in harvesting vegetables from the kitchen garden. However,
this also created emergent ethical dilemmas, as other residents were potentially unaware that they
were entering an audio-recorded interview-in-progress. At the same time, I didn’t want to discard
these interactions, if possible, as they were important and interesting contributions to the data.
Therefore, anyone who approached the interviewee was made aware that a recorded interview was
taking place and sensitive, personal information or comments accidentally captured on the audio

recording were omitted from the transcripts. Non-identifying interactions that contributed useful
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contextual data were briefly described within the interview as memos, as shown in the following

transcript extract:

“The interview is interrupted by another member asking a question. The [interviewee]
responds with some planting advice, offers to share some onion sets in return for a contribution

to the landscape subgroup fund. There is the sound of children playing in the background.”

This interaction helps document the contextual atmosphere and interactions that contribute
to the informal knowledge and resource sharing in cohousing, without gathering any specific, sensitive
or identifying information about the non-participating resident. In the example where a non-
participating resident spontaneously joined an interview-in-progress, the resident was informed of the
recorded interview, asked if they would like to join in and prompted to fill in a consent form after the

interview had finished.
Adapting the research methods

The fieldwork methods were tested through the first case study, Poplar House cohousing, as a
pilot. The first two interviewed residents were asked to take the researcher on a tour of the shared
outdoor spaces, followed by some questions to get feedback from the residents on their experience of
the method. I had designed the walking to be as open as possible, giving little in the way to prompt
residents, apart from asking them to give me a tour of the outdoor spaces and describe their
involvement in them. During these initial interviews, residents made several comments asking for
confirmation of what they were meant to be doing, such as “Where should we go? What do you want
to do?...I'm just talking, do you want to ask some questions?...I mean, do feed in, I'm rabbiting on...”. This
was partly a reflection of the grounded methodology and an attempt to avoid influencing the interview
or data. However, too little guidance had resulted in participants lacking direction and, on one
occasion, going off-topic. I noted in my research diary that the “walking method was a good prompt for
getting people to talk, but sometimes my questioning was too unstructured”. By asking for residents'
feedback, writing reflective notes, and analysing the transcripts immediately after the initial interviews
were conducted, I adapted the methodology to give the interview more structure. This included a
checklist of key topics (Appendix C), prompting questions and using more affirming responses during
the tour. As I began to identify points of interest emerging from the early analysis, I tailored my
prompts and questions to draw further information about that topic, as a type of theoretical sampling

encouraged in grounded theory.

The biggest adaption to the research methods was made in response to the impact of the
pandemic and subsequent lockdowns. In early March 2020, I incorporated social distancing measures
into my fieldwork, followed by postponing the remaining fieldwork and interviews on the 16" of March

2020. | was halfway through the planned data collection and had made 12 visits to six cohousing sites
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and conducted 10 interviews with residents and practitioners (see table 4.2). After the announcement
of the first full lockdown on the 23 March 2020 and realising that I may not be able to complete any
further in-person fieldwork for the duration of the PhD, I scaled back the number of case studies to
four and redesigned the methodology to gather some additional data remotely. I gained ethical
approval in May 2021 to continue data collection using a range of remote methods, including video
diaries, zoom and telephone interviews. To complete the main data collection, I received three video

diaries and undertook one zoom interview and one telephone-email interview.

Before pandemic During pandemic
Cohousing Case i
& Observational Resident Practitioner Video diary Interview by
. ) ) ) . ) Zoom / phone /

visits interviews interviews walking tours .

email
Poplar House CH 3 4 1 0 0
Timber Lane CH 5+ 5 o) 2 o)
Grove Villa CH 3 3 1 1 2
Cobble Yard CH 2 1 1 o o
CH49 (withdrawn) 1 - - - -
CHog4 (withdrawn) 1 - - - -
TOTAL 15+ 12 3 3 2

[redacted]
Table 4.2. The total number of visits and interviews undertaken and before and after the pandemic.

Adapting to the methodology of video diaries raised additional ethical and practical
considerations. These included ensuring residents had access to appropriate equipment, were advised
on what to film, how the video would be used in the research and technical considerations for sharing
the video data. To address these issues, I developed an additional information sheet that included a
step-by-step instructional guide and consent form that dealt with the specificities of video diaries. A
further simplified visual version of these documents was developed to be used by children (Appendix

B) at the request of one of the participants.

The use of video diaries produced several notable benefits. Before the pandemic, I struggled to
recruit younger residents and residents with children to participate in the research due to their work
and family commitments. However, during the pandemic, when most people began to work or study
from home, the video diary method was appealing to some residents with children as a home-
schooling activity that engaged children in outdoor spaces. This resulted in one participant asking if

their children could be involved in making the research diary. Although I hadn’t planned to include
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children as participants in the research, the video diary provided unexpectedly rich insights into

children’s’ perspectives and interactions with the shared outdoor spaces in cohousing (figure 4.3).

Figure 4.3. A still taken from the family video diary showing children interacting in the shared spaces.

Initially, I was concerned that some residents may find making a video diary intimidating or
technically challenging. However, I found that residents of all ages could easily follow the instructional
guide and felt comfortable, or even excited, making video diary walking tours on their phones. The
data captured various spatial, visual and verbal data, like the walking tour method, with the site acting
as a reflective prompt for residents to describe how they used and interacted with it. Removing myself
as the researcher from the field had some additional benefits, including making it easier for residents
to talk more candidly on the video. Residents who made a video diary spoke positively of the
experience in their feedback forms, describing it as: “enjoyable, having a chance to wander around the
garden and think about how we use our shared spaces...More fun than I thought it would be!”. However,
residents also spoke of the additional responsibility of ethically collecting the data. They described
this as: “more challenging than speaking to the researcher in real life as you had to remember the
questions as well as consider the answers. Bit stressful with children and trying not to film
neighbours/inside/anything confidential etc.” The biggest challenge in the video diary was the technical
difficulties of sharing such large amounts of data. One resident had made several short 5-10 minute
videos easily shared via google drive. However, two residents who made continuous 30+ minute videos
struggled to upload them. In the end, the videos had to be transferred from their phones onto a
computer, which caused extra effort and time for the participant. Therefore, planning how videos can
be shared easily and ethically is important to plan at the early stages of participant-produced video

methods.
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The cohousing residents participating in the research were impacted by the pandemic in
various ways. This included emotional and physical impacts on their health, shielding and isolating
within smaller than average homes (sometimes with no private gardens), working and schooling from
home, and the logistics of social distancing within a development designed for social contact.
Although communities and residents had already consented to take part in the research before the
pandemic, this new context created additional burdens on residents that potentially affected their
capacity or willingness to take part. After pausing the study during the initial onset of the pandemic,
access and consent were sensitively reassessed and discussed, firstly with the main point of contact
and secondly with each participant. This resulted in a mutual agreement for one cohousing case to no
longer be involved in the research because of the number of now vulnerable residents living there and
the limited site visits and data collection completed thus far. The remaining cases agreed to continue
participating in the research, and I found that residents were generally eager to continue. I noted that
residents were driven to take part in remote interviews to process the sudden changes they were
experiencing and as a conversational outlet while isolating to discuss both the positive and challenging
aspects of living in cohousing at that time. This created further ethical tensions between providing
residents with the outlet needed to talk without taking undue advantage of a situation that put
residents under additional strain. This was continuously considered throughout the remaining
interviews by reminding residents that they could drop out at any time, being flexible in the way
residents wanted to contribute to the research and taking cues from participants as to their ongoing

capacity to be involved.

One way I achieved this was through the flexible use of different research methods to suit
participants and gather data where it was possible. This included using remote interview methods
when video diary methods weren’t possible. Residents suggest the most appropriate methods of data
collection to suit their circumstances. For example, a resident who didn’t feel confident in making a
video diary or zoom call so instead requested a telephone interview preceded by a short, written email
diary. Another resident, who was limited in their confidence moving around the site while filming,
requested a zoom interview and similarly kept me up to date with goings-on by email. These methods
were less effective in capturing spatial data and getting the participants to reflect on the spaces
themselves instead of focusing more on the social and organisational aspects of the group. In general,
these interviews were also shorter than those produced from the walking tour interviews, partly
because long zoom calls were more tiring for participants, leading in one case to finish the interview
before all the questions had been asked. However, the flexibility in using multiple methods and

responding to residents’ individual needs was essential in gathering data ethically during the pandemic.

Sustaining contact with the group throughout the research was particularly important to

ensure residents felt connected and involved in the research project. This was achieved most
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successfully, before the pandemic, through my continued involvement in workdays. However, joining
workdays became impossible during the pandemic between March 2020 and August 2021. Although I
tried to sustain communication by email, I found it harder to maintain contact with some of the
communities as it was easy for the contacts to forget to reply to emails, and as a result, I lost sustained
communication with some participants. I explored various ways to feedback the research findings and
organise follow-up visits to cases when circumstances allowed, which I will reflect on at the end of the

next section.
4.3  Pattern language development

Analytical process

Collecting data using different methods resulted in recording different formats of data sets,
including field notes, interview recordings, photos of the site, and documents. I found analysing
different types of data in isolation from one another limited the ability to make direct comparisons
and establish relationships between the different types of data. To avoid this, I created multi-modal
transcripts, where photos taken during walking tour interviews, stills from video diaries, analytical
notes, observations and memos were combined within the transcripts (see appendix D). The multi-
modal transcripts successfully allowed me to view and analyse the different types of data together to

make connections between them.

The initial exploratory coding process of grounded theory, where each line in the transcript is
summarised with an appropriately named code, aimed to organise the data under short phrases that
accurately reflected the data itself rather than any preconceived concepts. Initially, this was a very
time-consuming process, producing masses of codes that were hard to navigate. For example, the open
coding process of the first interview identified 460 different pieces of data coded to 115 different codes
relating to the context, problem, or solution for resident involvement in shared outdoor spaces. This
first coding exercise was messy, producing several repeated, overlapping, closely related or irrelevant
codes as I got used to the coding process. It was impossible to continue coding further transcripts
without rationalising them into a more concise framework, so they were easier to navigate. This was
difficult to navigate on a computer screen, so I found it easier to print off the codes and organise them
by hand (see figure 4.4), as suggested by other researchers working with pattern languages (see
Chapter 3). With each interview I coded, the coding framework was refined by repeating this process

and clustering corresponding problem and solution code pairs.
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Figure 4.4. Refining the coding framework by printing out and clustering similar or duplicate codes by hand.

The process of clustering together similar case-specific codes gradually revealed broader ‘core’
contexts, solutions and problems. The challenge in this process was knowing when to stop clustering
from achieving the correct level of abstraction in core problem-solution codes. Rising (2007) suggests
that the abstraction of a pattern should go no further than is needed to convey a core solution so that
it can be adapted to suit the context it is being applied. Throughout the clustering process, therefore,
I constantly reviewed the abstraction level of the codes to identify patterns that were general enough
to be used across different types of cohousing but not so abstract that they were no longer easy to
grasp and implement by cohousing residents. The lowest-level detailed codes describe solutions and
problem variations specific to a particular case and, therefore, can not be easily transferred into other
contexts. For example, the codes ‘private patios’, ‘private balconies’, ‘small private gardens’ and
‘allotment plots’ reflected unique instances of private outdoor spaces within different cases. Codes
such as ‘allotment plots’ weren’t applicable in cases where residents weren’t interested in growing
produce or didn’t have enough space on their site. Therefore these case-specific solution codes were
clustered into the ‘core’ solution and pattern '55. Small private plot’. By contrast, when codes become
clustered into higher-level and more abstract solutions, they become more abstract and difficult to
interpret. For example, when the codes ‘8. Whole group consensus’, ‘9. Smaller working groups’ and
‘10. Having a say’ became clustered within the higher-level code ‘Scales of decision-making’, it became
clear that this solution was no longer an implementable ‘thing’ or ‘action’. Subsequently, the higher-
level ‘scales of decision-making’ code was set aside to be revisited later as a broader urban commons

concept named ‘Nested and networked’ discussed in Chapter 7.
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Figure 4.5. The case study reports became a useful archive to compare cases and identify useful quotes.

Following this process, the coding framework was used to structure and then document all the
case study evidence into detailed reports (see figure 4.5 and supplementary documents). The case
study reports became an integral part of the analytical process by bringing all the different data sets
and analytical observations into an evidence base organised by a framework of emergent patterns. This
not only produced a useful archive of data from which evidence and quotes could be extracted to
support the discussion Chapters 6 & 7 but also enabled easy comparison between cases to identify
replication of patterns. The development of a matrix, comparing each code to the summary of evidence
I found in each case study, ensured a detailed trail of evidence was documented for the development

of each pattern (Appendix E).
Building theory through pattern mapping

The different stages of analysis occurred simultaneously, requiring an iterative approach of

continuously revisiting different stages to refine the coding framework. During this process, I kept
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memos to document the emergence of new codes and changes to existing codes. The memos became
a useful place to keep track of any significant or interesting relationships. These included memos
highlighting the contrast between individual actions and communal decision-making and the
“thinness” of boundaries between residents’ private and shared outdoor spaces. The following is an
example extract of one of the memos I wrote during the analytical process, which would later help to

inform the exploratory mapping of patterns to identify broader themes and relationships:

“The node 'individual enterprise' sits on a spectrum with 'collective planning’ and
relates strongly to resident knowledge', 'empowering residents involvement’, 'time, energy,
resources prioritisation’, 'personalisation’, 'shared responsibility',...'allocating maintenance
tasks', 'personal motivation’, 'out of control, 'collective micro-managing', 'inclusive decision
making', 'different visions, and 'empowering individual involvement'. Are these part of a
larger category called 'Making room for individual enterprise within a collective'? —
Analytical memo

Once the bulk of coding had been completed and I had begun writing up the codes into a
pattern language format, I was able to start the exploratory mapping of patterns. As in the initial
clustering of codes, I found it easier to print off the prototype patterns onto paper and manually move
them around to explore the different relationships between patterns. This demonstrated that patterns
could be mapped and organised in multiple ways. The different ways the patterns were exploratively
mapped is illustrated in Chapter 5 and formed the basis for identifying the broader themes and
categories discussed in Chapters 6 & 7. This methodology, therefore, builds upon previous pattern
language approaches by demonstrating how patterns can be combined with grounded theory to

develop new concepts and create theory.
Getting feedback

As highlighted at the start of this Chapter, the issue of research fatigue in cohousing was
conflated with the issue of research disappointment or deflation, when residents who had been
previously excited to be part of and contribute to research felt let down by researchers who didn’t
follow up or feedback on their results. Mayam and Daum (2016) highlight that the relationships built
with communities through research are temporary, and eventually, researchers must leave the field,
at which point participants may feel disappointed, abandoned or even exploited. Bloor and Wood
suggest that “the manner of the ethnographer’s departure needs to be carefully managed” (2006, p. 12).
To address this challenge, I chose to feedback on the research results to the community to help create
a sense of ‘closure’ for participants—an indication that the research had come to an end and to
recognise their contributions to the research outcomes. Although the pandemic made this more
challenging, I endeavoured to keep in contact and feedback on the research findings in various ways,
including frequent emails and site visits, online presentations, in-person workshops, or posting out

the pattern language card game and instruction booklet (Appendix F). Not only did this allow residents

104



Chapter 4: The Research in Practice

to see how their input contributed to the research, but it also provided valuable and informative

feedback that later steered my results and discussion.

I attempted to gain feedback from participants throughout the research process and
incorporate this into the research design. As well as gaining feedback from residents in the initial pilot
walking tour interviews and video diaries, during the later stages of the research, I presented the
pattern language to several different audiences and in various formats to get feedback that would help
develop the pattern language. Although I couldn'’t test, evaluate and develop the pattern language card
game as extensively as I would have liked to, I was able to capture some initially glimpses into how the
card game could be used and improved. The first feedback I gained was from an online presentation
and discussion with one of the cohousing communities that had already participated in the research.
This highlighted two key aspects. Firstly, the patterns could provide residents with a useful language
to refer to when discussing new ideas for the shared outdoor spaces. In particular, the ‘pocket retreat’
(62) pattern was of interest to several residents trying to implement a similar idea on their site and
later requested to share photos or examples of this pattern. Secondly, I received some more critical
feedback from a resident who had recently experienced the tensions around the use of and decision-
making of the shared gardens and felt the patterns didn’t adequately reflect the realities of collectively
getting involved in cohousing landscapes. This was a useful bit of feedback for my research. It
highlighted that although the pattern language was designed to be a useful tool to positively orientate
residents towards solution-based ideas, it didn’'t adequately express the tensions and difficulties
residents described in their interviews. This led me to explore the patterns as solutions along
spectrums of different conflicting tensions experienced in cohousing (outlined in Chapter 5), which

later formed the basis of the discussion chapters (6 & 7).

The pattern language card game workshops were held in response to emergent opportunities
due to the uncertain and changing context of the pandemic. Therefore, each workshop was developed
to suit and most benefit the audience and the current circumstances (each workshop and its findings
are described in Chapter 5). As well as providing useful constructive feedback on the pattern languages,
the card game workshops I held later helped to confirm some of this thinking. In the introduction to
the workshop, I briefly described the tensions identified in the research to the cohousing community
who took part. In response to this, one resident jokingly reacted with, “are you saying that we are not
unique, and we all experience the same thing?” Although this was a passing comment, it provided an
initial indication that residents could relate to the tensions that had emerged from the research and
were surprised by the idea that there were similarities between the difficulties they and other

cohousing communities had experienced.
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4.4  Conclusion

My reflections on the fieldwork and analysis raise several considerations for researching
cohousing communities, adapting research during a pandemic and developing and applying pattern
languages. These lessons learnt from this research are relevant to future research where fieldwork is
to be undertaken in cohousing, during a pandemic or other unforeseen events, or when developing a

pattern language from empirical data, summarised in the following paragraphs.

Although residents were willing and interested to take part in research, the explorative site
visits and informal conversations in the early stages of this research highlighted research fatigue as a
growing issue in cohousing in the UK. Finding ways to collect data that required minimum input from
residents while benefitting the community in some way, such as volunteering during workdays, was a
successful way of approaching the research in this case. Further, cohousing communities and
researchers should consider implementing research participation guidelines and opportunities to
adapt the study. This could include using creative and fun methods for engaging with different
residents and useful ways of sharing the research findings. Participant-led video methods were found
to engage and be accessible to a wide range of residents, partly due to the increased use of video calls
in the pandemic. However, it is recommended the technical challenges of transferring video data are

considered early on.

Researching uncertain conditions, such as a pandemic, requires the researcher to be sensitive
to participants' changing circumstances and flexible in how they respond. Although many residents
were keen to continue taking part in the research during the pandemic, it was sensed this was in part
a need to talk about and process their experiences of living in isolation while in cohousing. Therefore,
high awareness of participants’ ongoing vulnerability and capacity to participate in the research is
required when researching uncertain and stressful contexts. This requires the researcher to gain
renewed consent to suit the change in circumstance, be flexible in their research methods to suit the
participant’s needs and be prepared to end data collection early if needed. There are many remote
methods to choose from, such as online video interviews, that can facilitate data collection during a
pandemic. However, the downsides to this where it was harder to recruit new participants that hadn’t
met the researcher before, it was more challenging to gather experiential spatial data, and online

interactions tended to be shorter and less engaging.

Finally, in developing and applying a pattern language in this research, multi-modal transcripts
were useful for combining multiple data types and analysing their relationships through memoing. A
combination of electronic and paper modes of analysis was beneficial to keep track of emergent codes

in Nvivo while intuitively organising clustering and exploring codes by hand. Further to this, the
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grounded theory approach to developing a pattern allowed the researcher to abstract codes to various
levels of abstraction, requiring the research to identify the necessary level of abstraction for developing

either applicable patterns or more conceptual categories and themes.

This chapter provides an evidence-based account of how the methodology has been applied in
practice. Together with the methodological development in Chapter 3, these chapters answer the
research question: How can a pattern language for urban commoning be developed to study cohousing
landscapes as urban commons? This is achieved by outlining a new methodology for developing a
pattern language that combines the common stages of previous approaches with the rigour of
grounded theory. Secondly, it describes the lessons learnt from its application in the specific context
of cohousing. This begins to address some of the criticisms Alexander et al.’s ‘A Pattern Language’
received by developing a rigorous evidence-based approach to pattern language development. The
following chapter presents the pattern language in its entirety in a pattern card format, explores the
relationships between the patterns as a language, and the outcomes of some initial workshops of using
the pattern card game as a tool for cohousing communities, practitioners and students. Section 5.3
explores the validity and characteristics of the findings produced using this methodology to further

confirm the grounded pattern approach used in this research.
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5 APATTERN LANGUAGE FOR URBAN
COMMONS

This chapter presents a pattern language for urban commoning in cohousing, including case
study summaries, the 72 patterns as a deck of cards, a series of maps exploring the characteristics and
connections between the patterns as a language, and findings from a series of workshops testing the
pattern language card game. The pattern language presented in this chapter was produced through
the methodology outlined in Chapter 3 and its implementation in Chapter 4. This included a process
of ‘mining’, naming instances of problems and solutions within the data collected as codes, followed
by ‘clustering’, a grounded theory approach to iteratively grouping codes into core concepts. These
were treated as prototype patterns and used to compare the evidence for each pattern across case
studies to identify repetition. The grounded theory process was open-ended, allowing as many codes
and prototype patterns to emerge as necessary to adequately describe each problem and solution
occurring within the data. Therefore the 72 patterns reflect the total number of core context-problem-
solution associations that occurred across multiple case studies. The patterns are presented in a card
template chosen to concisely convey the patterns to readers and offer an engaging and interactive

format to test the game in later workshops.
5.1 The Cases

The research drew upon three in-depth case studies and one snapshot case study of urban
cohousing communities in the UK. The cases ranged from small (0-10 homes) to medium (10-30
dwellings) in suburban or peri-urban locations. Most of the cases were recently established (in the last
5 years) except for Timber Lane cohousing, a more well-established example. Most of the cases were
organised around a cluster layout, with variations including grouping flats within central buildings or
isolated buildings dispersed away from the main cluster. All the cases engaged with design

practitioners in the design phases.
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CASE 1: Poplar House Cohousing

[Image redacted]

Figure 5.1. A site plan of Poplar Hall Cohousing.

Poplar House cohousing is a small, recently established development located in a residential
suburban conservation area. It consists of a renovated building with an interior cluster of common
spaces and flats alongside a group of recently built eco-homes, as illustrated in figure 5.1. A historic,
railing topped retaining wall defines the street-facing edge of the site, while the rest is enclosed by
fenced or walled neighbouring gardens. A gated main entrance leads to a new car parking space and a
self-built storage building. The surrounding historic grounds are used communally and include a
prominent driveway, formal lawn enclosed on one side by a historic stone retaining wall, and mature
border planting buffer the edge of the site (fig. 5.2). A large tarmac area serves as an outdoor eating
terrace at the back of the common room kitchen (fig. 5.3). Each new build terrace has its own small,
unfenced patio (fig. 5.4) and front porch, linked by a small path. Growing spaces are incorporated into
a self-built kitchen garden and in pots and borders throughout the site (fig. 5.5). Residents hold annual

working weeks and occasional working days to maintain the site.

Data: 4 site visits; 4 walking-tour interviews; 1 practitioner interview; site photos & documents
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[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

Figures 5.2. The central lawn area is used for community events, outdoor eating and play.

Figures 5.3. A small ‘private’ terrace at the side of a new build house.

Figures 5.4. The terrace at the back of the common room kitchen is used for play and outdoor eating.
Figures 5.5. The walled kitchen garden is under construction at the back of the new build houses.
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CASE 2: Timber Lane Cohousing

[Image redacted]

Figure 5.6. Timber Lane Cohousing.

A well-established, medium-sized cohousing development located in a residential
neighbourhood with a linear cluster of purpose-built eco-homes around two central shared lawns (fig.
5.8) and a water retention pond, as illustrated in figure 5.6. The site is surrounded by railings retained
from its previous use, with open gated entrances at the North and South of the site so that members
of the public can cut through the site if needed. The commonhouse is centrally located at the main
entrance and overlooks a raised deck above the retention pond, where community activities can spill
outside (fig 5.7). Two car parks are located towards the East and West edges of the site, and several
shared bin and bike stores are located on main footpaths. Smaller garden spaces, including a rock
garden, tropical garden, herb garden, kitchen garden and play space (fig. 5.9), are located towards the
edges of the site or in between buildings. Towards the North of the site are shared allotments (fig. 5.10)
and a public park. Each residence has its own private back and front garden or balcony. Sustainable
building materials and permaculture principles inform the design of the site. Residents hold monthly

workdays, alongside regular annual events and open days.

Data: 5 site visits; 3 walking-tour interviews; 2 video diaries; site photos & documents
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[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

Figures 5.7. The communal wooden deck above the central retention pond acts as a focal point.

Figures 5.8. There is a central lawn between the linear cluster of houses for planting, play, and outdoor eating.
Figures 5.9. A flexible open space primarily used for DIY play and events.

Figures s5.10. View into the shared allotment space.
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CASE 3: Grove Villa Cohousing

[Image redacted]

Figure 5.11. A site plan of Grove Villa Cohousing.

A medium, recently established cohousing development located in a residential suburb,
consisting of a renovated building with common spaces and flats. Several new builds are currently
planned for construction. The site layout is less typical of cohousing with a centrally located main
building and one separate house facing outwards towards the surrounding historical grounds, as
illustrated in figure 5.11. The tree-lined driveway leads to the front of the main house and runs through
the site. Large mature trees across the site create a small woodland at the back of the house (fig. 5.12)
and a sheltered main central lawn garden to the front, where the chickens are kept (fig 5.13). The car
park is located next to the house and is also used as a common room kitchen spill out and temporary
storage. There is a small courtyard to one side of the house, which several houses face on to and is
used for wood storage. Finally, a makeshift kitchen garden and shed are located at the edge of the site
(figs. 5.14 & 5.15). The standalone house has a small decking area, and the rest have a balcony or roof

garden. Most residences have no front garden or transition space.

Data: 3 site visits; 2 phone interviews; 1 video diary tour; 1 practitioner interview; site photos & documents.
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[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

Figures 5.12. A broken slide is repurposed for play in the woodland area.

Figures 5.13. The chicken coop.

Figures 5.14. The kitchen garden area with reused secondhand greenhouses and furniture.
Figures 5.15. Raised beds for food growing made from repurposed materials.
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CASE 4: Cobble Yard Cohousing

[Image redacted]

Figure 5.16. A site plan of Cobble Yard Cohousing.

Cobble Yard Cohousing is a small cohousing development located at a rural-urban edge of a
city. The development is still under construction, with three households currently living on site. It
consists of a cluster of renovated farm buildings, now being developed into homes and a common
house, clustered around a central courtyard, with several outlying buildings as illustrated in figure
5.16. The site includes periphery car parking, two courtyards (fig. 5.17), an orchard (fig. 5.18), lawn,
growing space (fig. 5.19) and a playing field. The courtyards remain under construction while the
buildings are completed and have a historical trough and stone walls at the centre (fig. 5.20), with
shared communal storage buildings on two sides. Residents have few rules and formal working days

as they are a small group, with one or two residents taking ownership of the growing area. [Redacted]

Data: 2 site visits; 1 walking tour interview; site photos & documents.
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[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

[Image redacted]

Figures 5.17. A historical trough and stone wall at the centre of the main courtyard.
Figures 5.18. Plant pots are placed to personalise the spaces outside residents' homes.
Figures 5.19. An orchard lawn acts as a place for communal activities and children’s play.
Figures 5.20. The growing space and polytunnel overlooking the adjacent field.
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5.2 The Patterns

The grounded pattern methodology, outlined in Chapter 3, identified 72 patterns of urban

commoning in cohousing landscapes presented in table 5.1.

ESTABLISHING A VISION 25. Rewilding the garden DESIGN OF SPACES
1. Shared intentions 26. An allocated budget 49. Living in the city
2. An evolving vision 27. A cottage industry 50. Housing cluster
3. Value in diversity 28. Growing produce 51. Restricting cars
4. Self-selecting group 29. Composting 52. Central green
5. A ‘steady core’ 53. Central utilities & storage
6. A manifesto USING SPACES 54. Shared landmarks
7. Policies & agreements 30. The unwritten rules 55. Commonhouse spill out
8. Picture in many ways 31. Creative play 56. Open gateways
32. Celebrations & traditions 57. Public access
MAKING DECISIONS 33. A shared meal 58. Small private plot
9. Signposting 34. Connecting to nature 59. Permeable buffers
10. Open channels 35. Being alone 60. Leftover space
11. Whole group consensus 36. Personalise 61. Wilderness
12. Smaller working groups 62. Pocket retreat
13. Having a say 63. Dedicated play area
14. Communication training 64. Moveable furniture
15. Decision logging 65. The noticeboard

66. Signs, instructions & labels
CREATING RESOURCES

16. A learning project FOR PRACTITIONERS

17. Pooling resources 67. Get to know the group
18. Communal workdays 68. Expanded scope

19. Individual knowhow 69. Technical advisor

20. Solo enterprise 70. Group facilitator

21. Self-build in stages 71. Go-between

22. Quick fixes 72. Design for adaption

23. Trial-runs & mock-ups
24. Reuse & repurpose

Table s5.1. 72 patterns of urban commoning in cohousing landscapes grouped into seven categories.

Each pattern is presented visually as actionable urban commoning solutions in a pattern card

format across the following spreads (figure 5.21).
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ESTABLISHING A VISION
1. Shared intentions

The common ground where residents’ differing goals
and values overlap.

Members’ interest in shared living are driven
by a range of motivations such as affordability,
companionship, or sustainable building. Differences
in motivation can result in contrasting visions for the
site and difficulty making group decisions. Identifying
the overlapping intentions that members have in
common can help clarify the ambitions of the group,
create a clear vision® far the site, and guide group
decisions™. This can be achieved through visioning
waorkshops, and clarified in 2 manifesto™.

* see also
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2. An evolving vision
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A shared vision that evolves to reflect the changing
views and members of the group.

QOver time residents may leave or join the community,
family structures change, members are born and
grow clder. The shared views, values and interests of
the community!Y also evolve to reflect these changes.
Residents need opportunities to suggest adaptions
to the visicn that reflect a change in views and avoid
a feeling that ‘things are set in stone’. An evolving
vision can be achieved by helding repeated ‘visicning
days’, ‘annual away days, regular policy reviews”,
open channels of communication!™® and by enabling
individual proposals®3).

o see also
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ESTABLISHING A VISION
3. Value in diversity

The benefits of having residents with a range of
backgrounds, demographics, knowledge and skills.

New members self-select to be part of the group
based on their similar intenticns te the group! and
persenal circumstances. Residents express the value
of having a range of ages and skills*® in cohousing
communities. However, the affordability of new
cchousing or membership criteria could limit the
diversity of people able to or interested in joining.
Consider how to reduce barriers to becoming a
member to enable a diverse range of residents, such
as making it afferdable®®” and providing a range of
housing®%.

ESTABLISHING A VISION

4. Self-selecting group

Group of members who choose to join based on
similar intentions and other members” approval.

Potential new members choose to join cohousing
based on their relationships with existing members,
an interest in shared living, sharing similar
intentions™, and their current financial or other
personal circumstances. Before new members
join they may be required to attend open days®,
communal workdays®®, or shared meals®¥ to get to
know existing members, group policies'” and ethos™.
Within the group, rather than be assigned for roles
and tasks, residents volunteer themselves to suit their
skills, abilities and interests®. Unpopular jobs can be
allocated on a rota or tackled on workdays®®-

o see also
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5. A steady core

A stable group of long-term residents to maintain
high levels of trust and strong relations.

Although some residents may join and leave, or
provision made for short-term tenures, a small stable
group of long-term residents form during the initial
design and development of the site. This builds streng
relationships, trust, clear intentions™ and decision-
making!*. Some groups achieve this by forming from
an existing group of friends or family, forming around
a clear intention'®, keeping the group small at the
early stages of development before opening up to
new members.
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ESTABLISHING A VISION
6. A manifesto

A written or visual statement formally summarising
the groups shared intentions.

The vision for the site® and decision-making®? is
guided by the community’s shared TntentionstV.
Unless they are written down, the shared intentions
of the group can be abstract and ambiguous,
leaving reem for misinterpretation or divergence.
Manifesting the shared intention into a physical or
digital written statement or image® makes it visible
to group members and others outside the group.
Formal statements such as agreed codes of ethics,
community policies®, vision statements or shared
landmarks®, act as a reminder to selidify shared

intentions and visions.
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ESTABLISHING A VISION

7. Policies & agreements

Documented agreements for the governance and
use of outdoor spaces.

Seme aspects of living tegether, like allowing pets,
car ownership, and expenses'®™, can be contentious.
Formal pelicies document agreements on important
issues made during group discussions®Y. Policies
and agreements decument™ communicate the
expectations and ethos of the group™ to new
and existing residents or visitor¥”. Pelicies can be
reviewed regularly through open communication
channels®™ and proposals from residents®¥ so that
they reflect the evolving vision® of the group. Using
of signs, instructions and labels’® may be needed to
remind residents of agreed processes.
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ESTABLISHING A VISION
8. Picture in many ways

@,—‘,ﬁumﬁ_"-@

Visualising ideas in different ways to make sure
everyone is on the same page.

Communicating design proposals™ and spatial ideas
can bechallenging and itis difficult to confirm everyone
is imagining the same thing. Misunderstandings can
cause disagreements when the built idea is different
than expected. Using a range of ways to visualise
design ideas, such as photos, 3D models, layout
plans, and sketches, allow people to understand the
idea in different ways and from different perspectives.
1-to-1 massing and testing of ideas® on the site are
particularly useful for immediate feedback and fine-
tuning an idea.

F
*
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MAKING DECISIONS

9. Signposting

DECIStorss ?

A clear system outlining the nature of decisions,
how they are made and who it involves.

Groug decisions, fram the detailed and routine to
major and strategic, can be energy-intensive, yet,
decisions made without consultation!™ can create
conflict and exclusion. Guide residents towards the
most appropriate decision making process to avoid
getting bogged down in detail or taking unconsulted
actions. Permanency, cost, centroversy, impact and
urgency inform whether the whole group™, smaller
working group™? or individual®* make a decision.
Flowcharts or pelicies? signpost to how decisions
are made; open channels®® and decision logging!™™

to make everyone aware of decisions.

Figure 5.21. Visual summary of all 72 patterns as a pack of cards.
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5.3 Thelanguage

This section explores the different relations between patterns to form the grammatical syntax
that transforms the collection of patterns into a language. Explorative mapping is used to identify the
different ways patterns are related to each other. This is undertaken firstly by mapping the patterns
according to their replication across cases, the type of data captured, and the network of relationships
captured to help evaluate the methodology and validate the research findings. Secondly, patterns are
mapped by their potential application in steering a typical spatial layout, making connections between
stakeholders and resolving key tensions in cohousing. The final map identifies five opposing tension

concepts that form the basis for further discussion and theory building in Chapters 6 & 7.
Pattern replication across cases

Figure 5.22 illustrates each pattern by the number of cases it was observed being applied as a
solution to getting residents involved in shared outdoor spaces. 40 patterns were identified as
operating within all four cases; 24 patterns within three cases; 7 patterns within two cases; and just 1
pattern (57. Public access) in only one case. When findings are replicated across cases, external validity
is increased (see Chapter 3.6), and therefore patterns occurring within three or more cases are deemed
to have a higher level of external validation. As such, 64 of the patterns are likely to apply to similar

cohousing developments in the UK.

Patterns occurring within two cases or less reflect solutions that respond more closely to the specific
context characteristics of those cases. For example, the patterns ‘35. Being alone’ and ‘62. Pocket retreat’
occurred in cases with larger numbers of residents, where residents had less access to small private
spaces or where data was collected during the pandemic when residents had a greater need for
personal space. The pattern ‘57. Public access’ occurred within one case only and, therefore, did not
initially meet the replication criteria to be considered a pattern. However, ‘57. Public access’ was
considered potentially significant as a solution for dealing with the integration of the site within the
wider neighbourhood. Similar public through-routes were observed in earlier site visits in cases that
occupied land areas between two public spaces or streets but weren’t included in the research due to
the pandemic. Therefore ‘57. Public access’ was formed as a pattern for its potential applicability to
cohousing developments that share this spatial characteristic that affords public cut-throughs for

surrounding residents.
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1. Shared intentions 19. Individual knowhow 37. Networks & hubs 55. Commonhouse spill out
2. An evolving vision 20. Solo enterprise 38. Online platforms 56. Open gateways
3. Value in diversity 21. Self-build in stages 39. Peer to peer 57. Public access
4. Self-selecting group 22. Quick fixes 40. Friends of the group 58. Small private plot
5. A steady core 23. Trial-runs & mock-up  41. Good neighbours 59. Permeable buffers
6. A manifesto 24. Reuse & repurpose 42. Point of contact 60. Leftover space
7. Policies & agreements ~ 25. Rewilding the garden  43. Hiring out 61. Wilderness
8. Picture in many ways 26. An allocated budget 44 Resident-experts 62. Pocket retreat
9. Signposting 27. A cottage industry 45. Open days 63. Dedicated play area
10. Open channels 28. Growing produce 46. Neighbourhood events  64. Moveable furniture
1. Whole group consensus 29. Composting 47. Hosting 65. The noticeboard
12. Smaller working groups 30. The unwritten rules 48. Taking part in research 66. Signs, instructions & [b.
13. Having a say 31. Creative play 49. Living in the city 67. Get to know the group
14. Commun. training 32. Celebrations & trads.  50. Housing cluster 68. Expanded scope
15. Decision logging 33. A shared meal 51. Restricting cars 69. Technical advisor
16. A learning project 34. Connecting to nature  52. Central green 7o0. Group facilitator
17. Pooling resources 35. Being alone 53. Shared utilities & stor.  71. Go-between
18. Communal workdays ~ 36. Personalise 54. Central landmarks 72. Design for adaption

Figure 5.23. A Venn diagram of social, spatial and organisational qualities of the patterns.
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Type of findings and complexity

Evaluating the type of data captured within the patterns can help confirm the research design's
operationalisation (see Chapter 3.6). Each pattern summary was read to identify any social, spatial or
organisational aspects of urban commoning related within it and mapped onto a respective Venn
diagram. Figure 5.23 illustrates the wide range of findings produced from the research methodology
covering a complex breadth of interrelated spatial, social and organisational aspects of urban
commoning in cohousing landscapes. The patterns captured single aspects of urban commoning, such
as the spatial findings in ‘49. Living in the city’ and ‘50. Housing cluster’, the social findings in ‘1. Shared
intentions’ and ‘9. Individual knowhow’, and organisational findings in ‘9. Signposting’, and 7.
Policies & agreements’. Further to this, the patterns can capture the relations and overlap between
social, spatial and organisational aspects of urban commoning. For example, pattern ‘51. Restricting
cars’ describes a multi-stranded approach to minimising car traffic on the site by spatially locating car
parking towards the edge of the area, establishing social norms for reducing car use, and organising
policies and membership agreements on car-sharing and ownership. Similarly, pattern ‘25. Rewilding
the garden’ considers the garden as a space, the social notion and activity of ‘rewilding’, and organising
how rewilding is managed and rules for using that space. Overall, the patterns capture a broad range
of findings relating to group roles, decision-making, learning and communication; activities and the
adaption of space; spatial arrangements and signs; events, placemaking and enterprise. This

demonstrates how patterns can capture the multifaceted nature of urban commons as assemblages.
Pattern relations and centrality

The findings produced in this research are captured within each pattern and in the
relationships between the patterns. These relationships were identified firstly through the thick
descriptions in the case study reports and documented under each pattern description. Associations
between patterns exist where one pattern is combined with others to create or support another pattern,
or alternative patterns exist that can solve similar problems. For example, residents in Grove Villa
cohousing had little access to a small private plot [58] or dedicated play space [63] and expressed a
need to be alone [35] in the shared garden and suggested a quiet space [62] could be located close to
the woodland area [61] to connect to nature [34], where others would know not to disturb them [30].
Therefore, pattern ‘62. A pocket retreat’ shares a relationship with other patterns that contribute to its
making [30, 34, 61]; describe activities that happen within it [38, 35], or are alternative or
complementary approaches [38, 35]. The connections between patterns were initially documented on
each pattern card to facilitate the selection and implementation of patterns for users of the card game.
When visualised using a method similar to social network analysis (figure 5.24), it demonstrates the

complex interconnected structure of the pattern language as a whole.
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Figure 5.24. A network analysis of the relations between patterns demonstrates the highly interconnected nature
of a pattern language and the centrality of key higher-level patterns.
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This structure resembles a network, suggesting pattern language methodologies can capture the
interrelated characteristics of urban assemblages. The network analysis illustrates the ‘degree of
centrality’ —the number of connections a pattern has to others—by the pattern number’s proximity to
the centre of the diagram and the node's colour. Patterns that are highly connected to others are more
centrally positioned in the diagram and have warmer coloured nodes; patterns that are less connected
to others are positioned towards the outside of the diagram and have cooler coloured nodes. The
diagram reveals patterns with a high degree of centrality—32. Celebrations & traditions’, ‘29.
Composting’, 24. Reuse & recycle’, 26. An allocated budget’, and ‘30. The unwritten rules’—and a low
degree of centrality—‘62. Pocket retreat’, ‘64. Moveable furniture’, ‘4. Self-selecting group’, and ‘47.
Hosting’. The degree of centrality does not indicate the importance of one pattern over another but
that certain core or high-level patterns are useful in unlocking, understanding or applying other

patterns.
Navigating patterns by stakeholders, layout and tensions

Figure 5.25 illustrates how the spatially oriented patterns could manifest in physical form as a
‘typical’ cohousing development. This illustration is a potentially useful way for users of the pattern
language to visually navigate some of the patterns by illustrating the solutions as physical examples
rather than an abstract phrase. This diagram shows just one possible way the patterns could come
together to create a cohousing development and doesn’t demonstrate all the potential ways residents
could interpret and adapt these patterns to suit their site and circumstances. For example, the pattern
‘62. Pocket retreat’— small niches towards the edges of the site that, when occupied, signal the person
wants to be alone— is shown in this illustration as a bench under a pergola in a quiet corner of the site.
However, this has been variously demonstrated in the cases studied as a bench surrounded by shrubs,
small patio space or a fenced-off kitchen garden. Therefore, caution should be taken not to interpret

this diagram as the right or only way the patterns could spatially manifest.

Chapter 2.5 outlines a conceptual framework for cohousing landscapes as urban commons to
demonstrate how cohousing communities negotiate the relations between other members and
stakeholders across multiple scales to collectively govern the shared landscapes. Mapping the patterns
within this framework (figure 5.26) illustrates how they can mediate the relations between the
individual, community, and external contacts. Patterns such as ‘13. Having a say’ and “20. Individual
enterprise’ focus on ensuring residents have the opportunity to express their opinion and retain some
level of personal control over the shared spaces. ‘35. Being alone’, ’62. Pocket retreat’ and ’'58. Small
private plot’ attempt to balance the predominantly shared spaces of cohousing developments with the
need for privacy. At the community scale, patterns are oriented towards finding a shared ground

between residents to reduce conflict [1, 2, 5, 6], facilitating decision-making [9, 11-14], working together
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in creating, maintaining [15, 17-22, 24 26] and using shared spaces [27, 28-34] and spaces that afford
cohesion [50-52, 57-66]. The remaining patterns deal with the relations between the group and

external actors, including the use of networks [37-40], adaptive access for the public [42-44, 48, 53, 56]

and collaborating with design practitioners [14, 46, 67-72].
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Figure 5.25. The spatial patterns mapped onto an axonometric diagram of a typical cohousing development.
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Figure 5.26. The patterns mapped onto the urban commons’ framework derived from the literature review highlight
the role patterns play in negotiating the relationships between individual members and the whole group, internally
and externally, with a range of stakeholders.
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Figure 5.27. Patterns mapped across emergent spectrums of opposite tensions in cohousing landscapes.
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Mapping the patterns in different ways to explore how to navigate the pattern language
revealed how patterns, as solution-orientated ideas, were negotiating various types of tensions.
Furthermore, feedback from participating cohousing residents during the later stages of the research
suggests that the patterns didn’t adequately convey the challenges in participating in the shared
outdoor spaces in cohousing. The pattern language format presents problems from a solution-based
perspective, and the challenges and complexities involved in making that happen sometimes are
concealed within the simplified instructional texts within patterns. This confirmed that the tensions
coming to the surface within the case studies and mapping the different relations between patterns
was worth further exploration. Figure 5.27 illustrates five of the tensions that emerged from this
exploratory mapping process, including private—shared, agency—organisation, DIY—expertise,
insider—outsider, and uncertain—fixed. Mapping the patterns along the tensions within cohousing
helps to acknowledge the challenges and problems cohousing groups face and make it easier to
navigate patterns from a problem-focused starting point. The tensions highlighted here provide a first
step towards theory building on residents’ involvement in shared landscapes and form a framework

for discussing how patterns in resolving these tensions in the following Chapter 6.

These different explorative mappings of the patterns reveal relationships between patterns to
illustrate how it operates as a language. It begins to demonstrate how pattern languages can capture
the assemblage like qualities of urban places by capturing interconnected social, spatial and
organisational aspects of cohousing landscapes as urban commons and the complex relationships
between those patterns. Finally the explorative mapping plays a role in identify broader emergent
themes from the patterns, that reveal the types of tensions that the patterns are attempting to resolve

in cohousing landscapes.

54 The Game

Due to the impact of the pandemic on limiting in-person and interactive events, workshops to
test the pattern language were undertaken opportunistically to provide some initial insight into the
validity, usability and potential impact of the card game. Four events were held in 2021 to get feedback
from participants and other relevant stakeholders. These included a Zoom presentation to present the
pattern language to the residents [redacted], a problem-solving card game workshop for residents
[redacted], an online presentation and workshops for community-led housing stakeholders, and a
lecture and scenario building card game workshop for undergraduate landscape architecture students
(see Table 5.2). A copy of the card game and an accompanying instruction booklet (Appendix F) were
posted to all the other participating groups. This section briefly describes each workshop and its

findings as an initial step towards testing and evaluating the pattern language.
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Format Date Participants Output(s)

Presentation (zoom) Feb 21 [Redacted] residents Verbal feedback on the pattern language
Workshop 1: Sep ‘21 [Redacted] residents Observations and photos of the
Problem-solving workshop

Workshop 2: Oct ‘21 Community-led housing Reflective notes

Problem-solving (zoom) stakeholders

Workshop 3: Nov ‘21 Undergraduate landscape students ~ Feedback forms from students

Scenario building

Table s5.2. Table showing the different ways and contexts in which the pattern language card game was
disseminated and tested.

Workshop 1: Problem-solving with an established cohousing group

A problem-solving workshop was undertaken as a 1-hour activity with residents [redacted]
following a workday. The workshop was designed to help residents identify their shared visions for the
shared outdoor spaces, the challenges in achieving those visions and develop solutions to overcome
those challenges. Before being shown the pattern language cards, residents were asked to write down
ideas and challenges for the shared outdoor spaces on post-it notes and then share them with the rest
of the group. These included wishes and challenges around several themes that help to confirm and
validate some of the patterns and understand how the card game functions as a collaborative tool
between residents. Following this, residents were given the pattern language deck of cards and asked
to play a card game, prompting them to develop imaginative responses to the challenges, using the

cards in their hands (figure 5.28). Finally, residents were asked to interpret the solution cards they had

selected into actionable solutions in small groups.

Figure 5.28. Photo of a workshop held with [redacted] cohousing to reimagine new solutions to the challenges they
faced in their shared outdoor spaces.
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The first visioning exercise highlighted both wishes for and challenges around organising
shared labour, space for outdoor events and meals, children’s play space, time alone and for relaxation,
connecting to nature or beauty, and decision-making conflicts. The key themes arising from the
workshop confirmed the problems and drivers underpinning many of the patterns identified in the
research, including communal workdays (18), a shared meal (33), celebrations & traditions (32),
dedicated play areas (63), being alone (35), connecting to nature (34) and decision logging (15). During
the workshop, a resident spoke of recognising several patterns in their own setting, including
identifying a prominent tree in the centre of their site as the pattern '54. Central landmarks’. In
addition to this, the need for outdoor shelter, possibly prompted by the increased need to hold
activities outdoors in all weathers during the pandemic, arose as a new potential pattern that didn’t
easily fit into any existing patterns. In this way, the workshop confirmed existing and identified new

patterns.

In addition to confirming the research, the workshops also highlighted how the pattern
language worked as a card game. Residents were initially concerned that it would take too long to read
the whole pattern for each card in their hand, so it was suggested that they only read the pattern name
and picture for the game's purpose. This proved successful in that residents were able to get the gist
of what the patterns meant from this small amount of information, with some residents reading the
more detailed description if they were interested in developing the pattern into an idea of the proposal.
Further, the game successfully prompted residents to create new ideas for the shared outdoor spaces
from their selected patterns. This included building a new covered terrace to host family and friends
from the patterns ‘52. Central Green’ and ‘64. Moveable furniture’ and options for reducing car use
from pattern ‘s1. Restricting cars’. Other unusual ideas included an “annual kipper throwing
competition” and a “giant waterproof blackboard” prompted by the patterns ‘32. Celebrations and
traditions’ and ‘65. The noticeboard’. Although it is yet to be seen if and how these ideas are agreed
upon and implemented in practice, the workshops demonstrated that residents could understand the

pattern cards and interpret the patterns to produce specific ideas suited to the group and context.
Workshop 2: An online workshop with a community-led home network

The workshop was undertaken as a short 20-minute activity following an online talk as part of
an online community-led homes event. Attendees were put into small breakout groups to discuss their
vision, challenges and ideas for their projects after being provided with a selection of cards on Google
Jamboard. Hosting a workshop in this way was very challenging for several reasons. Firstly, 20 minutes
was not long enough for the groups to introduce themselves and discuss the activity. Secondly,
attendees were from different organisations and communities, and therefore it was difficult for them

to work together and understand the different contexts each participant was working in. Thirdly, the
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technology was prohibitive in allowing residents to interact physically with the cards, with some
attendees being unfamiliar or uncomfortable with using google jam board. As such, I could not get
adequate feedback from attendees on the workshop. Although it may be possible to translate this
workshop online, given more time and working with participants who already knew each other,

workshops were generally more successful and interactive if held in person.
Workshop 3: Scenario-building with undergraduate students

The workshop was undertaken as a short 30-minute activity, following a lecture on the research,
for students involved in a landscape housing design module. The workshop was designed to help
students consider how future residents may get involved with their housing design projects and
develop appropriate design solutions in response. As an imaginary housing design project, it can be
challenging for students to imagine how the spaces they design will be used and adapted in the future
and by who. The random way the cards were dealt to students reflected the unknown aspects of how
spaces will be used in the future. Following the workshop, 21 students filled in a feedback form

(Appendix F).

Overall, the card game workshop successfully prompted students to develop scenarios for how
residents would get involved in their housing design. All 21 students who filled in the feedback form
agreed that the card game helped establish a scenario for resident involvement in their housing design
project. These included scenarios such as temporary events or other changes over time, community
governance and organisation, ways of using residents’ skills and knowledge, activities that could occur
on-site, the community’s values and characteristics, consideration for budgets materials and time, and
finally, personalisation of spaces. In particular, the cards prompted students to consider the temporal
aspects of resident involvement, including factors occurring before, during, and after constructing
their housing design. For example, one student described how the cards had prompted a monthly
community event scenario: “Residents will have [a] monthly event day...where they can participate in
different activities such as shared meals where they can get to know each other and future new residents.”
This was further reflected in the words and phrases used by students in their feedback comments such

«“ »” o« » o«

as “instigate”, “future”, “across the year”, “starting point”, and “evolving”, which suggest consideration
for the processual and temporal aspects of housing design. When asked what else they got out of
playing the game, students felt that the workshop helped them to consider the role of design
practitioners in community-led housing and gain a good understanding of the variety of ways residents
could get involved in housing design. Other comments included that the card game format was fun,

interesting or interactive and provided an opportunity to learn from other students’ ideas.

One of the challenges students found in developing scenarios was feeling restricted by the

cards they had been dealt. This was the case if all, or many, of the cards were from the same or similar
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categories or if students had been dealt blue ‘establishing a vision’ cards, as these were harder for
students to interpret. This suggested that the way the cards are distributed needs to be considered to
work with the game and participants. Further to this, some cards may be more relevant than others to
specific types of stakeholders. Ways to avoid this in the future include allowing players to swap

irrelevant or hard-to-understand cards or designing the exercise to get more relevant cards.

17 out of 21 students agreed that the card game prompted them to think of new design ideas.
These included ideas referring to incorporating wild spaces in a way that would bring social value to
the site or more flexible and under-designed spaces to afford greater potential for residents to adapt
them in the future. However, it was harder for students to articulate how these ideas would be spatially
manifested. For example, one student described their design idea as “play areas that can be adapted’,
but no detail about the spatial form that would allow adaption to happen. The lack of specificity could
be for several reasons. Firstly, how the data was gathered through feedback forms didn’t give students
the space to elaborate on or draw those ideas. Secondly, several students said that there wasn’t enough
time in the workshop to develop these ideas in detail. Thirdly, a common suggestion to improve the
workshop given by students was to include more specific examples of patterns, scenarios or
communities to help students interpret or apply those ideas in their own projects. Although giving
more real-life examples of the patterns could be a useful way of supporting players to understand and
interpret patterns, I found that many of the design ideas students gave were very similar to the few
examples I had given in the preceding lecture. Therefore, further research is required to explore ways
of facilitating how patterns can be interpreted and adapted by users of the language, further

highlighting the need for design practitioners in a facilitating role.
Resident feedback

Following the workshops or posting the pack of cards, some residents provided feedback on the card
game by email. The resident feedback helped reinforce the findings and affirm that the participatory
research approach had been beneficial to those involved. This feedback also provided additional ideas
for how the card game could be used. For example, a resident suggested using a single card to prompt
weekly discussions on the shared outdoor spaces, as the short span of a single game wasn’t enough
time to work through some of the issues raised. Further, the resident raised the idea that the card
game would be useful as a digital resource. Although the previous online workshop had not been
entirely successful, there could remain scope for the sharing of cards as a discussion prompt in a digital
format. Therefore, further exploration of ways of using the card game and experimentation in the

delivered form is required.
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5.5 Conclusions

This chapter contributes to the research objectives; 1) to identify patterns of urban commoning
in cohousing landscapes and 2) to develop and test a pattern language for urban commoning in
cohousing landscapes. Firstly, it outlines the 72 patterns of urban commoning identified in the selected
cohousing cases. In addition, the replication, breadth and interconnectivity of the findings are
explored through various explorative mapping exercises, helping to justify and validate the grounded
pattern research methodology developed in Chapter 3 to capture the complexities of urban commons
as assemblages. Initial testing of the pattern language as a card game in a series of workshops also
helped validate some of the patterns and explore the potential impact of the pattern language. The
workshops support the contribution of the pattern language as a useful tool for workshops with
cohousing residents and designers to evaluate existing practices and stimulate new ideas for residents'
involvement in shared landscapes. However, the workshops also highlight the need for further testing
and refinement of the pattern language card game, discussed further in Chapter 8 conclusions. Finally,
the chapter also provides a framework for exploring the 3™ research objective: to contribute to the
theory of urban commons. The tensions emerging from the explorative pattern mapping form the basis
for discussing the patterns in the context of the various challenges in getting involved in shared

outdoor spaces experienced by cohousing residents in the next Chapter.
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6 DISCUSSION

The analysis outlined in section 5.3 demonstrates the relationships between the 72 patterns as
alanguage, including explorative mapping of the patterns around the challenges residents experienced
in achieving collective involvement in the shared outdoor spaces (figure 5.27). This exercise revealed
five significant tensions underlying residents’ participation in cohousing landscapes, emerging from
the clustering of patterns around the broader tensions they attempted to resolve. This included the
tensions of private/shared, agency/structure, DIY/expertise, insider/outsider, and fixed/uncertain.
These tensions broadly summarise the conflicts cohousing communities attempt to negotiate through

their collective involvement in shared outdoor spaces, forming the basis for this discussion chapter.

The focus on tensions, two opposing concepts, rather than singular themes, is important in
this research to understand how patterns resolve or balance conflicting drivers. Identifying patterns
captures the unresolved tensions that drive the need for a solution in the first place, and as such,
“[p]atterns have the potential to capture the principles and inner dynamics of self-organization”
(Helfrich, 2015, p.30). In this way, patterns can be understood, not as discrete things, but emerging
from and impacting upon wider contextual forces. Therefore, this chapter describes in more detail the
underlying problems that drive the formation of recurring solutions in the shared outdoor spaces of
cohousing, contributing to spectrums between polarities of different kinds. These polarities are
discussed in the first five sections of this chapter, which explore the underlying tensions and the
patterns employed to resolve them, drawing upon the evidence from the cases studied and wider
cohousing literature. This includes literature not previously highlighted in the literature review in
response to the emergent findings in this research such as the use of working groups (Chatterton, 2014;
Berggren, 2020), differences in meaning between private and public spaces (Coolen and Meesters, 2012)
and cohousing residents connection to nature (Kirby, 2003; Glass, 2020). In doing so, the discussion
seeks to not only highlight ‘what works’ as best practice in cohousing, but it also unveils the everyday

negotiations, challenges, conflicts and strains cohousing residents experience in trying to achieve this.

The idea that cohousing straddles opposing ideas has been recognised by other cohousing

researchers. Many cohousing researchers highlight the physical characteristics of cohousing
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combining private homes with shared spaces and draw attention to the reduction of privacy and
private facilities to maximise shared space and social interaction. In Axelsson’s thesis on cohousing
(2014), the dialectic experience of cohousing residents living both as individuals and as a collective is
examined, highlighting the contrasting yet dependent relationship between resident and community.
Williams (2005) discusses the need for homogeneity in residents’ attitudes and diversity in their skills
and interests to maximise social interaction. The apparent paradox that cohousing residents
simultaneously seek independence and freedom, alongside reciprocity and interdependence, is raised
(Axelsson, 2014; Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020). Finally, the tension between cohousing as a
grassroots development that operates within top-down institutional contexts and frameworks and the
potential for intermediary collaboration is also discussed (Tummers, 2015; Fernandez Arrigoitia and
Tummers, 2019; Lang, Carriou and Czischke, 2020). By structuring the discussion around the five
tensions identified in the analysis, this chapter furthers the discourse on the apparent conflicts within
cohousing. This helps create a more complex and realistic picture of residents’ experience of living in
cohousing, beyond the predominant advocacy-based literature. The significance of this chapter is that
it provides a realistic portrayal of the everyday challenges residents face in achieving urban
commoning in a residential setting and how these challenges can be overcome through ongoing, long-

term processes of response and adaption.

6.1  Private / Shared
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Figure 6.1. Patterns that afford different levels of privacy, sharing and interaction in shared outdoor spaces.

The shared / privacy theme describes the tensions between maximising shared spaces
for interaction and creating areas for privacy and personalisation, balanced by permeable
buffers and temporary or tolerated appropriation. The cohousing cases demonstrate a spectrum
of territoriality across private, communal and occasionally public spaces within site, reflecting the
typical cohousing design principles (see e.g. McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994; Meltzer, 2001;
Jarvis, 2011; Ruiu, 2014) for maximising shared spaces to encourage social interaction while retaining
elements of privacy with individual homes. By straddling this middle ground between design for social

interaction and individual homes for privacy, the cohousing cases in this research reveal both tensions
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and resolutions between the personal need for privacy and a shared ambition to live more communally.
This tension is explored through patterns in site layouts and ownership models that afford sharing and
communality, alongside individual territorial practices and understandings within those spaces (see
figure 6.1). The patterns permeable buffers (59) and pocket retreats (62) ease the tensions between

the need for privacy and communality in the cases studied.

Spatial arrangements for social interaction

a. 'pedestrian street’ b. ‘courtyard’ c. ‘tombination’ d. ‘one building”

Figure 6.2. Diagram of typical cohousing arrangements, adapted from McCamant, K. & Durrett, C., (1994).

The site layouts of the cohousing cases in this study are designed around key patterns that
encourage social interaction, reflecting the well-documented cohousing design principles. The
patterns reflecting these design principles (illustrated in figures 6.3-6.6) include a housing cluster
(50)—inward-facing groups of homes clustered around a shared internal or outdoor space; central
green (52)—grass lawn in the centre of or otherwise overlooked by houses—and a commonhouse
spillout (55)—a small area immediately outside the common house, shared utilities and storage
(53) such as bin & bike stores, compost heaps, sheds, greenhouses and wood stores. The hared spaces
were generally buffered (59) from private spaces and defended from traffic by restricting cars (51)
in various ways, including locating car parking towards the edge of the site, restricting traffic through
the site, and encouraging car reduction policies. The key design principles in each case study are
uniquely adapted to meet the characteristics and requirements of the group and site, demonstrating
the need for spatial principles to be customised to differing cultures and geographies (Tummers, 2015).
This research noted variations in the layout of housing clusters, determined by the site limitations,
and whether groups were undertaking purpose-built construction or renovating existing buildings.
The cases demonstrated both linear and curved clusters of new build houses or internal clusters within
renovated buildings, corresponding to McCamant, Durret & Hertzman’s typologies for Danish
cohousing layouts (1994) (see figure 6.2). The cases, therefore, demonstrate how the typical design

principles that encourage social interaction in cohousing have been applied to a range of contexts.
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Key:

50. Housing cluster

51. Restricting cars

52. Central green

53. Shared utilities & storage
58. Small private plot

59. Permeable buffers

Figure 6.3. (Top) The patterns
reflect the key cohousing design
principles to encourage social
interaction at Poplar House, with a
‘courtyard’ type housing
arrangement.

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.4. (Bottom) The patterns
reflect the key cohousing design
principles to encourage social
interaction at Timber Lane, with a
‘combination’ type housing
arrangement.

[Image redacted]
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[Image redacted]

Figure 6.5. The patterns reflect the key cohousing design principles to encourage social interaction at Grove
Villa, with a ‘one building’ type housing arrangement.

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.6. The patterns reflect the key cohousing design principles to encourage social interaction at Cobble
Yard, with a ‘courtyard’ type housing arrangement.
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Housing cluster layouts that define centralised outdoor spaces in the cohousing cases (e.g.
‘pedestrian street’, ‘courtyard’ and ‘combination’) enable key design principles for social interaction in
the landscape to be more readily implemented. For example, the inward facing ‘courtyard’ and
‘combination’ housing arrangements evident in Poplar House, Timber Lane, and Cobble Yard (figures
6.3, 6.4 & 6.6) afford a central green (52), commonhouse spillout (55), permeable buffers (59),
central landmarks (54), and restricting cars (51) in the protected centre of the site. These spaces
afforded a wide range of social activities, including creative play (31), celebrations and traditions
(32), and shared meals (33) and residents of these cases describe the importance of living in a housing

cluster that overlooks outdoor shared spaces, for feeling a connection to others and being able to

supervise children while they play.

Figure 6.7. The central retention pond acts as a landmark, reflecting the community’s sustainable ethos and acting
as a meeting place for residents and visitors.

“[The architect] tweaked [the houses] so you've got that the lovely [curved shape] now
and...that works in terms of [being] a statement about the community, how the architecture
reflects the values of the community and being a shared space” —Poplar House resident

In addition to the known cohousing design principles for social interaction, the cases
highlighted the pattern central landmarks (54) as a symbolic feature of the group's shared ambition
that acted as a meeting place or magnet to bring people together. Residents living in cases with inward-
facing clusters frequently referred to notable trees, water features or polytunnels that acted as a visual
reminder of the groups’ ethos or achievements. For example, all the residents interviewed at Timber
Lane referred to the central pond as an important site element and was often used as a recognisable
meeting place to start or end interviews (figure 6.7). Therefore, the pattern central landmarks (54)
were identified as a way of reinforcing and expressing the community’s shared intentions,
achievements and identity and being a feature that brings residents together and by which to navigate

the site. This idea has rarely been discussed in cohousing literature and isn’t mentioned as a key design
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principle. The idea is briefly mentioned by Ruiu (2015), in a study where cohousing residents identify
both the commonhouse and central lawn as key landmarks. Sanguinetti also suggests central and
prominent common spaces and community projects in cohousing serve as “features that may enhance
connection to community via symbolic meaning” (2014, p. 92). This finding reinforces the idea that the
site's physical layout has an important symbolic meaning and practical, serving as a physical reminder
and expression of the groups’ identity and values. The pattern central landmarks (54) contributes a
potential additional cohousing design principle for both design practitioners and communities to

consider during the design stage.
Spatial arrangements for social seclusion or division

Grove Villa and Poplar House chose to renovate existing buildings and retain other existing
features of the site. This resulted in layouts that were atypical of cohousing design principles. For
example, the housing cluster layout of Grove Villa was determined by the division of a large central
existing building into smaller private living units connected by internal corridors and common spaces
(figure 6.5). This resulted in the dispersal of outdoor spaces outside the building with no clearly
defined central shared outdoor space and each dwelling having a different view over the site. The lack
of a single central outdoor space resulted in several separate outdoor social spaces and no central
overlooked meeting points. Therefore, adapting existing historical sites and buildings created
additional challenges for the site's design as residents had to work with features atypical of cohousing,
such as through-roads and outward-facing buildings. The cases in this research reinforce the principle
of creating safe, defensible and overlooked central shared spaces, which is well recognised in
cohousing and broader residential design guidelines (Newman, 1973; Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian,
1988; Williams, 2005). In addition, it highlights the challenge of retrofitting existing buildings that are
not physically suited to encouraging social interaction, something that Beck (2020) suggests cohousing

groups should consider when choosing a potential site.

Further unconventional spatial features were identified in the cases, including two examples
of outlier dwellings and individual houses located away from the main housing cluster. In Cobble Yard,
the layout of the existing farm buildings included a dwelling towards the edge of the site, away from
the main courtyard [redacted] (figure 6.6). Similarly, Grove Villa had one dwelling outside the main
interior cluster of flats, and another planned to be built towards the edge of the site. [Redacted]. A
study by Williams (2005), suggests the subdivision of housing clusters and a lack of connection to

central shared facilities can create social division and reduced social interaction.
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Figure 6.8. One of the central greens between each sub-cluster of houses at Timber Lane.

“I tend to spend more time at this end of the site because I live there...people tend to [use the
green closest to their house]...Other people will move if they see someone else out, otherwise
they stay at the end where they are.” —Timber Lane resident

To combat the social division, Williams, in the same study, recommends the location of shared
facilities at the centre of, or at equal distances from, different subclusters of housing to encourage
residents to access and interact with each other in common areas. Findings from the Timber Lane case
reinforce this understanding. In this case, residents described two territorial subclusters emerging
from the division of the housing cluster around two central lawns at different levels (figure 6.8).
Residents colloquially referred to themselves as ‘East-enders’ and ‘West-enders’ to describe their closer
affiliation and use of the central greens adjacent to where they lived. Residents tended to have greater
input into the design and decision-making of the green they lived most immediate to and more
frequent interaction with neighbours with whom they shared it. Despite this clear social and spatial
subdivision, there was an even stronger connection to the centrally positioned pond as a central
landmark (54) and the commonhouse positioned between the two subclusters. In this case, the

physical division between the two ends of the site was overcome by a larger sense of connectedness to
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the community as a whole and access to the centrally positioned facilities and spaces that could
regularly bring residents from either end of the site together. The findings of this research generally
reinforce the view that the division of housing into different clusters or outlying dwellings should be
avoided. However, it also suggests that dispersed or divided layouts can be overcome if shared facilities
and landmarks are positioned in the centre of the housing cluster and are regularly used by all
residents. In such a case, dispersed or subdivided layouts could have the potential benefit of providing

varying degrees of privacy for residents and hyper-local decision-making and ownership over space.
A need for personal space within a shared ownership model

Although cohousing is predominantly designed around sharing and social interaction, there
remained a need for some level of privacy and control over spaces. The ownership model of cohousing
plays a strong role in delineating the legal aspects of private and shared ownership within site.
Cohousing can take on various ownership types, including privately-owned, cooperatively-owned or
rented (Jakobsen and Larsen, 2019). The cohousing groups studied generally adopted a mix of private
and shared ownership models, achieved through formal group structures—companies, cooperatives,
or community land trusts—to tap into existing legal frameworks that enabled the group to buy and
develop the site collectively. Residents are then considered equal members, shareholders or directors
of the registered body that own the site, with each resident then owning, leasing or renting their home

from the group.

“We're all directors of the company...as soon as you become part of the community, you put
your money in to purchase your share then you are a director...we sold the properties to
ourselves, which has been very complicated because we are both freehold and leaseholders at
the same time.” —Poplar House resident

As the resident hints at above, when joining a cohousing community, each resident adopts
multiple roles, as both a private homeowner or renter and community developer-manager. This
structure, therefore, allows cohousing communities autonomy to develop and manage the site in a
way that reflects the group's values and intentions and at the same time gives each resident a form of
private ownership over their own home. The differences between residents’ ownership and sense of
belonging to the shared landscapes in cohousing have not previously been a focus in cohousing
literature. This research highlighted a more unconventional relationship between legal ownership and
a sense of belonging to outdoor spaces. Cohousing residents were generally resistant to ‘privatising’
any areas of the site in a way that would be formally recognised, but in practice, spaces closer to the
home were generally used, managed, and personalised by those living closest to them on an informal
basis. This relationship is underpinned by cohousing residents’ shared understanding that anything

outside the home's immediate footprint was mostly considered shared.
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"Everything outside, all the landscape and all the space outside of the house is shared and
managed by [Cobble Yard], which is the company [where] the people that are aiming to live
there or do live there are the directors.” —Resident

Residents in the cases studied didn’t legally own a front or back garden or other outdoor space
(except for the back gardens at Timber Lane). Instead, the shared ownership models emphasise the
joint ownership of the majority, if not all, of the outdoor spaces. In most cases, the legal delineation
between private and communal ownership is marked by the external envelope of the home. Some
residents were fundamentally against the principle that anyone should be allocated any personal
outdoor space or kept to a minimum. However, this did not reflect their desire for differing levels of
privacy and control over areas immediately adjacent to their homes for other residents. This ambiguity
in ownership of the external spaces in cohousing is reflected in Research by Ruiu, who found
“cohousers strongly defended their private spaces, which correspond to their homes, but they are not
always able to define external spaces, for example, front or back yards” (2016b, p. 405). This issue was
noted more in less established cohousing groups, [redacted] where groups had yet to develop
agreements for dealing with the abrupt transition between private and shared. A resident [redacted]
described feeling frustrated by not adapting the space in front of their home to place a small table and

chairs to eat outside during the summer. Another resident [redacted] explains:

“Essentially as soon as you step outside your door you're in a shared territory, so you don’t
own that. I think that’s been quite hard for people to get their heads round to some extent
because that’s slightly unusual, but by the same token I think it’s really important that you
can think of all of this as potentially shared.”

The idea that the outdoor spaces immediately adjacent to the dwelling are shared rather than
private contradicts the well-established theory of creating defensible buffer spaces and a gradual
transition between private homes and public or shared spaces (Newman, 1973; Williams, 2005). There
was evidence that a total lack of buffer space between private dwellings and shared space did not
function well, becoming a territorial void or “no man's land”. [Redacted], for example, where the
placement of new build houses close to a boundary fence (see figure 6.9) resulted in a rarely used,
narrow green space at the back of houses. This area was designated as a shared space by residents in
principle but was seldom used in this way for several reasons. Residents whose homes backed onto
this space didn’t feel like they were allowed to personalise or territorialise this area by placing objects
within it, as it could encroach upon the shared use of the space. At the same time, the location at the
back of residents’ homes and proximity to windows with views into residents’ kitchen and living rooms
made other residents feel uncomfortable using this space. Further to this, the area was narrow and

shady, making it less desirable to use than the other sunnier, overlooked central lawn spaces.
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Figure 6.9. Unused shared space at the back of residents’ houses is impersonal and rarely used.

“Where we were round the back [of the new buildings] there, that’s everybody’s area, but at
the same time, that’s next to their house. People would feel a bit odd just going and sitting
around there. Except you wouldn’t because it’s sunnier in the main garden so you wouldn’t

need to. So there is those issues about using the space.” —[Redacted] resident

The suggestion that residents were unlikely to use this space, except for the resident who
walked their dog, was reflected in my experience during the resident’s walking tours. Only those who
lived adjacent to the ‘back of house’ space felt comfortable taking me through there during their
interviews, as illustrated by the blue line in figure 6.10. A resident who lived in a dwelling further away
from the ‘back of house’ space didn’t take me through this area on their walking tour, taking a longer
route to walk around it, illustrated by the pink line in figure 6.10. In this case, the resident asked
permission from another resident who lived next to the ‘back of house’ space before going into the
‘walled kitchen garden’ area, also located behind the new build houses. On the one hand, the lack of
definition in the use and territorialisation of the space, so as not to limit its function by allocating the
space to a single resident, gives the space ‘loose’ qualities. However, the space lacks the affordance and
flexibility of multiple activities associated with ‘loose space’, as Franck and Stevens describe “[fJor a
site to become loose, people themselves must recognize the possibilities inherent in it and make use of
those possibilities for their own ends” (2006, p. 2). Instead, it may be considered a kind of ‘non-place’,
a term that more accurately describes the lack of connection people have to the space and lack of

references to groups or people (Augé, 2008). In this case, non-place has occurred not due to dereliction,
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transience, or sterility, but a misalignment between the intended designation of space and the uses it
naturally affords. The lack of territory or ‘deterritorialisation’ in this space, nonetheless gives it ‘smooth’
characteristics, an emptiness with the potential for new territorial expressions to be inscribed in the
future (Dovey, 2010), which did inevitably happen during a later visit to the site, where the group had

incorporated raised planting beds managed by individual residents to resolve this problem.

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.10. A map of two different residents’ walking tour routes around [Redacted].
Small private plots & permeable buffers

Many of the cohousing cases studied employed permeable buffers to resolve the problems
associated with the immediate transition between privately owned dwellings and collectively owned
outdoor spaces. Just as the gradation of space between private and public is widely recognised in
residential design, the need for buffer spaces between residents’ homes and shared spaces is
emphasised in the cohousing literature and design principles (Durrett and McCamant, 2011). However,
the spatial characteristics and social understanding of private-shared buffer spaces in cohousing

generally differ from the private-public transition in more conventional residential homes. They are
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generally more transparent and open, and secondly, they have more complex and blurred

management forms.

Figure 6.11. A narrow strip and porch provide a permeable buffer between the house and the shared path.

Residents in several cases exercised control over the narrow area between their front door and
the shared path by maintaining and personalising them as a small garden. At [redacted], residents
personalised this narrow strip with benches and plants, while individual porches provided niches for
storing personal items such as wellies and watering cans and decorating with fairy lights. The narrow
strip of land in front of residents’ homes acts as a defensible transition space by positioning the shared
path further away from the house and preventing people from getting too close to residents' windows.
A key design principle for cohousing advocates the use of buffer spaces for cohousing and can be achieved
by “set[ting] apart from footpaths by plantings, low fences, or changes in paving, this area need not be
large...” (McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994, p. 180). This is reinforced by Williams, who highlights
that a more gradual transition from private to shared “provide[s] a space in which both sustained,
infrequent formal interactions (barbeques, meals and drinks parties) and frequent, brief, informal social

interactions could take place” (2005, p. 213).

A notable difference in the private-shared transitions in cohousing is a sense of openness
created by a lack of physical barriers. In the cases studied, instead of fences and hedges to define front
gardens, the transition spaces between private dwellings and shared spaces were notably open and
barrier-free. For example, in figure 6.1, a change in material between the paved path and grass, and
residents’ possessions, such as benches and plant pots, are the only thing creating a buffer between
neighbours passing by and private residences. In addition to this, further openness was afforded by
glass panelled front doors and the opening of blinds and curtains in windows, allowing clear views

between private homes and shared spaces.
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Figure 6.12. There are no permanent barriers between this resident’s private patio and the surrounding shared
kitchen garden. Instead, the resident has defined the edge by personalising it with moveable plant pots.

This was also true of the edges of small private spaces, such as patios and back gardens, which
were defined by low fences or potted plants, allowing others to see into those spaces (figure 6.12).
These findings are reinforced by cases in the US and Denmark where there is “little need for barriers
such as fences or hedges” (McCamant, Durett and Hertzman, 1994, p. 182). McCamant et al. suggest
that the high levels of trust and familiarity between residents as a result of participation in community
life is one explanation that allows the division between private and communal space in cohousing to
become more permeable and ambiguous. This level of social familiarity and ‘openness’ was also
reflected in the research through residents’ willingness to invite visitors into their homes, borrow
ingredients and materials from each other and host communal meals (33) in their private kitchens.
Ruiu also identifies “cohousers leav[ing] their doors open” as something which creates a “very thin line”

between private and shared life in cohousing (2016b, p. 405).

Figure 6.13. The community owns these front gardens, but they are managed by the adjacent residents. The
boundaries are kept barrier-free, so other residents can use and access the front gardens if needed.
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“The way we manage [the front gardens] is people plant their own front gardens, unless they
don’t want to or it got in a terrible state then [Timber Lane] would take them on. They are
common space. So people use them with sensitivity...if the sun was shining on [my
neighbour’s] garden in the mid-morning, she was out at her work, if  wanted to sit over there
and have coffee rather than in my shady North facing bit then that would be fine.” —Timber
Lane resident

In some cases, the notion of thin boundaries or permeable buffers is reinforced by community
policies and agreements that outline how residents are expected to treat their front gardens as buffer
spaces. In Timber Lane, for example, their front garden policy defines rules for the treatment, use and
maintenance of buffer spaces and aims to “..promote a strong friendly community, manage the upkeep
of the front gardens and recognise the reasonable expectations of privacy that Members have.” The policy
outlines the use and responsibility of maintenance of front gardens to individual residents, allowing
residents to personalise and use them as their own. However, the policy also prevents residents from
building walls and fences or planting hedges along the ‘front garden’ boundary to be used as an
extension of the shared central lawn. As such, the policy outlines the overlapping claims to spaces
residents have, whereby anyone can use the front gardens as shared space in theory, but that
individuals from adjacent residents can personalise these spaces and responsibility to maintain them.
Ruiu described this overlap in private use and shared ownership in cohousing buffer spaces as “semi-
public’ spaces, which are public in theory, but private in practice” (2016b, p. 405). A further blurring of
the private and shared realms was observed in the placement of moveable and personal items at the
edge of or within shared spaces. For example, the plant pots in figure 6.13 and the table and chairs on
a shared path in figure 6.14. Although temporary appropriation of shared spaces was mostly tolerated
by other residents, leaving personal items and toys in shared spaces for extended periods was
contentious with residents. Therefore, these examples demonstrate a more complex and ambiguous

territory occurring at the edge of private and shared spaces in cohousing, where the open thresholds

afford an overlapping or temporary shifting of territory from private to shared.

Figure 6.14. A ‘dead-end’ space has been occupied by a resident who has placed a moveable set of tables and chairs.
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Being alone in shared spaces

Although the boundaries between private and shared in cohousing were generally open and
permeable, there remained a variety of preferences for privacy and screening among residents. Unlike
conventional private gardens, which are valued for affording residents “to be outside unobserved by
non-household members as well as being able to control space” (Coolen and Meesters, 2012, p. 62), the
open boundaries between private and shared spaces in cohousing created less opportunity for
residents to retreat away from others. One resident describes, “all of the terraces and balconies, they
are private, but you actually don’t have any privacy.” Further to this, the recent pandemic has
emphasised the need for space to be alone (35) in outdoor areas. Although some residents felt that
having access to a large outdoor shared space while staying at home was advantageous during the
pandemic, the smaller size of typical cohousing homes and private outdoor space meant those strictly
shielding and isolating were mostly confined to their homes. A need for a greater level of visual privacy
was demonstrated in an example where a resident chose to screen off the area between their ‘front

garden’ buffer space and the central shared space (figure 6.15).

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.15. A resident has put up a trellis fence where their house is set back from the shared space to create a
more private space and less permeable barrier.

“It’s interesting from [this resident’s] point of view, putting up the fence and feeling like [they]

want that bit of private space. Whether that’s an illustration of a human need, we need a bit
of [space], that we feel is ours?” —[Redacted] resident

The idea that permeable buffer spaces in cohousing may be too open for some residents chimes

with Williams’s (2005) observation that too small or ‘rapid’ a transition between private and shared
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spaces in cohousing communities can result in increased withdrawal from residents into their homes
and permanently closing curtains in windows. The optional preference for more privacy aligns with
Martin’s (1996) concept of ‘hide and reveal’, where spaces provide increased opportunities for residents
to hide away from or reveal themselves to neighbours so that they can comfortably interact with others
on their terms. Therefore, open boundaries between private and shared spaces and a general lack of
visually enclosed outdoor spaces in cohousing create less opportunity for residents to retreat when

needed.

Small private plots (58), modestly sized areas for individual residents, such as back gardens,
patios, decks, balconies, roof terraces or individual allotment plots, are another design feature that
afforded residents greater levels of privacy and control over spaces. Like the idea of smaller-than-
average homes in cohousing, small private plots give residents individual control of personal space
while still encouraging the use of shared spaces and facilities. In Timber Lane, each dwelling was
allocated a small back garden (figure 6.16) or first-floor balcony and access to an individual allotment
plot. Although other cases didn’t give as much private space, some residents at Poplar House had a

small patio area, and at Grove Villa, some residents had a balcony.

“When you're in this public space that would be a bit of a signal that you are happy to be
sociable. So everyone has got a balcony or a private garden, small space, small garden. So if
you didn’t want to be sociable you could use those.” —Timber Lane resident

Figure 6.16. An example of a resident’s private back garden [Redacted]
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A notable difference in the private-shared transitions in cohousing is a sense of openness
created by a lack of physical barriers. In the cases studied, instead of fences and hedges to define front
gardens, the transition spaces between private dwellings and shared spaces were notably open and
barrier-free. For example, in figure 6.1, a change in material between the paved path and grass, and
residents’ possessions, such as benches and plant pots, are the only thing creating a buffer between
neighbours passing by and private residences. In addition to this, further openness was afforded by
glass panelled front doors and the opening of blinds and curtains in windows, allowing clear views

between private homes and shared spaces.

In [redacted], the configuration of dwellings within a single existing building meant there was
less opportunity, aside from balconies, for residents to have small private plots (58) or buffer spaces
(59). Here, residents spoke of the conflict between noisier activities such as children’s play and needing
quiet spaces to retreat to for meditation and connecting to nature. In response to the tensions created
from an increased need to be alone (35) in shared outdoor spaces, some residents [redacted] proposed
creating a designated quiet area where residents could go to be alone, and others would know to give
you some privacy. Although residents from other cohousing cases didn’t explicitly refer to quiet spaces,

there were examples of more private areas to sit within the site.

“..let’s sit on this bench here. People do occasionally read books here, it’s quite a unique view
overlooking beyond to the houses on the other side of the valley, and the almond blossom and
the signs of life around.” —[Redacted] resident

“The other thing I'm dead keen on is a quiet area...you only go there if you know that you
want to be quiet...It would probably be a bit further over and amongst the trees...So even if
someone else is there, but you say hello but that’s it, you don’t expect to engage in
conversation.” —[Redacted] resident

One resident at Timber Lane took the researcher to several seating points around the site as
quiet places to reflect on the shared outdoor spaces during the interview (figure 6.17). Similarly, at
Poplar House, one resident described an understanding that others may want to use the shared space
to be alone or with visiting family and friends. This was underpinned by discussions of having ‘private-
when-occupied’ areas, which signal to other residents when people want to be on their own. This idea
of small niches of space that provide some temporary privacy within shared spaces and signal without
words to other residents that you want to be alone (35) is summarised in the pattern Pocket retreat
(62). Even though these spaces exist within shared areas and can even be overlooked by other residents
and therefore aren’t private in the traditional sense, they indicate a level of private sociability through
their occupation. In this sense, pocket retreats provide a temporary extension of an individual’s
personal space, the immediate zone or bubble they prefer to maintain between themselves and others

they would socialise with (Hall, 1969). This is achieved firstly through the affordance of a small, semi-
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enclosed space with a place to sit, and secondly, through the attribution of an agreed symbolic
meaning to that particular location by the community. This pattern is not explicitly referred to in
cohousing design guidelines; therefore, the idea of pocket retreats is a new spatial consideration for

cohousing landscape design.
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Figure 6.17. An arbour bench built by one of the residents surrounded by shrubs on one side and with a view out of
the site acts as a quiet place to sit on your own or with a friend.

Contributions of private / shared tension to cohousing knowledge

The patterns relating to the tension outline spaces that afford varying degrees of sharing and
privacy and residents’ differing preferences for social interaction and control of space, confirming
many of the existing design principles for cohousing. However, one case highlighted limitations in
applying these design principles to renovating existing buildings. Several cases presented dispersed
outlier dwellings as an unconventional feature of cohousing that provided additional privacy but the
potential for social isolation and division. The theme highlights the potential pitfalls of ‘non-places’ in
cohousing if the personalisation of shared spaces is overly restricted, reinforcing the need for buffer
space. It also provides empirical evidence of the comparable ‘thinness’ of the barriers between privacy

and sharing as previously suggested by others.

The theme contributes to a more complex understanding of the overlapping and blurred
qualities of the buffer spaces in cohousing, enabling them to act as private and shared spaces. Finally,
this theme reveals creative ways residents have created increased privacy in shared spaces that are
largely designed for social interaction. This contributes to the idea of pocket retreats as a potential

new design principle for consideration in cohousing landscapes, particularly in cases where other
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private spaces are limited. Together these patterns demonstrate how the tension between maximising
shared spaces for social interaction and creating smaller, and often temporary, areas for privacy and

personalisation are played out in the outdoor spaces of cohousing.

6.2  Agency / Organisation

Smaller working groups
Communication training
Communal workdays
Policies & agreements
Signposting

Whole group consensus
Decision logging

Signs, instructions & labels

Unwritten rules
Shared intentions

Having a say
Creative play
Personalise

Solo enterprise
Open channels
Pooling resources
A manifesto

The noticeboard

AGENCY 13 31 36 20 10 12 14 17 18 30 ga 1 6 7 9 11 15 65 66 ORGANISATION
Freedom to make decisions; Getting consensus; sharing
influence; practice hobbies. information; dividing labour.

Figure 6.18. Patterns provide varying levels of individual autonomy and group structure in cohousing shared
outdoor spaces.

The tensions between the individual agency and community organisation in cohousing
are described in this section through the ethos and self-organisational systems implemented
by groups and the more spontaneous everyday actions and activities across the site. The
cohousing cases studied demonstrated various forms and scales of group organisation alongside more
spontaneous acts of individual expression and activities (figure 6.18). The research revealed tensions
between the need to develop formal rules and structures to enable the group to achieve their shared
goals and maintaining informality, individual freedom, and agency. In the communities visited,
finding consensus and supporting the opportunity for every resident to have a say remained one of the
most challenging parts of living in cohousing. This tension is explored through patterns that deal with
the broader ethos of the group, decision-making processes, organisational structures, norms and
informal activities. To begin addressing this tension, communities looked towards creating
hierarchical but open structures within the group to deal with different levels of formality and types
of decision more effectively. Patterns enabling this resolution include open channels (10), smaller

working groups (12), communication training (14), and the unwritten rules (30).
Manifesting shared intentions

Communities in cohousing often identify or are described as being ‘intentional’, forming
around a shared motivation or goal functioning as the ‘glue’ binding residents together (Sargisson,
2010; Jarvis, 2011, 2015). In this research, residents’ intentions in common were broadly driven by an
ideology to live more communally, but residents' individual motivations for joining cohousing differed.

These included an interest in building eco-housing, wanting to live with a like-minded but diverse

160



Chapter 6: Discussion

range of people, living a lifestyle that reflected their political views, finding mutual support in older
age and having previous positive experiences of shared living. This reinforces previous research, which
highlights “a wide range of motivations for getting involved in [cohousing], ranging from the
pragmatic...to more radical and disruptive living arrangements...driven by the intention to invent new
ways of living...” (Lang, Carriou and Czischke, 2020, p. 19). As such, the shared intentions underpinning
cohousing can be better understood as common values for living together and engaging in community

life, within which differing but complementary views and motivations exist.

Buying into the ‘idea’ of cohousing was raised as a more important consideration when moving
into cohousing than more conventional concerns of location, the site, and the size of houses. As one
resident explains, “people bought into the idea, but not into the space as it were and that was critical
really” and described instances where prospective residents who had more specific housing
requirements had left in favour of living elsewhere. All the cohousing cases chose to document their
shared intentions in some form of manifesto (6), such as a website, planning statement, vision
statement or another internal document as a way of formalising the intention. The shared intentions
of the group were important in helping to guide group decision-making and actions, as highlighted by
Jarvis (2015). For example, one case study community had three goals—to reduce the impact on the
environment, provide affordable housing and promote a sense of community—were reflected in the
decisions made, such as the use of ecological building materials, integration of rainwater collection
and SUDs systems into the site. Although in smaller groups, these expectations were achieved through
more informal understanding and norms, larger groups and more controversial decisions that
impacted on the core values of the group, such as pet and car ownership or bringing meat into the
commonhouse, were more likely to be formally documented in policies and agreements (7). Poplar
House, for example, developed a ‘code of ethics and ‘communication statement’ to guide expectations
for how residents should behave and communicate with each other. The expectations of the group in
the management of outdoor spaces in Timber Lane were also guided by their gardening policy, which
advised against the use of chemicals and inorganic materials in favour of using methods that are in

line with their core values.

Although being explicit about the group’s shared intentions was important for group formation
and guiding decisions over time, individual differences in how these shared intentions were
interpreted and enacted emerged over time, becoming a source of conflict between residents. This was
particularly noted in differences in how residents interpreted the vision for the site, perceived
aesthetics of planting and approaches or ideologies in garden maintenance. In [Redacted], the
community had agreed early on that their shared aesthetic preference for the planting was ‘natural
and wild’. However, in practice, residents had very different interpretations of what that looked like

and how it would be achieved. For example, one resident interpreted a natural aesthetic as being “a
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lot of greenery, privacy and a barrier, a wild overgrown look”, while for another, it meant pruning

overgrown shrubs to maintain their health in the long term.

“What I didn’t think about beforehand was how important [the aesthetics] would be and how
different people’s expectations...might turn out to be...we explored lots of things about shared
living, what we all wanted and what our values are before we all joined the group, but this
wasn’t one of the things that we explored. Even if it had been I don’t know whether we would
have realised how strongly some people feel, including me, about things to do with the space
and what it looks like.” —Resident

[Redacted]

When a resident took the initiative to cut back the shrubs at the edge of the site, for Resident
1, the area's wilderness had been lost, and the open views impacted their sense of privacy. A lack of
understanding between the residents on what a ‘natural landscape’ should look like and how it is
maintained caused tensions between them. Although residents often talked about their shared vision
and values for the group and site early on, it was difficult to predict in advance how those would be
interpreted by residents in practice. Therefore, the broad values residents shared around living more
communally didn’t always address the more specific aspects of how they are practised and
implemented when living together—this was something that had to be continually addressed and

negotiated over time.

Despite cohousing communities’ intentionality and shared values, dealing with conflict is a
large part of communal living, requiring high levels of self-awareness and highly developed
interpersonal skills to constantly negotiate the social dynamics of the group (Williams, 2005; Jarvis,
2015). This was demonstrated by several residents interviewed, who highlighted the conflicts that
existed between them and other residents and openly reflected on how their own behaviour may have
contributed to this. As one resident describes: “tolerance and letting go is a big one. Even if you feel
strongly about something, just accepting that you've got to compromise.” Other qualities needed to
resolve disagreements mentioned by residents included “patience”, “compromise”, “letting go”, and
“being assertive”. Jarvis (2015) highlights that if tensions remain unresolved, it can ultimately lead to
residents withdrawing from the group, which, over time, undermines the sense of community and
purpose. This was observed [redacted], where a disagreement between two residents on how the
shared outdoor spaces were managed and used ultimately led to them retreating to separate areas of
the site. When those residents had to isolate themselves, only during a lockdown did they feel some

temporary relief from this tension. One resident described how for them the shared outdoor spaces

had become associated with conflict and disagreement, rather than common ground. [Redacted].
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Ostrom’s (1990) principles for commons highlight the need for conflict resolution mechanisms to
avoid this situation. Although several groups had undertaken communication and group facilitation
training, residents didn’t mention any formal mechanisms or strategies for dealing with conflicts that
couldn’t be easily resolved. Although many of the patterns arguably help to avoid conflict in cohousing,
e.g. open channels (10) and communication training (14), specific examples of successful conflict

resolution mechanisms in cohousing are needed.

Consensus decision making and solo enterprise

“We have a series of cards, which has a gradation of decision making. You can support [the
decision]. You can abstain because you're not sure what this [decision] fully means...Then
there's when you stand aside which is a bit of a stronger dissent...then there is a final
block...then it is incumbent upon you as a person who has blocked it to get a group of people
together to try and find an alternative way through.” —Poplar House resident

All the cases studied adopted a consensus-based decision-making process (11), described above.
Making decisions by consensus aims to ensure everyone has a say (13) in a decision that affects the
group, shared spaces or their intentions by reaching an agreement with all residents before a decision
is made. Furthermore, all the communities studied adopted a fallback option of taking a majority vote
if consensus couldn’t be reached. However, most residents reported rarely resorting to this, if ever.
Consensus decision-making aims to enable all residents to equally contribute to group decisions;
however, many cohousing scholars say difficulties in managing the decision-making processes
(Williams, 2005; Renz, 2006; Sargisson, 2010). Gaining a unanimous decision requires “time, patience
and a strong willingness to solve potential internal conflicts” (Ruiu, 2015, p. 634). Residents who took
part in this research also described the process as time-consuming, energy-intensive and often
contentious, with “lots and lots of decisions to make..and a lot of meetings. Many. Many.
Meetings...[that] just get bogged down in [the] process.” For some, objecting to a decision was
challenging because “it’s harder for one person to say, I don’t want something’ [when] it’s the group
against one person”. For others, there were frustrations of “serial blockers”, residents who would
repeatedly object to a decision without suggesting a way to resolve it. Even when a decision had been
successfully agreed upon, residents described how previously resolved issues could “chunter on for a

few years and sometimes pop up again”, further drawing out the process.

“[Redacted] But there was this deadline where you have to get [the design] into planning. And
Tdon’t agree with that,” but not coming up with something that’s an alternative...I did do a
lot of work at personal cost really because it was like being criticised and undermined...” —
[Redacted] resident
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The design stage was a particularly intensive decision-making process for residents as many
small decisions needed to be agreed upon as a group in a short space of time. Although previous
researchers highlight that the design making process is an important first stage in defining decision-
making processes and establishing a sense of community (Ruiu, 2016a), this was a less enjoyable part
of living in cohousing for some residents. One resident described, “I hated having to choose everything,
all the decisions we had to take” and suggested they would have preferred to join a cohousing group at
a later stage, where the main design decisions had already been made. The design process was
particularly intensive for residents acting as the main point of contact (42) between the group and
the landscape architect or resident-practitioners. These residents took on the additional responsibility
of gathering consensus on design decisions and relaying them to the design practitioner. Although
allocating a single resident who acted as a point of contact (42) between the community group and

the design practitioner helped streamline communication, having one point of contact also put

additional working pressure on that resident, disconnecting other residents from the design process.

Figure 6.19. An area of the site used for ‘querrilla gardening’, growing vegetables as a temporary, uncontentious
intervention.

“Well [the consensus decision making] doesn’t always [work], and it’s become a little bit
anarchic...and there’s almost a bit of a defiant ‘just do it’ creeping in...I just did the raised beds
at the back myselfwithout asking anybody, which was a little bit contentious, because...some
people were saying ‘why don’t you go through the proper procedures’ and I said ‘well it would
take too long’...I just knew that it was April, and if we didn’t put anything in then nothing
would grow that year, in terms of veg.” —[Redacted] resident

The more challenging aspects of consensus decision making led residents to avoid group
meetings and find ways to act without consulting the whole group. Actions taken without group

consultation are described by residents as being “anarchic”, “defiant”, and “a little bit contentious”.
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However, they were also viewed as being necessary to feel a “sense of ownership of a space”, “not feel
too constrained”, or “over formalised”. For example, residents [redacted] who wanted to grow
vegetables before the kitchen garden was completed used a guerrilla gardening approach to grow veg
in unused shared spaces (figure 6.19). In this case, guerrilla gardening had little impact on the group's
budget, design of the site or any future uses of the space because they were temporary and, at the same
time, beneficial to the rest of the group. At Timber Lane, solo enterprise was encouraged by allocating
individual residents to become ‘area coordinators’ for different parts of the site, allowing those
individuals to take on the responsibility for maintaining space and deciding what is planted there.

Residents tolerated the uncontrolled, inexpensive, and low-impact actions made without going

through a formal decision-making process, as described in the pattern solo enterprise (20).

Figure 6.20. Children’s informal play in a den they created in a wooded site area from a resident’s video diary.

“Some of the loveliest times here have been when people have had friends and family visiting
and lots of people having been sitting on the lawn, kids marauding about and generally a very
positive use of the great space that we have. The tree swing has been universally popular, and
our daughter and grandson also thought it was wonderful when [another resident] set up a
pulley to hoist them into the top of one of the beech trees.” —[Redacted] resident

Residents valued informal and unpredictable everyday interactions on-site and creatively used
the shared outdoor spaces in unprescribed ways. This included activities such as growing vegetables,
woodworking, comet gazing, yoga or bird watching, and children, using the whole site in creative ways
for informal play, including using driveways as racing tracks, repurposing old materials as well play
equipment, and making dens underneath shrubs. The everyday play recorded in a children’s video
diary (figure 6.20) demonstrated how this freedom stimulated children’s imagination, learning about

nature, socialising with others, physical exercise and learning new skills such as climbing. This wide
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variety of activities on the site was broadly captured in the pattern creative play (31). As such, how
the shared spaces are used and managed to accommodate this range of activities is, for the most part,
negotiated by residents outside of formal processes, developing more informal understandings and
norms between each other to deal with the organisation of space. This was particularly notable in
smaller and less established cohousing groups, where it was easier to gauge other residents’ thoughts
and get an agreement through small informal discussions, labelled as the pattern unwritten rules
(30). These findings reflected those of Axelsson, who identifies spontaneous “casual socialness” as an

important part of social life to residents in cohousing, often occurring in the ‘neutral’ features of the

site such as the outdoor spaces (2014).

Figure 6.21. [Redacted] play equipment on the central lawn and chalk markings [redacted].

“Within the group, there have been some differences about the placing of the climbing frame
and whether it should be placed to one side to leave the lawn clearer and perhaps more
[inkeeping].” —Resident

Where informal understandings, norms and toleration of other residents’ use of the site are
preferred by residents over consensus decision making, this has its limitations. Particularly
controversial, sensitive, or impactful actions that resulted in a conflict that could not be easily resolved
or unequal participation in shared spaces would eventually trigger such an issue being raised through
more formal processes. Examples include tidying children’s toys and play equipment away (figure 6.21),
maintaining quiet areas of the site, or anything that negatively impacted wildlife or the environment.
In these cases, more definitive rules and policies were required to be developed through the consensus

decision making processes.
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Smaller working groups and community workdays

Consensus decision making (11), and formal policies (7) provide cohousing communities
with a shared organisational structure to work towards a common goal and over formalise everyday
interactions with the site. Conversely, acts of solo enterprise (20) and unwritten rules (30) afford
residents individual freedom to make decisions based on more informal understandings but can also
be controversial and lack an overall plan. Therefore, the cohousing communities studied developed a
hierarchy of decision-making processes to appropriately deal with more informal or detailed decisions
and some of the negative and intensive aspects of consensus decision-making. This was achieved by

adopting smaller working groups (12) and communal workdays (18).

“It’s trying to work out ways to allow people to have a say, to have a voice, and be involved,
feel involved, but without it becoming a real encumbrance, so that [a larger group of people]
decide every tiny bit of a decision.” —[Redacted] resident

Three of the cases studied had developed smaller working groups to reduce the frequency of
whole group meetings and provide increased autonomy over detailed everyday decision making.
Cobble Yard, the smallest and newest cohousing group, did not employ smaller working groups
formally, as individuals could take on responsibility for different aspects of the project in a more
informal way. Smaller working groups consist of 3-7 residents with a small budget to take
responsibility for a specific remit such as ‘gardening’, ‘legal and finance’ or ‘building maintenance.
Residents self-select (4) to be in the group they want to be in based on their interests and skills, and
roles remain unfixed so residents can change roles over time. This allows residents to focus on the
aspects that matter most to them without getting bogged down in other detailed decisions. For
example, groups that had chickens on-site tended to have a ‘chicken group’ for residents interested in
looking after the chickens and eating their eggs, and other residents, for example, those who follow a

vegan diet, can invest their time in other interests.

The use of working groups in cohousing appears to be widespread in practice, with several
authors mentioning them in their research (Chatterton, 2014; Noterman, 2016; Beck, 2020). However,
the timing of when cohousing communities begin to delegate decisions to smaller working groups is
key. Three cases began formally using smaller working groups during or after recently moving in, in
response to whole group meetings becoming bogged down by detailed decision making. This
understanding is reflected by Landenberger and Giitschow, who describe from their experience of
“discuss[ing] technically complex issues such as construction, financing or contracts in every technical
detail with the entire building group often leads to irritation and can mean unnecessary extra effort;

hence it is not effective” (2019, p. 303). Jarvis describes the use of smaller working groups during the
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‘norming’ stage of the project, so that “smaller decisions may be delegated to a working group” (2011, p.

571).

“The working days have been really successful, having a specific task and probably a bit of
notice and the idea that ‘oh we’re going to come together’. So the shared project we had was
painting the fence, and that is the sort of thing that would not have happened until
lockdown...there has been some really nice moments where there’s been 3 or 4 of us taking a
panel each...and just being able to chat, and feel like you are connected and working together
on a shared project.” —Grove Villa resident

Communal workdays (18) schedule a regular time and space open for any resident to
maintain and create shared outdoor spaces. All the cohousing groups found Communal workdays a
useful way of bringing together residents together at the same time to tackle larger, manual or
monotonous projects. Similar to working groups, the use of workdays appears to be common across
cohousing and are often mentioned in cohousing literature as an important community activity
(Sanguinetti and Hibbert, 2018; Berggren, 2020). Further to this, the cases revealed that the frequency
and regularity of workdays depended on the group's size and stage. For example, Timber Lane holds
regular monthly workdays across a range of weekends and weekdays so that there is a greater
opportunity for residents to get involved. As a more established cohousing group, this is a useful way
of keeping on top of ongoing maintenance tasks such as turning compost, weeding and mowing the
lawn. In addition, the workdays regularly coincided with open days to enable visitors to get involved.
By contrast, as a less established group, Poplar House ‘working weeks’ around two times a year to get
residents together to tackle larger projects, such as constructing a storage building, with the more
regular maintenance tasks, such as lawn mowing and watering, are undertaken more informally by
residents. Therefore, workdays are a flexible solution that can be adjusted to the size of the community

and stage of the project.
Signposting and open channels of communication

Although less established groups were still developing an efficient method for directing
decisions to the most appropriate people and processes, the more established example, Timber Lane,
had a clear system for Signposting (9) decisions to the most relevant persons. This was based on four
types of decisions; ‘major’, ‘significant’, ‘routine’ and ‘emergency’; defined by the decision’s impact on
members, the site or existing policies and cost. Expensive, controversial, or impactful choices were
more likely to be considered ‘major’, whereas temporary or minor adaptions with little or no impact
on existing policies were more ‘routine’. Important decisions that need to be made urgently could be
fast-tracked through an emergency decision making process. Two groups used matrices or flow charts

to define different types of decisions, how they are made and who is involved, illustrated in figure 6.22.
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Figure 6.22. An example of a flow chart used to ‘signpost’ decisions to the relevant persons and processes.

“[A decision] that would shape the project in some way would go to a general meeting, or
expenditure that’s over £100 or not been budget for [the working group would] take that to
a general meeting...maybe [the working group] bought a polytunnel which is quite expensive
we would take that to a general meeting. The [decision about the] chickens is coming to the
general meeting.” —Timber Lane resident

The purpose of signposting is to avoid more routine, small and less impactful decisions being
debated in whole group meetings when they can be resolved and implemented by a smaller group of

residents without causing much impact on others. Therefore, decisions can be directed towards the
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residents who will be most impacted to have a say (13), or a smaller working group (12) of residents

interested in bringing the decisions to fruition.

Maintaining opportunities for individual residents to have an individual say, especially when
the decision has a bigger impact on them, is as important as signposting systems and is key to
maintaining the idea of consensus. Residents expect to be consulted directly and be given a ‘major say’

over decisions affecting the spaces close to or viewed from their homes. One resident explains:

“The bit behind our house, I think people would expect us to have a major say about what
happens there because we are overlooked by the [neighbours] and so it would be quite
important that we say ‘well we want some trees to hide the [neighbouring buildings]’ and
people say that’s fine because that affects us most.” —[Redacted] resident

As discussed in the previous section, having a say may not be possible if another resident
decides to take an impactful decision without first consulting the relevant individuals, working groups
or whole group. Therefore, open channels (10) of communication are essential in cohousing to share
information and keep residents informed across the various scales of decision-making processes. This
ensures any decisions made by individuals or smaller working groups are documented through
minutes or similar so that others can track and contribute to decisions if needed. This requires

communicating large amounts of information between groups and individuals, which can be complex

and overwhelming.

‘|

|

Figure 6.23. A resident pinned up three layout options for the kitchen garden area of the site, including a ‘design
your own’ option the get feedback from the rest of the group.
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“I just drew a picture and annotated that with possibilities, ‘we could put wood across the
[boundary fence], we could cut a hole, we could plant a spikey hedge’...and left post-its in the
post room...for about three weeks people put their thoughts about that. There was a very clear
bias from that feedback. So we fed that back to people who had a different view.” —Resident

The groups used various paper and digital methods for keeping each other up to date with
decision-making. These methods of communication needed to be accessible to all residents,
particularly for digital platforms, where not all residents had access to. In one case where a resident
didn’t have access to a messaging app because they didn’t have a smartphone, they felt they were being
left out of more informal decision making. In response, the group began trialling an online platform
(38), ‘slack’, to make information sharing and decisions accessible to all the group. Paper methods of
communication were also popular. Noticeboards (65), chalkboards or whiteboards located in central
areas where residents frequently pass, such as the entrance to the common room or the places where
residents collect their post, to update residents on community events or to submit ideas and get
feedback from residents in between whole group meetings (figure 6.23). Informal surveys and idea
boxes were a useful way of allowing residents who weren’t in the smaller working group to remain

involved and influence some of the decisions made in the shared outdoor spaces.
Contributions of agency / organisation tension to cohousing knowledge

The idea of personal sacrifice and loss of autonomy for the ‘greater good’, is played out to a
certain extent in cohousing, where residents voluntarily give up larger private spaces and their
preferred homes in favour of the ‘idea’ of sharing, belonging to a community and sense of collective
purpose. At the same time, individual freedom, agency and informality are highly valued by chousing
residents. This tension is recognised by several other cohousing researchers, including Fernandez
Arrigoitta and West. They describe cohousing as being governed by “an intricate balance between
individualism and interdependence” (2020, p. 19), whereas Standtsted and Westin (2015) highlight the
existence of both autonomy and reciprocity in cohousing. Sullivan describes a similar paradox in
cohousing “that while cohousers seek to reestablish the centrality of community, they are bound together
by distinctly individualistic pursuits” (2016, p. 622). Axelsson (2014) describes how “forming sociality
together” and “living apart as individuals” in cohousing is not contradictory but a necessary dialectic

relationship with each other.

This section provides a deeper insight into the organisational systems of cohousing
communities, which are often not discussed in cohousing literature beyond the existence of working
groups and workdays. This section reveals that although cohousing is based upon a non-hierarchical
ethos of equal membership and say, a hierarchical organisational decision system is required with the
large number of technical and routine decisions that need to be made in cohousing. The key to

maintaining an equal say in decisions within this hierarchical system is to create opportunities for
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residents to see and have a say on decisions outside the working groups they are involved in. The
balancing of hierarchical and non-hierarchical organisation mechanisms in cohousing is described by
Lietaert as “the existence of ranking and leaders is acknowledge by cohousers as human processes that
naturally occur in communities [with] clear mechanisms [...] created to ensure that everyone gets a fair
opportunity to express their ideas...” (2010, p. 578). Although this system may be constantly challenged
in cohousing, unconsulted actions or imperfect communication methods demonstrate an interesting

ambition to balance vertical and horizontal forms of organising.

6.3  Do-it-yourself / expertise
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Figure 6.24. Patterns that enable varying degrees of bottom-up or top-down intervention and knowledge.

The tensions between a DIY ethos and the need to bring external expertise into
cohousing are described in this section through the forms of knowledge sharing that occur
within and beyond the community. Communities in cohousing generally have high input levels
into planning, designing, constructing, and maintaining cohousing developments (Chiodelli and
Baglione, 2014; Ruiu, 2014; Jarvis, 2015). Residents across the case studies were involved to varying
extents in the design and build of the outdoor spaces, ranging from building parts of the site
themselves (21) to hiring out (43) contractors and specialists, reflected by a range of resident skills
and interests (19) including resident-architects and -builders (44) (figure 6.24). Despite these high
levels of involvement, some residents were less interested in DIY, and the time limitations, complexity
and risks involved in taking on a new housing development required bringing in expertise and skills
from outside the group. The outdoor spaces were viewed by residents and design practitioners as
affording more opportunities to get involved through gardening and small-scale building than the
construction or refurbishment of new homes. However, this still required residents to engage with
design practitioners to plan the site's layout, contractors to build structural elements, and specialists
such as tree surgeons. Finding a balance between ways for residents to get involved in the development
process and working with outside professionals raised several challenges. These included sharing and
utilising knowledge within the group, communication between residents and professionals, and the

additional skills and roles required from both. This section will explore several patterns that attempt
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to resolve these challenges, including picture in many ways (8), a learning project (16), learning

from peers (39), and patterns 67-72 for design practitioners.
A self-build landscape ethos

A key aspect of cohousing is the autonomy of communities in designing, creating, adapting
and managing their housing environment. According to Axelsson, the involvement of residents in
influencing their living environment is “a reaction to an unfulfilled demand of other ways to live” and
“to supply [them]selves with the residential situation that [they] need” (2014, p. 90). The cohousing
communities studied adopted a resident-led approach to development instead of partnering with a
developer such as a housing association. This model requires residents to fund the development
themselves, giving them control over the process with the help of an appointed professional. For some
residents, the ability to shape their residential environment to suit their needs was an important
motivation for joining cohousing. Furthermore, high upfront costs and budget limitations coupled
with residents’ skills and interest in gardening or building drove a self-build (21) approach to the

outdoor spaces.

Some residents were initially interested in self-building (21) their own house and the outdoor
spaces. However, due to the complexity of developing a multi-dwelling project, all the cases decided
to hire contractors to undertake the main building work. Where residents had the skills or interest to
learn, they constructed built landscape elements, such as sheds, wood stores, green roofs, paths and
raised beds. Self-building is usually used to describe projects where individuals or groups build their
own homes from scratch (Porqueddu, 2018). Self-building was mentioned by Ruiu as occurring in
several cohousing cases where “members physically built some part of their communities” resulting in
“spending a long period of time working together contributed to creating their community in both
material and immaterial terms.” (2016b, p. 405). This was observed in Poplar House, where the
construction of the shed (figure 6.25) brought a sub-group of residents together regularly to problem-
solve, communicate and develop understanding between each other. Self-building also had a further
benefit for residents in allowing them to adapt or ‘tweak’ the design at a very detailed scale, which
would likely not be possible if it was being built by an external builder. In this case, the planned height
of one half of the shed was slightly lowered during construction, responding to another resident’s
concerns about how their view would be affected. The ability to adapt their environment in a way that
reflects the community’s precise needs was important to those residents whose motivations for joining
cohousing was driven by an interest in building eco-housing. This reinforces Axelsson’s finding that
for some residents having control over shaping their residential environment was a key driver for

joining cohousing, as they did not believe it to be possible in other residential models (2014).
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Figure 6.25. A shed, workshop and bin store with a green roof was designed and built by a small working group of
residents.

A wider range of residents was involved in building the soft elements of the landscape, such as
planting and lawns, which were perceived as easier for residents of different abilities to create and
maintain. For example, growing produce (28) was a popular activity in all four case studies, and
practical way residents got involved in the shared outdoor spaces. Although this was mostly led by
individual residents or smaller groups interested in growing fruit and vegetables, it also provided
additional opportunities for other residents to pick salad when making group meals, children picking

fruit, and group harvest activities such as jam making.

“Making a landscape or growing things and making a garden...is a lot quicker than it is to
build a building...the landscape is just a bit easier for people to participate in [with] different
abilities.” — Design practitioner

Self-finish describes a less involved version of a self-build project, usually associated with
architecture. Residents are involved in completing and customising an empty building ‘shell’ by
installing the internal decoration and fittings or exterior cladding themselves (Stride Treglown, 2018).
Self-build and self-finish fit within the broader idea of ‘Open building’ covers design approaches that
leave potential for the adaption of architecture by people who live there (Habraken, 2008). These terms

are rarely applied to a landscape context, despite the outdoor spaces providing greater opportunities
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for a wider range of residents to adapt the spaces themselves, as is demonstrated in these cohousing
examples. This research highlights that self-finish may have particular relevance for the landscape
context, as residents found it easier to customise, adapt and finish off the outdoor spaces at their own

pace and required more readily available skills.
Sharing residents’ knowledge within the group.

To achieve elements of self-building and collective involvement in the shared outdoor spaces,
residents’ shared knowledge within the group in various ways. This included utilising residents’
individual knowhow (19), self-selecting (4) roles, and treating cohousing life as a learning project
(16). Individual knowhow (19) describes residents’ previous experience, knowledge, skills, and
abilities to participate in various gardening and building activities. Several of the residents interviewed
had a prior building and carpentry experience and were able to volunteer their skills to design, order
materials and construct small scale buildings. Others had experience teaching permaculture principles,
which enabled them to help design composting systems and suggest planting locations. As discussed
in the previous section, this know-how is given voluntarily to encourage residents’ agency and the self-

selection of roles.

“[One resident] who's rather wonderful at construction has made this amazing wood store.
That's good isn't it? We have some amazingly handy people I have to say. They say, I'm just
going to build that’ and it just sort of happens. It is amazing.” —[Redacted] resident

The need for residents to freely volunteer or put themselves forward is reflected in not all
residents wanting to participate in gardening or DIY projects. This research captured mixed interest
levels in gardening and self-build projects. The below quote describes one resident’s dislike for
gardening and DIY activities and a lack of energy to get involved in workdays. Instead, residents got
involved in a range of different roles and activities best suited to their interests and capabilities, such
as cleaning the common house, cooking, advising on legal and financial aspects, building maintenance,
writing meeting minutes, organising social events and open days, and managing the website and social
media accounts. As such, residents contribute to the shared outdoor spaces in different ways,

including in ‘behind-the-scenes’ and supportive roles.

“Some people are definitely more green fingered than others and some people like doing DIY
and projects like that...I have had a garden, but heavy digging, lifting and general labouring
is not now my idea of a good time!...I have less energy now than previously...ask me to do an
8 hour stretch, which is what some people do when we have workdays, and I feel absolutely
shattered and I don’t enjoy.” —[Redacted] resident

“I think that’s a different set of skills and knowledge... What we try and do is not be too
dictatorial and recognise people have got different interests and capacity...people are
hopefully not oppressed by having to do stuff they don’t want to do.” —[Redacted] resident
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The cohousing communities in this research did not stipulate specific roles or requirements
for residents, instead of relying on residents to self-select and volunteer for roles most suited to their
interests and skills. For example, at Timber Lane, although residents are required to join at least one
small working group, they choose which group they want to join and the role they take on, which they
can decide to change later. Therefore, the emphasis is placed on giving the individual freedom to self-
select or volunteer themselves for roles and activities in cohousing to suit their interests and capacity
(see self-selecting group (4)), section 6.4). The patterns of individual knowhow (19) and self-
selecting (4) enabled residents to capture and utilise various skills and knowledge to provide mutual
support within the group. The idea of volunteerism and willingness has been highlighted as a typical
characteristic of cohousing communities (Jarvis, 2ou). This reflects the importance of proactive
willingness in participating rather than something dictated or enforced, further underpinning the idea
that cohousing residents seek individual freedom and agency within the organisational structures

discussed in the previous section.

“I've got a lot of ideas and I throw ideas out and sometimes I'm quite firm about I'd quite like
to do...and then people feel disempowered, because they think ‘oh, alright I just won’t bother
then’..I don’t know whether to try and work hard in...help[ing] people get involved or whether
just to accept it’s [mine], this is what [I do]...[it] just made me think how well are we doing in
terms of people feeling empowered and involved?” —[Redacted] resident

Although giving residents the freedom to self-select roles and responsibilities was an important
part of maintaining a sense of freedom and agency in cohousing, this research found that this could
also lead to some residents feeling unable to get involved. One resident, who was actively involved in
the decisions made in the shared outdoor spaces, reflected on how others may be put off getting
involved because of their knowledge and experience. Less experienced residents may feel like it isn’t
their place to get involved in shared outdoor space creation and maintenance when others have
already taken charge. Due to physical limitations or child-caring responsibilities, residents who cannot
get involved in gardening activities may also feel left out of decisions made about the shared outdoor
spaces by more able residents, leading to unequal input. One resident explains: “there’s a lot about
gender and age that needs to be handled really carefully so that the people who are able-bodied and skilled
don’t take some lead all the time.” The challenge of getting other residents involved in the outdoor
spaces which weren’t part of the smaller working groups was noted where residents didn't feel able to
harvest vegetables or collect eggs if they weren’t part of the allotment or chicken group. Despite
potentially wasting a bumper crop of chard or a surplus of eggs, residents outside the relevant working
groups either weren’t fully aware of the produce that needed to be harvested or didn’t feel entitled to
take it. This was also frustrating for other residents, who felt the crop had gone to waste or had bought
similar produce from the supermarket when it wasn’t necessary, leading to a divide between those

perceived to be contributing and those who were not.

176



Chapter 6: Discussion

By treating the cohousing development as a learning project (16), organised events and
activities provide opportunities for residents to get involved and try out new skills, where they
otherwise may not feel confident to do so. To encourage the sharing of skills and knowledge between
residents and allow less experienced residents to get involved in activities, the cohousing groups
studied held organised and informal events and activities. Timber Lane has a dedicated ‘learning’
working group who see their cohousing group as a learning project, as one resident describes: “so
people who know absolutely nothing about gardening can still be in the landscape.” The group holds
regular skill share workshops to encourage members and friends to share their knowledge and skills.
I attended one such skill workshop on creating a plan for your allotment for the year, where I learnt
useful things for my allotment, including where to source local recycled materials and when to sow
seeds (figure 6.26). After the event, many people tended to their allotments, swapped plants, and
shared advice. In other cases, residents shared ideas and knowledge informally during other organised
events such as workdays and harvesting events. Social events, such as an annual bonfire night, were

places to celebrate and showcase residents’ skills such as juggling or baking.
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Figure 6.26. A reference book was put out on a table to support a skillshare day where residents shared their
knowledge of planning out an allotment plot.

“The common room was set up with tables for activities, one for planting onion sets, comfrey,
and seed potatoes, one with reference books and magazines that people had brought with
them, and another with crafts materials for designing their plot...[an attendee] shared with
me information when to plant squash seeds and where to source cheap materials for raised
beds...after, I stopped off at the place [they] had recommended and bought some cheap timbe
for my allotment...” —Fieldnotes from Timber Lane.
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Residents' ability to get involved in shared outdoor spaces requires a wide variety of skills,
including coordinative skills for ever-day organisation, social skills, and financial, technical, and
planning capabilities (Huber, 2017). Many authors describe how knowledge is shared in cohousing
through collective activities or ‘doing’ (Noterman, 2016; Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020; Laine et
al., 2020) or what Jarvis describes as continuous “circuits of learning, doing, being, and becoming” (2011,
p. 568). The ability for residents to capture and enhance these skills within the group have led
researchers to associate cohousing with mutual support, community capacity, empowerment and
social capital (Ruiu, 2016b; Czischke, 2018; Brenton and Argent, 2020; Ferndndez Arrigoitia and West,
2020). This research highlights that although this does occur informally through a general willingness
for residents to volunteer their time and share knowledge, this alone does not guarantee residents’
ability to get involved in shared outdoor spaces. In fact, such informality can exclude residents with
less time, ability or confidence from participating in activities and decision making in outdoor areas.
Instead, formal activities and events, such as skillshare days, organised by more involved residents,
provide greater opportunities for others to try their hand at something new, join in as a one-off

occasion, and learn new skills without having to commit to anything more.

Sharing residents’ knowledge outside the group.

“There was kind of a precursor to [Timber Lane], and before that...there were 10 people, 5
couples, who had a year of visiting places, communities and cohousing places and learning a
bit about build methods...We've got policies we looked to other housing projects to get
inspiration to get guidance of how they've done it.” —Timber Lane resident

Residents who have gone through the cohousing development process gain significant
knowledge and expertise beyond those who often lack specialisms in collaborative housing and are
valuable for other emerging groups. Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers described in their research
“the facilitation skills learnt during their communities’ development and their everyday experiences were
felt to contribute a form of lived, embodied knowledge that cannot be gained entirely through formal
training” (2019, p. 357). Many cohousing communities share information with and learn from other
community-led housing groups through peer to peers (39) learning. It is common for cohousing
groups to visit and attend open days of established cohousing groups at the early forming stages to
learn about successful development (Chatterton, 2013). All the case studies mentioned seeing other
groups in the early stages of forming and finding a site. One cohousing community shared advice with
another local cohousing group at a similar stage in development, as they had both been part of a local
cohousing network before forming, with a cohousing member acting as a project manager for the other.
Residents also commented on ideas borrowed from other communities, such as building methods,
policies, decision-making, governance and financing models. To facilitate sharing between cohousing

groups, Timber Lane held ‘learning events’ to share what they have learnt with early-stage groups or

178



Chapter 6: Discussion

for students and academics who want to learn more about the cohousing model. These include regular
talks on different aspects of cohousing, a tour of the site, meeting residents, networking with other
groups. Other ways of sharing information included spending away days at other cohousing sites or

arranging house exchanges locally and internationally.

This grassroots approach to sharing among cohousing communities is also facilitated by
networks and hubs (37) designed to connect housing groups on a national scale (Fernandez
Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Lang, Chatterton and Mullins identify organisations such as the UK
Cohousing Network as organisations that act as intermediaries between regime actors such as local
authorities and community-led housing projects (2020). According to one study, the role of the UK
Cohousing Network includes broadening the relationships between community housing organisations,
gathering new evidence on community-led housing, facilitating knowledge exchange at local and
international scales, raising awareness, building relationships with government and policy
mobilisation (Fogele, 2016). National online networks such as the UK Cohousing Network and ‘Diggers
and Dreamers’ were mentioned by residents as useful ways of finding cohousing communities to join
or advertise vacancies for prospective members. The larger networks, such as the UK Cohousing
network, have been useful for residents during the pandemic, as a way of sharing their experiences
and knowledge on how to adapt to the sharing of spaces in response, by launching a series of online

‘cohousing cafes’ to share their advice and experience of dealing with the pandemic.

Residents also mentioned more local city-based cohousing networks, which allowed emerging
local groups to connect with, share information, and support each other. The researcher’s first
introduction to community-led housing was during an event held by the local cohousing network,
which had a series of talks by established community-led housing groups across the country and was
organised by the architecture department of a local university. At least one resident also mentioned
attending cohousing events at a university, suggesting they are potential ‘hubs’ for cohousing
information and networking. Although a community-led homes workshop is mentioned being held at
a University in one paper (Lang, Chatterton and Mullins, 2020), the idea that universities may act as
hubs for cohousing networks and knowledge sharing has yet to be readily discussed in cohousing

literature.

“We used to have meetings with the council, but that stopped about 18 months ago maybe
two years, when there were more cuts particularly in the housing planning departments.” —
[Redacted] resident

One of the challenges identified with the support provided by intermediary organisations
highlighted in the quote above is the shifting nature of government policies and funding in supporting

these networks. During the timeframe of this research (2018-2021), a new government-funded
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organisation called Community-Led Homes was set up, which included a partnership of existing
organisations, including UK Cohousing, the Confederation of Co-operative Housing, the National CLT
Network and Locality (Community Led Homes, 2018a), and included the development of a network of
local hubs aimed at providing free advice and support to community-led housing groups. The
cohousing groups in this study didn't mention these hubs partly because they were established after
residents had developed or begun developing their site and partly because there wasn’t one local to
them. Although several different funding options are available for cohousing communities, they are
short-term, only lasting a year or two, making it hard for community groups to plan funding routes.
This finding supports the establishment of government-level financing and advisory infrastructure,
which has been suggested to expand the cohousing idea to other models of living (Hacke, Miiller and

Diitschke, 2018).

This research found that taking part in research (48) is another potential avenue for
cohousing communities to share their knowledge with and learn from others outside their group. The
cohousing groups involved had all previously been involved in research, and the most well-known
group received high levels of interest and requests to participate in research. Although some cases had
led to research fatigue and disappointment for not benefitting or hearing about the research outcomes,
Timber Lane cohousing set out criteria for being involved in research that ensure the group had access
to or otherwise benefitted from the research they were involved in. Residents sometimes referred to
past researchers who had visited the site and passed on contacts and sources of information that might
be relevant, suggesting past research had transferred some knowledge to the group. Participation in
research that feeds back the findings to cohousing communities could be a different way to share

knowledge.
Working with professionals

The construction or renovation of cohousing requires a developer to find the land, finance the
construction and hire builders. In all the cases studied in this research, cohousing communities
became their own developers, financing the land acquisition and construction themselves and hiring
out (43) design professionals, building contractors, and other specialists. Although residents drew
upon a wide variety of skills and resources within and outside the group to self-build and -manage the
outdoor spaces, there were barriers to residents doing everything themselves, particularly concerning
the building construction and planning. The unforeseen complexities in a housing development
require legal, planning, construction and project management knowledge, and residents often need to
balance the running of the cohousing build alongside full-time jobs and family commitments
(Chatterton, 2013). In the outdoor spaces, specialist structural, technical and topographical expertise

may be required when dealing with complex site challenges or incorporating new and specialist
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sustainable technologies, such as SUDS or green rooves. Therefore, hiring out (43) outside expertise

is often necessary for cohousing groups at some point in the development.

“I think some of us were puzzled at the choice of plants. I don’t think that ended up as a really
shared feeling about ‘Oh yes this is great, we've had an expert come in and help us to develop

’»

an idea’.” —Resident

“What we’re probably going to do is get a contractor in when it’s next dry to do a bit of digging
around, and see if he can find the membrane, see what state it’s in, what’s going on and see if
he can fix it.” —Resident

In the cases studied, outside specialists were hired to construct hard landscapes and technical
elements such as a path made from a specialist permeable material, retaining walls, SUDs system:s,
topographical regrading and planting plans, and specialist maintenance, pruning large trees and
managing building services. All the groups worked with design professionals, including Architects and
Landscape Architects, to design the site, facilitate planning applications and coordinate the build.
Although getting in outside specialists allowed residents to construct the more complex and technical
aspects of the site, the output didn’t always reflect what the group wanted. In a case where residents
had asked a garden designer to produce a planting plan to help them make a quicker decision,
residents felt disappointed that this didn’t reflect the group’s vision. A further challenge with hiring
outside specialists to construct technical landscape elements, such as specialist SUDs systems, as
residents could not fix or maintain them themselves when they went wrong. This happened in Timber
Lane when the central water retention pond developed a leak over time. As the membrane for the
pond was made from specialist material, residents had to bring back in the expert contractor to fix the
leak, costing them additional unexpected money. This reinforced findings in previous research where
residents felt left out of design decisions and lost their influence in shaping the outdoor space (Scanlon
and Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015) or that the ethos of the professional didn’t align with those of the

community (Devlin, Douglas and Reynolds, 2015).
Professional roles

A participatory approach to design is well recognised as an important part of cohousing
development to ensure the design adequately responds to residents’ needs (Chatterton, 2013; Devlin,
Douglas and Reynolds, 2015; Ruiu, 2016a; Hammond, 2018) and for promoting a sense of community
and developing decision-making processes (Ruiu, 2016b). However, as Hammond highlights, “there is
a lack of critical understanding of participatory design within the cohousing field beyond the notion that
cohousers should be ‘involved’ in the design process to some extent” (2018, p. 4). Of particular interest
to this research was the role of the design practitioner in enabling residents’ participation in the design
and implementation of shared spaces. Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers (2019) describe a critical

professional mediating role described as ‘middle agents’ or ‘mid-way developers’, which can transform
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collaborative housing provision and highlight design and built environment professionals as one of
several currently occurring filling this gap. The ‘middle agent’ role requires design practitioners to
expand beyond their traditional role as a technical expert to that of social facilitator to empower
residents in the design process (Riseborough, 2013). The three design practitioners interviewed in this
research, one architect, one landscape architect and one resident-architect, described several different
roles and ways of engaging residents in the design process or wearing “several different hats...to do a
number of different things”. These multiple roles for design practitioners involved in cohousing are
described in the patterns for practitioners: 67. Get to know the group, 68. Expanded scope, 69.
Technical advisor, 70. Group facilitator, 71. Go-between, and 72. Design for adaption. These
patterns are outlined in the following paragraphs, providing a more detailed understanding of the

specific roles of design practitioners as ‘middle agents’ in cohousing.
Get to know the group

Developing good relationships with the community group at the early stages of the design
process was highlighted by the designers interviewed to understand the end-users’ perspectives and
engage with them in the design process. One strategy adopted by two of the cases studied was to draw
upon their existing contacts, either outside or within the group, to bring on board design practitioners
with who they were already familiar. In the case of the landscape architect, they were asked to put
together a design for the outdoor spaces as a friend of the group, and a resident-architect, who was
already a group- and family-member of the cohousing group. By contrast, in [Redacted], residents took
a more traditional route of putting out the design for tender, which involved several different
architects submitting an outline design based on a written community brief to demonstrate how they

would approach the design. The architect who was chosen for tender explains:

“The brief was outline. It said ‘looking for [a number of] dwellings, sustainable cohousing
setup’, how many people were involved, and the idea of what the site was. That was pretty
much it. From what we got to tender...we had to come up with a couple of site responses,
which helped them choose the architect...[We] were quite reluctant to design something
without talking to the people...I find that a little bit problematic.” —Design practitioner

“We had a shared meal and it was just really nice, there was lots of little details that he set
out little napkins and things like that, which gave a very warm collective feel to it...[The
architect] had a great sense of who we were, how we wanted to live together and how we
wanted to make decisions. [They were] very sympathetic.” —Resident

In this case, where the architect was not already familiar with the group, after being chosen to
tender the architect 67. got to know the group before starting to design by hosting a shared meal
(33) for the community. This provided the architect with the opportunity to talk to individual residents

and ask them to fill in a survey to capture their aspirations for the design. The residents described
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feeling the architect had a good understanding of the group. Getting to know residents personally
allowed the architect to further develop a brief for the design by getting residents to reflect on their
aspirations for how they envisaged using the site. Further to this, by getting to know residents’
interests and skills, the architect understood what parts of the site residents would be able to and
interested in building themselves and designing structures and spaces they knew residents would be

capable of finishing and adapting themselves.

Technical advisor

“They needed someone to...have an understanding of planning and materials and cost of
things, and then produce a plan that they could base these things off...most of the group, they
wanted landscape experience to really help and drive what was achievable...understanding
the levels...” —[Redacted] practitioner

Another key aspect of the design practitioner’s role remains giving specialist and technical
design advice. In the cases studied, this included appropriately responding to site constraints and
planning restrictions, such as minimising the visual impact for neighbours, identifying easements,
knowing native plant species, understanding topographic levels and drainage, specifying hard
materials, dealing with soil contamination and producing technical drawings. Although developing
technical design solutions are a core tradition of design practice, how that information was delivered
to communities in this research was in an advisory capacity. This included presenting different design
options and their implications, justifying design decisions, and giving residents technical training,
such as reading a plan, understanding scale drawings, and other standards for sustainable building.
This approach allowed residents to have a more informed and active role in making or influencing
technical design decisions, and as one resident described, “it didn't feel like an expert was coming in to
tell us what to do.” This is underpinned by the skill of the design practitioner to not only explain what
the potential design outcomes are but why and how they are made. This was achieved in the design

practitioner’s role as a group facilitator.
Group facilitator

Involving residents in the design process required design practitioners to take on the role of a
group facilitator (70), described by Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers as “social facilitators’, the
additional professional skills required concern[ing] communication and decision-making” (2019, p. 353).
A resident [Redacted] described how the group could not articulate their vision of the site to each
other: “at that very early stage we all had unarticulated visions of what it would look like, how [the
outdoor space] would be.” The architect [redacted] developed a series of workshops to engage residents
in the design process (figure 6.27). This included enabling the group to visualise their shared vision

using precedent image prompt cards. The architect also experimented with various ways of allowing
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residents to give feedback, adapt and interact with the design. This included marking feedback onto
design options, interactive massing models, post-it note comments, precedent prompt cards, 1-to-1
massing of buildings using helium balloons and giving residents the SketchUp model. A key follow-up
stage to getting residents to feedback in this way was to ensure their input was then presented back
to the group to understand how the design had progressed in response to their input. Two of the three
design practitioners interviewed mentioned the advantages of how residents had become experts over

time as a result of this participatory approach, also described by Riseborough as helping “participants

to ‘become the experts’ by providing the right amount of information” (2013, p. 5).

Figure 6.27. A workshop was held by a design practitioner to understand the group's vision and preferences (photo
taken by a design practitioner participant)

The go-between

In advising cohousing residents on the technical aspects of design, design practitioners act as
a go-between (70) the community and planning, legal or other regulatory frameworks. For example,
in [redacted] the architect engaged directly with the local conservation officer to ensure the design of
new buildings was sensitive to the local area's characteristics. In [redacted], the group were unaware
they would need planning permission for the landscape works they hoped to do. The Landscape
Architect played an important role in adapting the scope of works to include a planning application
plan and communicating to residents the planning requirements for the site. At [redacted] cohousing,
the architect was able to negotiate a later stage for deciding and implementing the landscape planning
requirements with the local planning department, which allow residents a greater timeframe to

consider how they wanted to design the site after they had moved in, as described below.
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“The landscape scheme was left as a notional thing because we didn’t know what we were
going to do with it...I've since got permission from [the local planning department] to extend
the timeframe on [submitting the landscape design for planning] a bit longer, because we said
the people moving into these to have more of an input into the design of the courtyard...I
think really what we’d like to do is for them to move in and sort of just experience it for a little
while before we confirm exactly what we’re going to do, and then we’ll get on with it.” —
[redacted] practitioner

Having experience working with local authorities and awareness of council and planning issues
give cohousing specialists a “unique perspective allow[ing] them to steer and communicate with different
kinds of stakeholders.” (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). As such, design practitioners can
“act as ‘middle agents’ between residents’vision and the requirements of the house planning and building
system”. This is echoed in this research where design practitioners work between these two worlds,
facilitating residents’ involvement in the design process, informing residents of the necessary building
codes, planning requirements and technical solutions, and negotiating with local authorities to better

suit cohousing communities' needs.

The above example demonstrates how the practitioners understanding of the planning system
allowed them to negotiate some of the timings to suit the group; it wasn’t always possible to make the
planning regulations work to suit cohousing in this way. Several communities attempted to negotiate
the number of parking spaces required per house, down from two to one, based on the argument that
the group would implement car sharing agreements; however, most were unsuccessful in this. This
was due to concerns from local authorities that if residents didn’t adopt car sharing, this would create
additional demand for on-street parking in the local area, particularly when visitors came to the site.
This was instead negotiated by demonstrating how the total required number of parking spaces could
be accommodated on-site, suggesting that residents could temporarily adapt the hard surface car
parking for other activities. Although mandating high levels of car parking in cohousing seems
counterintuitive when the group are aiming to reduce their car use, in practice, reducing car parking
remains a challenge in cohousing due to difficulties finding realistic and practical ways to implement
car sharing. Therefore further examples of successful car-sharing projects may be needed to convince
local councils to reduce required car parking spaces. No different examples of this conflict have been
identified in the literature, although other cohousing projects experiencing similar discussions around

cohousing are mentioned on cohousing websites and planning documents, indicating wider relevance.
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Expanded scope

“[The architect] rang up one day and said ‘there’s this property, it’s just come on the market,
it would be much more suitable than [the other property], let’s go and have a look at it’...we
came round and had a look at it and I thought it was very dark and overbearingly enclosed by
trees and it looked a bit like a massive project, so I didn’t have the vision, but [the architect]
did, because they've got a different sort of spatial awareness...” —|redacted] resident

The broader range of skills and roles required of design practitioners engaged in cohousing
developments demands an expanded scope (68) for involvement before and after the design and
planning process. Several architects write about their experience working with cohousing groups at
this earlier stage, including helping to define the scope and values of the project (Hammond, 2018),
identifying the site (Devlin, Douglas and Reynolds, 2015), and working with municipalities to create
more opportunities for cohousing (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). Hammond explains, “by
challenging the idea of the architect solely as a building designer, spatial agency also opens the
opportunity for architects and cohousing groups to collaborate at a much earlier stage of development...”
(2018, p. 5). The design practitioners involved in the cohousing cases played a role in identifying
potential sites, sources of funding, partners and suppliers. In the case of Timber Lane, the architect
played a pivotal role in finding and applying for sustainable housing grants that were instrumental in
getting the project off the ground. Grove Villa worked with an architect who identified their site as it
came on the market and developed a feasibility study for them to purchase it. At Cobble Yard
cohousing, the architect was highly involved in scoping out and identifying potential sites both as a
group member and from a professional perspective. In understanding the potential pitfalls of getting
planning permission for a cohousing development, the design practitioner was able to identify a site
with existing residential planning permission and then negotiate the purchase of the site with a

condition on them getting outline planning permission.

“The whole process was very, very long and massively [more] time than we could ever have
charged for.” —Design practitioner

Although additional input at the early and later stages of development can be beneficial for
cohousing communities, it can also lead to ‘scope creep’ or unexpected additional time and cost for
the designer. For example, one architect held a series of design workshops and social events over
several months and maintained contact with the group over several years during construction. The
architect describes approaching the project, knowing that the cohousing project would require
additional input and time. Despite anticipating the extra time required, the project became even more
time-consuming and complex than expected due to the group’s decision to have individualised
housing layouts and subsequently relaying individual design decisions from multiple residents to the

building contractor.
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“I could well imagine, with a [cohousing] group, th[ere] could be...a lot of opinions...[the scope
of works] was very structured because I knew if I'd done it from a freelance point of view that
would have gone out the window because it’s like T'm doing this for a mate’... We talked about
contracts and their expectations of us...We sent them back quite a strict fee proposal so it
was very clear on what we can produce, the time that we would give in terms of meetings...we
were really clear on what we were going to provide... I'd like to have more time. When you're
limited on fee and time that becomes restrictive in getting the right information out of them
and then producing the drawings and too-ing and fro-ing.” —Practitioner

“I was really keen to have a bit more of a consultative time with [design practitioner]...which
they did partly...I thought [the designer] would just help us by coming along lots...but [they]
didn’t really, [they] just set up a contract and we had a few nuggets of their time...” —Resident

Freelance, independent and resident-practitioners had more freedom to accommodate and
justify ‘scope creep’ at the cost of their own time because they were driven by their commitment and
interest in the uniqueness and worthwhile nature of the project. By contrast, one design practitioner
was cautious of the potential for the time and input required to snowball over time, particularly as it
might be expected of them as a friend of the group. As such, they decided to undertake the work
through a larger design practice rather than a freelance basis, allowing them to put a contract in place
outlining a more concrete scope of employment, working hours and budget. A strict scope outline was
beneficial for the group in having clear expectations of the costs and work produced by the landscape
architect, whereas other groups complained of spiralling costs and uncertainty on how much the
overall spend of the development was. However, it also left less scope for the design practitioner to
play a facilitative role. One resident felt disappointed by the lack of ‘consultation” with the design
practitioner as they had expected them to visit more frequently and hold more participatory design
sessions, highlighting a disconnect between the cost of the additional time required of design

practitioners and residents’ willingness or ability to meet those costs.

Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers (2019) describe the tensions between the need for design
practitioners to work efficiently to keep their professional costs down and cohousing communities
involved and the time-consuming consensus decision making process. Being the ‘middle agent’
“requires factoring in the time needed to ‘translate’ information and reconcile different design criteria”
(Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). However, they also highlight that cohousing groups see
professionals as “an additional unnecessary cost” (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019) and
therefore don’t budget enough money for the time and input required of the architect to involve
residents in the design process. Hammond echoes these concerns; “architectural expertise at such an
early stage of the development process presents a number of challenges, including how such a
collaboration can be funded...” (Hammond, 2018, p. 10). For design practitioners, who are a friend of
the group or feel a commitment to their ethos, may feel additional pressure to donate their time to

the cause, which is financially unsustainable in the long term.
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Picture in many ways and mock-ups

“The key is making [sure] everyone’s on the same page...so we all know what we'’re saying, so
we’re not coming in saying something that can be misread by people.” —[redacted]
practitioner

Communicating spatial ideas with external design practitioners and between residents
requires picturing ideas in many ways (8) so that different people can understand (Devlin, Douglas
and Reynolds, 2015). As Riseborough describes in their experience working with cohousing
communities, “we decided to use a mix of facilitation and learning methods with short bursts of factual
information, all geared to enable participants to use their imagination and discover ideas for themselves”
(2013, p. 5). One interviewed practitioner described the challenge in residents interpreting drawings
differently than was intended. It is challenging to understand how other people interpret drawings

and accurately represent the spatial idea. This can lead to miscommunications and disappointment

further down the line when the group envisioned the space.

Figure 6.28. A workshop using paper cubes to mass out different housing layouts on the site (photo taken by a
design practitioner participant)

“We didn’t produce any sections, just a plan for them...You could see that some people were
a bit frustrated or didn’t quite understand what we were suggesting...it was a case of sitting
in a meeting and drawing a section for them to really understand what was happening with
the levels and particularly where the tree roots would be, getting access.” —Practitioner

For example, the above design practitioner describes the limitations of traditional plans for
communicating spatial ideas. In this case, there became a need to explain the topographic levels and
the knock-on effect these were having on access to residents’ homes and existing tree roots. Due to
the limited fee and scope, the practitioner could not produce various drawings but found it necessary
to draw sections during meetings to communicate the different levels around the site. By contrast, two

other design practitioners interviewed used a wide range of ways to visually present design ideas,
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including physical models, precedent images, 3d visualisations, and 1-to-1 mock-ups (23). Small scale
models were particularly useful for residents to grasp the reality of the intended massing and form
(figure 6.28) and unexpectedly engage residents in using the model itself to visualise and plan how

they would inhabit the spaces in the future.

Figure 6.29. A sketch was made by a gardening working group to plan out their planting of the central green traced
over the architect drawn plan.

“The plan...will hopefully become our working document. The idea is to use this to think and
plan for what we want to develop in the gardens and grounds...and make changes as we go
along and after further continued discussion.” —[Redacted] resident

This research also found that Cohousing communities reused practitioner-produced drawings
as a base to create their drawings and design ideas. Site plans were used to pin up the community
noticeboard and get feedback and ideas from other residents. Such plans become a working document
for the group to communicate and layout their suggestions and proposals over time. When residents
were deciding how to build, adapt or plant up the site once the key infrastructure had been built, the
plans, images and other drawings produced by design practitioners became a useful base for residents
to plan out and make decisions together. For example, Timber Lane used the base plan to trace over
and plan out the planting in the shared central lawn together (figure 6.29). Further to this, residents
also reused design communication techniques by design practitioners to communicate their own
design ideas within the group. For example, at Poplar House, the design practitioner had used helium
balloons to mark out the heights of buildings for residents to visualise at a one-to-one scale on-site.
Later, a small group of residents at Poplar House decided to use a similar mock-up (23) method, using
string, outlining the size of the new bin/bike store and workshop they were building themselves. This

allowed residents to adjust the bin/bike store's planned height in response to feedback from other
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residents. These examples further highlight the transfer of knowledge, in this case, participatory

design visualisation methods, from design practitioners to the cohousing community.
Contributions of DIY / expertise tension to cohousing knowledge

This research identifies how residents build and share knowledge in multiple ways; by sharing
and creating knowledge within the group, sharing knowledge horizontally with other cohousing
networks, and outside the group through intermediary organisations and networks. This reinforces
Ruiu’s research on social capital in cohousing, which identifies bonding relationships within the
community, bridging relationships outside the community and linking relationships with other
cohousing groups (2016b). Although high levels of resident participation are often described as a
defining characteristic of cohousing, the cases revealed that this isn’t guaranteed. A balance between
informal volunteering and formal activities is required to enable involvement from a wider spectrum

of residents.

Furthermore, this section provides insight into the role of design practitioners as middle agents
in cohousing (Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019), particularly in their capacity and limitations
in negotiating the planning system. In doing so, it outlines five key roles for design practitioners that
build upon research looking at the participatory design process in cohousing (Devlin, Douglas and
Reynolds, 2015; Ruiu, 2016a; Hammond, 2018). This section concludes by highlighting the importance
of communicating ideas in a variety of ways, and the tension this and the additional facilitatory and
expanded scope roles creates with the extra time and costs this makes for practitioners and residents,

as Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers (2019) also found in their research.

6.4 Insider / Outsider
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Figure 6.30. Patterns that promote varying levels of internal cohesion and external connection with others.

The tensions between strong internal community relationships and integration with
the wider neighbourhood and beyond are described in this section through controlled yet
open spaces and temporal hosting of outside people and groups. As discussed in the previous

section, the cohousing cases studied demonstrated various types of relationships within and reaching
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outside the community. This research reveals tensions between creating strong communities with
access to protected shared spaces and remaining open to and integrated with the wider
neighbourhood and urban context, which are presented physically in the site's layout and socially in
the accessibility and organisation of the group. This tension is explored through patterns that deal
with the site layout and boundaries, membership requirements, temporary events, and other forms of
wider engagement (figure 6.30). Patterns enabling this resolution include those that promote a desire
to remain open and create points of connection, if only temporarily, including value in diversity (3),

point of contact (42) and open gateways (56).

Becoming a cohousing resident

“The money we paid over was our reserves. [Several residents] made themselves homeless,
they’d sold their houses to be able [buy into the project]...everything we had, everything was
put into this house on the prospect of being able to sell these various flats. We become
developers but with our own property at risk all along the way.” —[redacted] resident

Developing new cohousing schemes is expensive and risky, limiting who can get involved,
particularly at the initial development stages. As discussed in section 6.3, many cohousing
communities in the UK, including the cases studied in this research, choose a resident-led approach
to development, requiring residents to raise substantial amounts of funding in the initial stages to
acquire land and construct or renovate properties. Although some of the groups in this research were
supported in part by government grants, nearly all the cohousing groups used the sale of their own
homes and lent money from the bank to fund the development. Residents describe how this required
them to take on large amounts of risk, which in some cases left them temporarily without a home or
struggling to complete parts of the development. This was also reflected in the literature, highlighting
that England's cohousing is mainly self-financed with the support of commercial bank loans, early-
stage public grants, and in-kind contributions (Lang, Chatterton and Mullins, 2020). Scanlon and
Fernandez Arrigoitia highlight that commercial developers are rarely willing to partner with cohousing
communities in the UK. Therefore group members have total control over the development process

but take on all the risk and financial commitment (2015).

“As our family has all left and grown up and we've got grandchildren, [moving into cohousing]
seemed quite an ideal thing to do. We downsized from quite a big house [and we were] looking

for a slightly smaller location.” —[Redacted] resident

The upfront costs to cohousing development and risks involved remain a potential barrier to
those without substantial financial backing and willingness to take on such risk (Williams, 2008). The
research implied this by the demographics of the residents who took part in the study and their stories

of joining a cohousing community. The surveys taken were not representative of cohousing population
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demographics but captured an understanding of the participants who chose to participate in the
research. Even so, the surveys reflected the general narrative of cohousing communities as being
predominantly older, well-educated and in middle-earning professions (Williams, 2008; Ruiu, 2014,
2015; Tummers, 2016). From its inception, residents who were involved in the group were most often
retired or semi-retired from professional backgrounds (see Table 4.2). The retired professional
demographic can partly be explained by residents’ availability and willingness to be interviewed,
alongside their motivations for joining cohousing to seek more supportive living environments as they
get older. However, residents interviewed revealed that to join cohousing, they had to quickly raise
funds from the sale of their homes to buy the land when it became available. They also described how
others who couldn’t immediately ‘buy-in’ into the project when the land became available dropped
out at this stage. Except for one case, which received a substantial one-off government grant, the cases
demonstrated that residents in an older, higher-earning professional demographic could finance this
risk through the existing homeownership. This research reinforces that at the moment, in addition to
“only those who value the returns very highly (i.e. those who are strongly ideologically committed) will
choose to become involved with and continue to be committed to cohousing” (Scanlon and Ferndndez
Arrigoitia, 2015, p. 120), successfully becoming a cohousing resident at the early stages requires the

financial backing to take that risk.

As groups came towards completing the building phase of the development, there became
further opportunities for a wider range of people to join, such as buying shares or a leasehold for newly
built homes. After the construction phase, joining was less risky and more accessible for younger
couples and families [redacted]. However, buying, leasing or renting a dwelling in these cases was not
necessarily considered affordable, particularly as these cases were in more affluent neighbourhoods.
Only one case described themselves as being affordable to working people, achieved through an
ownership model linking the cost of housing to the member’s income, made possible in part to being
given a one-off start-up grant. So far, this has been difficult for other groups to replicate. This research
reinforces the view of cohousing, particularly in the initial stages, as unaffordable to all but those who
can afford to take on the financial risk involved (Hacke, Miller and Ditschke, 2018). Therefore
questions remain over how cohousing can benefit a wider range of people; as Epting highlights, “the
bigger problem is that people who could use cohousing to improve their lives cannot access it” (2018, p.
136). This is further emphasised by Ruiu, who suggests “[t]he higher costs [of cohousing] may represent

invisible barriers that avoid the access of disadvantaged people” (Ruiu, 2016b, p. 409).
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“[Two of the founding members] have got lots of contacts, they’re sort of network-y people,
especially [one], that’s what [they do]. And the architect is part of [that resident]’s drinking
network...” —[Redacted] resident

“A friend of ours [a design practitioner] I knew [them] a bit and we invited [them] round just
to come and have an informal look around really.” —[Redacted] resident

As discussed in the previous section 6.3, cohousing development requires access to knowledge
and resources to negotiate the various complex legal and planning frameworks involved in a housing
development (Tummers, 2016). As highlighted previously (Lang, Chatterton and Mullins, 2020),
cohousing residents use ‘in-kind contributions’ where possible, such as pro-bono work, favours and
discounts through existing contacts. Residents in the planning and development stages frequently
reached out and leaned upon networks of professional contacts, including family and friends. This
included design practitioners who could give initial free advice and friends of the group who were
willing to share their time to help them with general garden and maintenance tasks. Residents'
contacts were often formed from their professional networks, giving them access to additional
knowledge, skills, and beneficial partnerships with people they had already built relationships with.
Access to expertise and resources through networks and contacts in cohousing is necessary for new
cohousing groups as it remains a complex and unconventional model in the UK, and groups often have
limited funding available. However, this requires that cohousing members already have access to
various professional and personal networks and obtain professional knowledge from them, framed as
a form of ‘linking social capital’ in cohousing often associated with higher levels of economic capital
(Ruiu, 2016a). Therefore a lack of social capital is a potential barrier to joining cohousing during the

early stages of development.

“It’s about politics and values and not wanting to live in a nuclear family, not liking the way
that the economy manages private ownership of property and wanting to live in a different
way and make that work...I just like the idea of sharing with people that I liked...living with a
chosen group of people who were friends, who were more supportive and sharing than just
good neighbours.” —[Redacted] resident

“I went out into the courtyard and talked to [another resident]...who is also a member of [an
activist group], and in 5 minutes I was completely energized, we were both saying ‘right, this
is what we will do’. And it will now happen. We'll get something off the ground and we’ll get
other people involved. And that’s really exciting just to be able to organise something very
casually that’s dear to my heart and that I couldn’t do on my own.” —[Redacted] resident

For some of the residents interviewed, joining cohousing was an expression of their political
views and values and an opportunity to practice pro-social and environmental behaviours with others.
In this way, the combination of sharing resources and living with like-minded people allows residents
to manifest their views and values through a chosen lifestyle. This was the case for the residents quoted,

which reinforces that although residents within cohousing express a range of personal views, in some

193



Chapter 6: Discussion

cases, their motivations for joining cohousing can arise from a preference to live with a chosen kind of
neighbour (Chiodelli, 2015). Residents, therefore, may not see the lack of diversity in viewpoints in
cohousing as a problem, but rather living among similar social groups as an advantage or even the
attraction of cohousing (Axelsson, 2014). While this is known to help create a sense of identity within
the group and aid in decision making (Sargisson, 2010; Chatterton, 2013; Tummers, 2015, 2016), this
homogeneity can also act to segregate the community from institutions and outsiders who do not
share those views (Ruiu, 2016b). Williams highlights that other people who do not share similar values
to those in the cohousing communities would be unlikely to join because “they would [feel] socially

and culturally isolated” (2008, p. 272).

“We had a core of [...] households who’d all known each other for [...] years and had a very
high level of trust and were all involved from the very beginning in this scheme...We took a
lot of things on trust, legal and financial things.” —Resident

“my partner [...] was involved in [the cohousing project] for a couple of years before it came
into being ...we had some friends who were involved, that’s how [my partner] got to hear about
it, and then gradually started going to the meetings...although I didn’t move in until [later] I
was still here quite a bit anyway, and still doing things like joining in with landscaping
sessions and stuff like that from the start.” —Resident

The recruitment process in cohousing aims to make prospective residents aware of the group’s
ethos, expectations and responsibilities so that residents can decide if it is the right place for them. In
this research, cohousing communities formed around ‘a steady core’ (5) of long-term residents with
high levels of trust and understanding, made up of extended family members, long-term friends, or
strangers who shared similar interests and ambitions. Having a smaller core group of members in the
initial forming stages was beneficial for residents for managing early decisions and establishing a clear
ethos and approach. However, when cohousing communities reach the stage where they need to
finance the build, it becomes necessary to recruit further members to buy into the project and to
replace residents who leave. Therefore before joining, residents are expected to visit during open days
and participate in working days and community events to get to know the group and gain an insight
into community life. Being involved in the group before joining permanently allowed residents to see
if they were a good fit for the group. This reinforces the understanding that the compatibility of new
residents is important to both the community and prospective members to facilitate decision-making
and day to day living (Fernandez Arrigoitia and West, 2020). In this way, residents are expected to
agree to community policies and meet the financial requirements in advance to form a mutual
agreement between the community and prospective members (Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014; Brenton

and Argent, 2020).
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“...[Previous members] they got so anxious about moving, and was their space going to be like
this, or would they have enough money, would they be overlooked, would it be noisy...People
who get anxious in this process can’t survive in it, they leave...they couldn’t cope with the
decision making and the uncertainty and the stress and the risk it does weed out people a
bit...some people just can’t cope with what it involves really.” —Resident

This research reinforces the idea of cohousing communities as self-selecting groups (4), a
process that inevitably filters out noncompatible members. One resident describes how previous
prospective residents left the group when they realised, they didn’t want to take on the risks involved
in cohousing during the membership process. Despite this, several residents highlighted the value in
diversity (3) when describing wishing to live with a variety of people, the importance of having a
range of different ages and skills in the community, and an ambition to make cohousing more
accessible to a wider range of people. Chiodelli notes this apparent conflict; “notwithstanding co-
housers’ good intentions towards diversity and integration, the idea of creating a close-knit community
naturally leads to a search for affinity with residents in terms of preferences, values and attitudes” (2015,
p. 2573). Williams (2005a) challenges this assumption by highlighting increased diversity in age and
income in a cohousing case that was beneficial in terms of social interaction and encouraging a wider

range of activities and relationships, despite residents sharing a similar mindset.

Relationship with the wider neighbourhood

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.31. A railing topped wall separates the cohousing site from the neighbouring houses.

The spatial qualities of cohousing communities have been criticised for being ‘introverted’ and
convened for members' enjoyment only, disconnecting the development from the surrounding area
(Axelsson, 2014; Chiodelli and Baglione, 2014). At the neighbourhood scale in this research, the
cohousing developments' aesthetics, layout and organisation contrasted with the surrounding
neighbourhood. As well as having inward-facing arrangements, as has been previously discussed,
defined boundaries around the cohousing site in the form of walls and fences were a common feature

in the cases studied. Figures 6.31 and 6.32 illustrate how the retaining walls and fences separate the

195



Chapter 6: Discussion

cohousing sites from their surroundings, limiting the outward-facing presence on the street. Further
to this, the use of sustainable materials, unconventional construction methods, naturalistic planting
and recycled elements in the outdoor spaces create an unconventional aesthetic that differs from the
more traditional architecture of the surrounding areas. This was noted [redacted], where the flat

rooves and timber cladding of their eco-homes aesthetically contrast with the typical brick, pitched-

roofed semi-detached housing surrounding the neighbourhood.

Figure 6.32. The boundary retaining wall surrounding the cohousing site provides little views in or out of the site.

Cohousing communities rely on forms of ‘natural surveillance’ such as having a high rate of
people present, good relations with their neighbours, and central overlooked common spaces to create
a sense of safety rather than using more physical barriers of locked gates (Ruiu, 2014). Natural
surveillance was employed by many of the case studies to create protected internal areas of the site
where residents felt comfortable leaving things outside. However, several cases chose to temporarily
lock entrance gates in response to vandalism, theft or visitors driving through the site, which had
occurred in areas that weren’t overlooked by residents. At Timber Lane, the community occasionally
experienced vandalism and anti-social behaviour from people who used the corner of the site allocated
as a publicly accessible space. The community decided to lock the space at night and for a few days
after any incidents, to deter unwanted behaviour. [Redacted] had also chosen to lock their main
entrance gate at night to deter thefts from outbuildings and leave it closed but unlocked during the
day to slow down cars entering the site. In line with Bouma and Voorbij’s findings (2009), several
communities had safety systems for entering the common house. Although natural surveillance
allowed cohousing communities to retain some level of openness to the outside, the experience of

threats to the community, such as theft or vandalism, prompted communities to become more
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enclosed and protected, at least temporarily. Therefore, unlike public space, cohousing communities

retain flexible control over who has access to the site and when.

“Sometimes it feels like it’s easy for people to complain about stuff here because we’re a bit of
an institution. You can feel that you're not complaining about a person, your neighbour,
you’re complaining about a thing, which is easier to do.” —Resident

“We wanted to [have] a more normal relationship with our neighbours and not be like this
benefactors that invite people on to their estate” —Resident

The cohousing cases were further disconnected from the neighbourhood by the perception of
their organisational structure as institution-like. Several residents from different cases noted how the
perception of their cohousing group as “an institution” or “benefactor” rather than as a neighbour
encouraged a more formalised relationship with neighbours. Some residents felt that this encouraged
neighbours to submit their concerns as formal complaints rather than meeting to discuss this on a
one-to-one basis and that it challenged establishing more normal neighbourly relationships with the
surrounding community. This supports Axelsson’s (2014) description of how the view that cohousing
is different and separate from other traditional forms of dwelling is potentially problematic, isolating
cohousing communities from surrounding neighbourhoods and communities. Although cohousing
groups, including the cases in this research, often had the intention to integrate with, and have a
beneficial impact on, the wider community (Ruiu, 2014), conflicts between cohousing communities
and their neighbours are not uncommon. Ruiu (2016b) highlights that most cohousing communities
in England faced initial opposition from local authorities and their surrounding neighbours. The
planning and construction phases of cohousing development were particularly contentious with the
neighbours of the cohousing communities studied. This included concerns about the impact of the
new development on their views, the removal of trees, noise of the construction, responsibility for
maintaining boundary fences or trees, and that it wouldn’t be in keeping with the area. Groups had
attempted to avoid these conflicts by holding consultations with neighbours beforehand, which,
although they were generally described as a positive experience, weren’t always successful in

alleviating the individual concerns or conflicts of neighbours.

The insular characteristics of cohousing described above have led critics to align cohousing
with ‘gated communities’ and question their wider benefit to wider society (Chiodelli, 2015). The
defined boundaries, ability to lock gated entrances, internal organisational structures and membership
processes described in the cases studied highlight some of the similar characteristics cohousing
communities share with gated communities. However, this research concurs with Ruiu (2014), who
argues that the outward-facing intentions of cohousing communities set them apart from their gated
counterparts. The findings of this research highlight several outward-facing patterns cohousing

communities have implemented to counteract the challenges of cohousing cases in integrating with
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the surrounding community and wider urban area. These include open gateways (56), public access
(57), good neighbours (41), neighbourhood events (46), open days (45), hosting (47), online
platforms (38) and point of contact (42).

“This is one of the areas that is quite controversial for us, whether we have a gate or not. We
do have a gate, but we've had a lot of discussions about whether we wanted to be...a gated
community, but we did end up with a gate for various reasons, we've had a couple of break-
ins on the sheds and things, so having a gate closed at night we think discourages people from
doing that.” —[Redacted] resident

“So the park is open to the public, but it’s not open all the time. We've been leaving it open
during the day and then locking it at night...The reason that we lock it is because there are
occasionally fires, or recently somebody was in the polytunnel and smoking...So we can open
and close it when it suits us.” —[Redacted] resident

[Image redacted]

Figure 6.33. The main entrance to the site has no gate to allow visitors and public access.

The cohousing cases studied used open gateways (56) to allow pedestrian access to or through
the site to prevent the impression of a gated community while retaining the flexibility to adapt and
control access when needed. Three cohousing cases used gates in some way to enclose or restrict access
to the site, either to prevent car access or to discourage antisocial behaviour and theft. However, all
these cases left gates open and unlocked wherever possible, only choosing to close or lock gates to
pedestrians at night or after crime incidents. Where gates were closed to reduce access to cars, side
pedestrian gates were left open. Furthermore, Timber Lane allows public access (57) through the site,
acting as a cut-through by leaving gates open where possible (figure 6.33). In addition, Timber Lane
was the only case that had a designated ‘public’ space on site as a small open space designated for
‘public’ use during the day, mostly used by neighbours for dog walking. The location of this public
space at the edge of the site posed a challenge as it was not overlooked by any of the cohousing

dwellings, allowing more antisocial behaviour to occur in this space. This finding reinforces the need
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for natural surveillance in cohousing, not only to protect shared community spaces but particularly in

areas designated for public access.

“Many, like Sandy, felt that erecting a fence and gate would protect their privacy while leaving
the gate open would send the message that Sunrise Place remained part of the surrounding
neighbourhood...By agreeing to leave the gate open, cohousers were able to strike a balance
between their desire for privacy and their ideal that communities should be open and
inclusive.” (Sullivan, 2016, p. 617)

Figure 6.34. An annual bonfire night event that friends and neighbours are invited to attend.

“We just joined the [neighbourhood] festival and we did a yard sale. So we have people coming
who hadn't met us before and they were really excited and interested and we showed them
round and we've had coffee mornings” —Grove villa resident

“We did have some little garden parties in the park and things like that...because we were very
new and people were curious and then we wanted to become a more normal relationship with
our neighbours and not be like this benefactors that invite people on to their estate. So we
stopped doing that.” —[Redacted] resident

The shared spaces in cohousing communities can act as semi-public spaces accessible to people
outside the group (Sargisson, 2010; Jarvis, 2011; Ruiu, 2014). Cohousing groups held neighbourhood
events (46) and open days (45), which temporarily made the site accessible to the wider public.
Examples of neighbourhood events include having an annual bonfire night (figure 6.34), ‘yard sale’ as
part of a wider neighbourhood festival, coffee mornings, music nights, ‘little library’ book exchanges
and garden parties. Some cohousing groups had open days and events during the planning stages and
after first moving onto the site as a way of meeting neighbours. However, one resident [redacted]
spoke of wanting to move away from more formal neighbourhood events and open days, as they felt
such events reinforce the group's view as a ‘benefactor’. Instead, they suggested that it is more
beneficial to build more normal one-to-one neighbourly (41) relationships in the longer term. As a
more established cohousing community, residents at Timber Lane have built up good relationships

with some of their neighbours through their shared interests in gardening or through children’s school
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friends. Interactions with neighbours include swapping seeds and produce and inviting children
around to play. Although cohousing appears to be particularly contentious during the construction
phase, this case demonstrated how cohousing residents can develop good relationships with their
neighbours over time. This idea is supported by Ruiu’s (2016a) experience of the threshold centre,
where after receiving initial disapproval from local neighbours, hostility from surrounding neighbours

decreased over time as the established group found ways to integrate with the surrounding area.

“We also attach work morning to an [open day]... That means people can come get a free place
as well...Mostly people who take up that option come because they want to do the gardening
and they want that causal connection with people or they like doing gardening and they can
have more casual conversations with people while there doing it.” —Timber Lane resident

Beyond the immediate neighbourhood, cohousing groups reached out in various ways to
engage with the wider city and beyond. At Timber Lane, open days, in addition to being an opportunity
to get to know potential new members and neighbours, serve as public engagement events. They are
an opportunity for anyone interested to learn more about cohousing to visit and get a tour of the site,
meet residents, attend talks in return for a small fee or take part in working mornings. These events
also act as useful networking events, where recently established cohousing groups and others
interested in cohousing can connect. These regular open day events were organised to coordinate and
satisfy many requests to visit those interested in learning more about cohousing. Similarly, Cobble

Lane organised one-off open day visits for interested student groups.

“A lot of people come through on polling day because we're the polling station...There has
been [campaign group] meetings here this week...there was [local youth club] which were
largely outside.” —Timber Lane resident

“We had started a youth group for 2 to 5 year olds connected to [a local youth organisation],
and so every Saturday morning we would run sessions here in this park. And it’s a great space
for that because it’s a beautiful natural environment, it’s got the confines of the railings so
children can’t run off too far.” —Timber Lane resident

In addition to neighbourhood events (46) and open days (45), cohousing groups use their
shared spaces to host (47) other groups, organisations and even public services. For example, the
common room can be booked out by a local choir and music groups, meeting spaces, youth groups, or
as a polling station. Timber Lane go further than this is renting out several their allotment plots to
local neighbours, encouraging further social interaction with them on site. All the groups in the
research used online platforms (38) such as social media accounts and websites to give more
information about their cohousing project, document their development, publish newsletters and blog
posts, share information on events and connect with people on a wider scale. The wider engagement
of cohousing groups was often coordinated by a specific working group and facilitated through one

resident as the main point of contact (42) to enable communication and logistics. Together, these
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patterns demonstrate a level of openness and external interaction in these cohousing cases, which
wouldn’t be expected to occur in more conventional private dwellings and set it apart from other more
closed forms of gated communities. Further cohousing research corroborates this ‘open door’ attitude
in cohousing, underpinned by a general willingness to share their spaces and what they have learnt
with people outside the group (Ruiu, 2016b; Ahn, Tusinski and Treger, 2018). However, this does not
equate cohousing landscapes to other forms of public spaces, as these levels of openness cohousing
communities demonstrate are most often temporary, allowing residents to retain control of when and

how often they occur.
Contributions of insider / outsider tension to cohousing knowledge

This section reflects the concerns that cohousing remains an exclusive type of housing,
identifying the initial costs and risks in setting up cohousing, homogeneity in viewpoints and self-
selecting membership processes as contributing to this issue. In doing so, the findings reported in this
section contribute to the ongoing debate of the comparison between cohousing and gated
communities (Ruiu, 2014; Chiodelli, 2015) by demonstrating their similarities in the spatial enclosure
and ‘invisible’ barriers alongside differences in the intentional and temporal openness of cohousing.
In many ways, cohousing communities go beyond many other types of housing in providing shared
resources that can be used by the wider neighbourhood and tolerate visitors and outside groups in a
way that wouldn’t normally be expected in private residential spaces. Therefore, this research
considers cohousing different from isolated gated communities through its ambition to open and

connect with wider society, but it still experiences some barriers to accessibility and inclusion.

6.5 Fixed / Uncertain

Living in the city
Quick fixes
Wilderness
Composting
Rewilding the garden
An evolving vision
Trial-runs & mock-ups
Reuse & repurpose
Leftover space
Moveable furniture
A cottage industry
Design for adaption
Dedicated play area
An allocated budget

Unexpected costs or events; Fixed plans and budgets;
processes; unknown large structures; policies;
outcomes; taking on risks. regular events.

Figure 6.35. Patterns reflect the fixed, uncertain and flexible or responsive elements of cohousing shared outdoor
spaces.

The tension between needing fixed, long-term certainties and flexible adaption in
response to changes within and outside the group is described in this section through the

evolutionary and experimental nature of the community and site. The ability for cohousing
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communities to change and adapt their spaces and social structures over time has already been
demonstrated in several of the patterns in other tensions. As has been discussed in the previous section
(6.4), cohousing communities take on risks and uncertainties that are involved in housing
development, such as availability of land, unforeseen costs, complex legal and planning procedures,
changes in residence and different uses of space (Scanlon and Fernadndez Arrigoitia, 2015; Hacke,
Miiller and Diitschke, 2018; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers, 2019). In conjunction with
unpredictable contextual circumstances, such as the recent global pandemic, the inherent
uncertainties and risks in cohousing require cohousing communities to respond and adapt. Cohousing
communities and spaces need to be flexible enough to respond to these uncertainties, yet sufficiently
stable and specific to fulfil the groups’ ambition and purpose. These include the affordance of multiple
uses and activities in shared spaces, the adaptable boundaries of open gateways, the territorial fluidity
of permeable buffers, and the temporary hosting of public events. This section explores the
predetermined and specific alongside the flexible and unprescribed aspects of cohousing and the

patterns that allow communities to adapt (figure 6.35).

Responding to financial uncertainty

“The new build has ended up costing up an awful lot more than we imagined and we still don’t
have the final bill. We don’t know what we can afford and what we can’t afford.” —[Redacted]
resident

“A lot of [garden furniture] we've got we either inherited or got second-hand and a lot of it’s
on its last legs. But [new furniture is] really expensive...I think last year the landscape
[working group] started to save a bit of money for future garden furniture, but realistically
it’s not a lot, it will take us a long time if we even buy a table.” —[Redacted] resident

The ability to raise funding to start and maintain a cohousing development is a key barrier to
its success (Ruiu, 2014; Scanlon and Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015; Fernandez Arrigoitia and Tummers,
2019). Until cohousing groups have a site, sufficient funding, knowledge and legal structures in place,
they face long periods of uncertainty (Ruiu, 2015; Jarvis et al., 2016; Hacke, Miiller and Diitschke, 2018).
Cohousing residents interviewed described being unaware of the total cost and the complexity of what
was involved in housing development before embarking. Unknown issues with the site, such as soil
contamination or the presence of endangered wildlife on the site, required unforeseen additional
professional input and technical solutions that weren’t originally budgeted for. Last-minute changes
to the scope of work or personalisation of individual houses also contributed to the unexpected costs
of the development overall. The final cost of the build was, therefore, often not known until
completion, and as such, residents ran out of money or had less budget than expected for the landscape
works, which were typically completed last and viewed as something that residents could achieve

themselves. At the same time, residents overlooked the need to submit the landscape works such as
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bin and bike storage (53), parking spaces and access paths within the planning documents to fulfil
planning requirements. In the longer term, the costs of maintaining shared outdoor areas, such as
replacing outdoor furniture was a further oversight. Due to a combination of these unforeseen
circumstances and lack of experience of residents taking on such a project, cohousing groups often

didn’t have enough budget to cover the cost of the outdoor spaces.

“There is some money in the existing budget for a small amount of landscaping around all
the phase two buildings...We have fought to keep an entirely different amount in a separate
budget for landscaping work, and this could cover the cost of this work depending on other
Landscape priorities.” —Grove Villa resident

“One of the budget things that we do is, we save up money for tree surgery because we expect
[...] last year to have to take down a cherry tree which is on its last legs.” —Timber Lane
resident

Although funding the shared outdoor spaces was often a challenge for cohousing communities,
several groups set aside a fixed allocated budget (26) for the initial landscape works and ongoing
maintenance, partly covering the costs needed. Keeping the landscape budget separate from the
building budget helped protect some money for the landscape works when prices for the building were
more than expected. In addition, some groups had an annual maintenance budget, which all residents
contributed to, for costs associated with maintaining buildings and outdoor spaces such as tree surgery.
This budget was allocated to the relevant working group to undertake the maintenance works.
However, the budget was often small and insufficient to cover the unforeseen costs described above.
Any additional fees were submitted to a whole group meeting and agreed upon by consensus to spend

money from other budgets or residents' extra costs.

“We had a big brainstorming session when we thought about different ways of raising money,
we could grow some produce, sell some produce. We could ask people if they come to use the
space, because we do let groups use the big communal space, to make a donation. So we made
some money at the yard sale so that was good.” —Poplar House resident

As a result, cohousing groups searched for alternative ways of bringing in income through
small-scale hobby enterprises or cottage industries (27). Residents looked for informal ways of
bringing in small amounts of money by selling or swapping excess produce, renting spare spaces, or
selling and swapping second-hand materials. This provided modest amounts of additional income that

could go towards other small costs such as buying seeds.

Less has been written about the economics of cohousing, particularly regarding the more
complex and everyday decisions of how residents negotiate the ongoing costs of shared landscapes.
This research reinforces the uncertainties and risks that remain around the funding and costs of
cohousing as a remaining barrier to its success (Scanlon and Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015). Further, the
research highlights that these uncertainties around costs in cohousing continue to fluctuate over time
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about the ongoing maintenance of development of the shared outdoor spaces, which can easily be
overlooked by residents. A fixed budget is useful for residents to ensure money is set aside for
unexpected costs, but residents also utilise more informal mechanisms of saving or raising small
amounts of money, such as through pooling resources or cottage industries. This reinforces Huber's
(2017) findings, highlighting collaborative consumption practices in cohousing, and Lietaert (2010)

describes the collective action and economies of scale in cohousing as a form of economic degrowth.

Group dynamics and an evolving vision

“The area where the new extension is being built is an existing spoil mound and shrubby trees.
When they removed a very large hedge it revealed a cherry tree, which bounced back to life
and became a sort of identity or symbol for the group.” —Fieldnotes

As discussed in the previous sections, the set shared intentions (1), and ‘a steady core’ (5)
steers group decision making and enables the group to work towards the same goal. According to
Wang et al. (2020), most cohousing communities consist of long-term residents, suggesting that
becoming a cohousing member is a long-term commitment to the community. This is backed up by
research that suggests collective action can help maintain stability in communities (Montelongo Arana
and Wittek, 2016). The idea of long-term stability and sustaining collective action in the community
is reflected through the physical manifestation of the groups’ long-term vision through a manifesto
(6), such as a vision or mission statement, or central landmarks (54), such as a major tree or building.
For example, a polytunnel built at Cobble Yard became a celebration of the group’s first achievement
and a physical reminder of the group’s shared intent. Similarly, a wildlife retention pond located in
the centre of Timber Lane overlooked by all the houses reflected the group’s ethos for designing a
sustainable and ecological approach by collecting rainwater from rooves and providing a habitat for
ducks, frogs and dragonflies. This reinforces comments from other researchers highlighting that
physical elements in cohousing developments function as symbolic representation of the group’s
values and ethos, including examples such as central lawns, community art projects, prominent trees

or the common house (Jarvis, 2011; Sanguinetti, 2014; Ruiu, 2015).

In addition to creating a fixed representation of the group's ethos, residents found it important
to record decisions by logging them in different ways. If residents didn’t keep track of group decisions,
they found the same choices and conflicts would come up again and again, even if they had previously
been resolved. This problem was reflected in Scanlon and Fernandez Arrigoitia's (2015) research into
a cohousing case where the fluid changes of group members during the decision stage opened
previously resolved decisions for further discussion. Pinning up meeting minutes on the noticeboard
(65) or online platforms (38) provide permanent and often-visited spaces in which to display and

log decisions (15) so that others are aware and to prevent the same issue from being repeatedly raised.
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Logging decisions also allows other residents who couldn’t attend group meetings to stay up to date
with the goings-on in the community and respond to any decisions they are unhappy about. The
processes of establishing and laying out new forms of practices and systems in cohousing are linked
to the idea of coding in assemblage theory by Boonstra to provide “stability and security to the
initiatives” (2016, p. 287). Although Boonstra refers to coding as the process communities, go through
to make the development work within existing planning and legal frameworks, already discussed here

in section 6.3, coding also occurs internally in cohousing through the setting and fixing expectations,

rules and decisions physically in the environment.

Figure 6.36. After previously deciding against it, residents [redacted] decided to get chickens as new residents
joined, and the consensus changed.

“We've also had join us a couple with two small children. So they have completely different
ways of using the space than adults without children and we have quite a few grandchildren
who visit now and we also now have one couple with a dog, which again has a different impact
on the outside space as well...” —[Redacted] resident

“We definitely weren’t having chickens — now we have chickens! So again a few people lately
have been really into the idea and put a lot of work into making it happen. And again because
there’s been a few changes in who lives here there hasn’t been any sort of strong opposition
to it — or any opposition to it at all really this time...” —[Redacted] resident

Cohousing groups can be particularly fluid in the early stages of the design development
(Scanlon and Ferndndez Arrigoitia, 2015), but this continues to a lesser extent over time, as residents
continue to move on, new members are recruited. With each recent change in members, the group
dynamics, opinions, and vision evolve in response. For example, the [redacted] community had
previously decided against having chickens on the site, as some key members opposed the idea. But,
as residents with strong opposition left and new residents who wanted chickens moved in, the decision
was reviewed (figure 6.36). Similarly, as families with younger children moved onto a site that

previously only had adults, residents find the spaces used differently. This research supports the view
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that new cohousing members are “value shapers” who influence the beliefs and actions of the group
and that “overly rigid adherence to values can thwart the growth of the collective” (Fernandez Arrigoitia

and West, 2020, p. 11).

It is important that original members involved in developing the cohousing project, described
as ‘pioneers’, “give way to new ways of thinking and doing by the ‘settlers’ who follow them” (Brenton
and Argent, 2020, p. 3). Rigidness in the vision for the site can also be limiting for getting newer
residents involved in the shared outdoor spaces. For example, one resident, who moved into cohousing
as it became more established, felt as if the vision was already “finished”, leaving them with little
opportunity to make their mark on the site. Jarvis (2015) emphasises that dynamic intentions and
values are needed in response to resident turnover and as individual residents and their relations with
each other naturally develop and evolve. Therefore, cohousing groups benefit from allowing the vision
for the site to evolve (2) in response to changes in the group dynamics, even if the broad ethos and
ambition of the group remain the same. An evolving vision was achieved by regularly reviewing
policies, holding repeat visioning days when new members joined, and including prospective members

in member meetings and decision-making.
Implementing change in shared outdoor spaces

As has been highlighted in section 6.2, the consensus decision-making process can become a
barrier to change in the outdoor spaces when groups fail to find an agreed solution that deals with
conflicting concerns. Further to this, a lack of money, time or skills also created barriers to agreeing,
starting or completing ideas. The cohousing communities found different ways around this to make
more immediate changes to the outdoor spaces to alleviate these concerns or avoid the need for an
immediate decision. These included patterns such as quick fixes (22), trial runs and mock-ups (23),

reusing and repurpose (24) and rewilding (25).

“..if it’s a temporary thing then we don’t need full member consent because it’s moveable, so
there’s been a lot of experiments and things that are moveable or temporary. And so junk
play, and having loose materials like those black pipes, like bits of wood, like the tubes, a lot
of this is left over actually from the build process are all things that the children can build
and create with.” —Timber Lane resident

When implementing new ideas that were controversial or unresolved, residents would test
these out through temporary trial-runs and mock-ups (23). This allowed the group to get feedback
from residents and understand any unforeseen issues before implementing the idea on a more
permanent basis. Temporary interventions were less controversial and useful to experiment with and
test new ideas. [Redacted] trialled the idea of having chickens on the site by ‘borrowing’ a neighbour's
chickens for a few days at a time. This enabled the group to decide whether the chickens would become

a permanent feature based on this experience.

206



Chapter 6: Discussion

Figure 6.37. Temporary raised beds for growing vegetables are made from wooden pallets tied together, so they
can be taken apart when the final design of the kitchen garden has been approved.

At Poplar House, the group had yet to decide on a final layout for the kitchen garden beds and
were reluctant to build anything before agreeing. However, one resident was keen to construct
something before the growing season was over (figure 6.37). This was resolved by creating temporary
raised beds out of pallets fixed together by wire to easily disassemble after the harvest. The transient
nature of the raised beds alleviated concerns from other residents whilst allowing timely construction

of beds so vegetables could be grown before the end of the season.

“These wildflowers that we planted here this year have been really nice although that's only a
very temporary phenomenon. But that was because we didn't know quite what to do with that
little bit...that was quite successful.”—Poplar House resident

“[A resident] has used that a lot for his tomatoes, which has been really nice and has been a
really nice shared thing for people. [That resident’s] happy to put them in, then people pick
them, people have really liked that and the raspberries as well. I think that’s been a bit of
individual enterprise that has really benefited the community.” —Poplar House resident

Where residents weren’t immediately able to implement ideas or necessary repairs due to a
lack of funding, time or skills, residents’ quick fixes (22) provided a direct and temporary alternative.
For example, in the first year of moving into Poplar House, while it was still a construction site,
residents planted an annual wildflower meadow as a quick yet temporary way of adding some planting
and colour to the site before agreeing to a site planting plan. At Grove Villa, residents used a container
on site as a temporary place to store bikes and equipment until they had got planning permission and
agreed on the design for a permanent store. Similarly, at Cobble Yard, residents had put down a

temporary cover to stop weeds coming up and provide a play space for children outside while the rest
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of the site was under construction. Annuals growing vegetables in beds were also tolerated by other
residents as a temporary act and perceived as providing useful produce that everyone benefitted from.
Several groups incorporated edible planting into ornamental planting areas to have the dual purpose
of looking nice and giving food and herbs. Planting edible food in pots was also a useful temporary

and uncontroversial way of adapting shared outdoor spaces.

Many who write about cohousing refer to it as a form of experiment (Jarvis, 2011; Noterman,
2016; Larsen, 2019), with Lietaert highlighting that “/tJhe strength of cohousing is that it is based on a
trial and error method...making it possible to adapt each cohousing community to its particular cultural
context” (2010, p. 567). The patterns, quick fixes (22) and trial-runs and mock-ups (23) highlight
how the open-mindedness cohousing communities bring to exploring new forms of shared living is
enacted in the shared outdoor spaces. This research reinforces other research that mentions how
cohousing communities utilise experimentation to generate user feedback to help understand what

works well and what doesn’t (Ahn, Tusinski and Treger, 2018) and try out new sustainable materials

and building techniques (Boonstra, 2016).

Figure 6.38. A seating area made from materials found around the site, including cut logs, paving slabs and stone.

“We had to cut down some trees here...you can see the stump of one tree there...we got all the
wood is from these trees, we planked it all [as timber] and stored over there.”—Poplar House
resident

“Potatoes are being grown in reused compost bags. Raised beds have been created from a

«

range of reused materials including coffee table frames. “ —Fieldnotes from Grove Villa

Self-building (21) gives the additional advantage for residents to identify, reuse and

repurpose (24) found materials on the site and in the local area, reducing costs and impacting the
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environment. Reusing and repurposing found, and waste materials allowed cohousing residents to
create outdoor spaces cheaply, without the need to get a spending budget approved from the group.
At Timber Lane, cut logs, old tires, sinks, fences and other types of found and reused materials are
used throughout the site as planters, edging materials and in the children’s playing field for DIY play.
The rock garden was created using stone sourced for free from a local school and a log fence from free
timber given in exchange for help coppicing a local woodland. Organic materials were reused and
repurposed on-site through centralised composting systems, and residents even grew their own
bamboo canes. This not only was a more affordable way for residents to create outdoor spaces, but it
also created a distinct material characteristic and identity in all the sites studied, noted in the field
notes and photos taken during site visits (figure 6.38). Although many studies mention recycling as a
common activity in cohousing, the idea that this creates a recycling aesthetic or materiality, and a
specific character and identity is not described in the cohousing literature. It also raises further
questions from a design perspective of how design professionals adapt their approach to incorporate

on-site materials in the local area or a common waste product and create spaces that residents can

easily add to and adjust by using recycled materials.

Figure 6.39. An area of the site left to become ‘wilder’ using a low maintenance approach to save time.

“Looking from this bottom bit (shrub border near site entrance), this is the area that at the
moment we are just having to leave, we just do not have the capacity.” —Poplar House
resident

“Around the pond here we started off with something that was quite formal I guess, neatly
defined plants all in their right place, and that was beautiful but very hard to maintain, and
one of the key people who was behind keeping that happening moved away. So what we've got
now is a little bit more...overgrown, weedy - or natural depending on your point of view! It’s
left to its own devices a little bit, which works well I think”. —Timber Lane resident
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Leaving areas of the site to rewild (25) overtime was adopted by all the cohousing groups in
some parts to minimise the required maintenance and encourage wildlife (figure 6.39). At Poplar
House, residents described a lack of time, capacity and funding as barriers to maintaining and creating
shared outdoor spaces. Residents were keen to preserve as many existing mature trees as possible, and
some residents wanted to retain the ‘wild’” aesthetic and privacy gained from mature shrub and tree
boundaries. In response, residents have taken a low maintenance approach to some site areas. This
included minimal removal of shrubs, allowing plants to self-seed and leaving some areas as ‘wild
spaces’. Similarly, at Timber Lane, the planting around the central pond, which had previously been
maintained as ornamental planting by one resident, had become wilder and less maintained after that
resident left. Although it wasn’t the group’s original intention, many of the residents grew to like the
aesthetic of the naturalistic planting and that it required less time to maintain. As well as reducing the
amount of maintenance needed, some residents preferred the more natural aesthetics or the idea that
it would attract wildlife. Wilderness spaces also afforded informal play spaces for children and

materials to create dens (figure 6.40).

This research reinforces other studies that highlight cohousing residents taking a wild
approach to gardening to encourage wildlife (Brenton and Argent, 2020) as an aesthetic preference
(Lies, Kang and Sample, 2017) and to build a stronger relationship with nature (Kirby, 2003; Sargisson,
2012; Sanguinetti, 2014; Glass, 2020). In addition, this research shows that rewilding may occur in
cohousing for practical reasons, including a lack of time or money or lack of action due to
disagreement. In contrast to Kirby’s finding that the connection to ‘wildland’ was a unifying factor in
a rural cohousing case, this research found a common area of disagreement between cohousing
residents. As has been previously highlighted in section 6.2, how wild landscapes are maintained and
what they should look like was a common point of contention in cohousing as residents had very
different views about what ‘wild’ or ‘natural’ landscapes meant to them. This may be due to the more

limited space within urban cohousing case studies, meaning they are more likely to become contested

spaces within the group.

Figure 6.40. A ‘wild’ area of the site is used by residents to connect to nature and children for play.
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Affording adaption

“They did the green roofs themselves because once we've got the membrane and all technical
things down to satisfy the warranty, it’s been designed so the top is a separate thing, so they
then put the substrate on...people still have experience and knowledge and making sure you
take that into account and use it in a good way.” —Design practitioner

To accommodate resident involvement and an evolving vision in cohousing, including forms
of experimentation and embracing natural processes described above, design practitioners need to
design for adaption (72). The idea of designing for adaption was employed in several case studies by
leaving some areas of the plan blank, optional or open to change. The design practitioner working
with Grove Villa produced two plans to negotiate the fixed and adaptable elements. The first plan was
drawn to get planning approval and included the fixed features required to meet those regulations,
such as parking space allocation and bin and bike store locations. A second ‘aspirational’ plan was then
produced to outline the adaptable elements that residents would implement over time, including a

firepit, kitchen garden, and an orchard.

N

Figure 6.41. A leftover part of the site has yet to be given a purpose. On a later visit to this area was being
transformed into a ‘quiet space’.

“This [area] is the bit that we didn’t know what to do with. It’s very overshadowed by the trees
here that keep on getting bigger and then the flats here. We struggled to come up with a
function for it when we were designing it...it’s really hard compacted ground, nothing much
grows here...so we've struggled with what to do with it...We did one year, for a mid-summer’s
party, made a sauna here...it’s a space that can absorb things...” —Timber Lane resident

“We've got the field here as well which we bought as part of the site...planning wise we can’t
really do a lot with it, and we wouldn’t want to, it’s a field and that’s what it is. Having said
that, there is a make-shift football pitch over here, just by cutting the grass!” —Cobble Yard
resident
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One of the ways residents enable an evolving vision for the site, alongside keeping open
channels of communications and allowing residents to have a say (13), is by leaving some parts of the
site undeveloped. Leftover spaces (60) occur as residents cannot develop all the site at once,
inevitably leaving some site areas ‘unfinished’ (figure 6.41). In the meantime, leftover spaces become
useful, flexible spaces adapted for temporary play areas, storage space (53) or even events. For
example, a narrow and shaded area with the hard impacted ground between a block of flats and shared
allotments at [redacted] was left undesigned as it was unsuitable for planting. Alongside being used to
store materials and occasional events in the summer, when residents decided they wanted chickens
on the site, the space was adapted to house the new chickens. The idea of Leftover spaces is in line
with Hammond’s experience of co-designing shared outdoor spaces with a cohousing community
where residents wanted to avoid predetermining functions for spaces so that they could be
appropriated over time as different uses emerged. Hammond explains, “in recognition that the group’s

needs would inevitably change as they grew older...the types of shared activities the group might want to

undertake in the future are unknown to them as present” (2018, p. 10).

Figure 6.42. A small picnic bench with a temporary umbrella provides an outside meeting space for residents.

“During COVID we've started having our communal meals outside, so we can still socially
distance. And not everyone’s comfortable with doing that but if people are then they can join

in.” —[Redacted] resident

The centralised open common spaces, such as a central green (52) or commonhouse

spillout (55), allow for multiple activities to take place there at different times of the day. This is
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supported by specific use spaces such as workshops, kitchen gardens or dedicated play areas (63).
Spaces that afford multiple activities are generally located within the centre of the site. In contrast,
specific use spaces are located towards the edges of the site, in line with Jordao, who highlights that
“[aJreas of specialized activities...[should] remain on the edge of the core community, in order to
concentrate the spaces with higher and multi-activity frequency in the inner side of the development”
(2016, p. 95). Moveable furniture (64), such as picnic benches, foldable chairs, plant pots and
children’s play equipment, allow residents to personalise their own spaces, temporarily appropriate
shared spaces and facilitate a range of activities (figure 6.42). Moveable tables and chairs are vital for

accommodating outdoor shared community meals and events. Moving tables and chairs into different

configurations afford additional activities such as larger public events and open days.

Similarly, having moveable children’s play equipment allows play spaces to be used for
different purposes, such as a space to have a fire on bonfire night or a marquee to celebrate a resident’s
wedding. A single picnic bench or cluster of tables and chairs in the centre of a central green provided
neighbouring residents with an impromptu place to have a chat over a cup of coffee. Moveable
furniture was particularly useful during lockdown to offer new social spaces outside. This included
more room to spread out and have communal meals or group meetings outside. Several groups used
temporary gazebos and umbrellas to facilitate ‘all-weather’ outdoor meeting places during the
pandemic. These patterns demonstrate how moveable furniture provides increased temporal
affordance within flexible shared spaces and in response to unforeseen events, supporting other
findings that moveable furniture attracts residents to use shared spaces in cohousing for spontaneous
activities (Jordao, 2016). Although moveable furniture remained a point of contention in cohousing
when toys or personal furniture were left out on the communal lawn for extended periods, the
temporary nature of moveable furniture meant short periods of appropriation in shared spaces were

tolerated by other residents.

“And what we've done is, we've negotiated a little bit, we've got a WhatsApp group that if you
want to use the garden by yourself, if you want exclusive access to it, then you just give notice
on the WhatsApp group for 30 minutes notice and say how long you want to spend in it.” —
[redacted] resident

The capacity for cohousing communities to create informal understandings and unwritten
rules (30) within the group also allowed them to quickly adapt those rules in response to the pandemic.
When the social distancing guidance was brought in during the lockdown, the official advice didn’t
specifically address the use of shared outdoor spaces in cohousing, which many residents considered
equivalent to their private gardens yet were spaces designed to encourage social encounters and
interaction. Cohousing communities responded to this by developing their own rules for using

outdoor spaces, including timetabling for children’s play equipment residents to request exclusive use
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of the outdoor spaces for a set time. This further exemplifies how collective action in cohousing can

enable resilience to change (Montelongo Arana and Wittek, 2016).
Contributions of fixed / uncertain tension to cohousing knowledge

This theme reinforces the uncertainties and risks UK cohousing communities face, particularly
when first starting out in the site acquisition and design development stages. The group utilises long-
term goals and a core group of residents to help steer them through this process, manifested into a
fixed physical form, such as a landmark, to act as a symbolic reminder. Further to this, this theme
presents several ways that residents adapt to such uncertainties. This includes allowing the vision to
evolve in response to changing community dynamics, experimentation in low-impact and -cost
placemaking approaches and utilising different affordances in spaces. This highlights the need for
designers to consider how to build in adaptiveness to the design by leaving areas of the site
undeveloped and providing communities with ‘working plans’. The tension between fixed and
uncertainty in cohousing landscapes is rarely discussed in the literature. Therefore, this section
contributes unique insight into how cohousing communities adapt to change, maintain outdoor

spaces over time, and respond to unforeseen events such as the recent pandemic.
6.6  Conclusion

This chapter ties together the patterns, and associated empirical evidence within the case
studies, with the literature on cohousing to provide an authentic account of how cohousing
communities collectively participate in the shared outdoor spaces. Together, chapters 5 & 6 meet
objective 1 (to identify patterns of urban commoning in cohousing landscapes) by firstly outlining the
patterns and then discussing the underlying tensions from which they have emerged. By referring to
the wider cohousing literature, this chapter demonstrates the similarities and differences between the
experiences of the four case studies in this research with other cohousing in the UK and internationally.
The detailed accounts provide rich empirical evidence that expands upon the existing cohousing
literature and contributes to understanding how outdoor spaces in cohousing are created and
managed by residents. Together this highlights detailed examples of cohousing residents’ lived
experience at the human scale and during the post-occupancy phase of residential landscapes,
providing insight into the successes and the challenges and tensions of residents’ participation in

shared outdoor spaces.

This chapter firstly contributes an understanding of the complex, and sometimes ambiguous,
the interplay between private, shared and public territories in cohousing landscapes, negotiated by
defined yet open boundaries and overlapping, temporal claims to space. Secondly, this chapter

highlights that shared outdoor spaces are important arenas for social interaction and collective action
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but can equally become spheres of division and conflict. This emphasizes the need for formal and
informal governance in hierarchical and horizontal organisational systems to negotiate these conflicts
through a balance between individual agency and group organisation. Thirdly, this chapter
demonstrates various forms of knowledge sharing, both within and outside the community, through
networks, contacts, intermediary hubs, and professionals to address the complexities and risks
involved in cohousing development. This highlights the many aspects of placemaking in cohousing
that fall outside the realm of the design profession, requiring different roles and skills of design
practitioners. This includes leaving room for residents to make their mark, facilitating the delivery of
technical expertise so that residents can make informed decisions, and being an intermediary between
the community and professional frameworks or bodies. However, the discrepancies between the
additional time and costs required to employ these different roles and what cohousing communities
were willing to or can afford to pay remains a challenge. Fourthly, the chapter contributes a more
detailed understanding of the internal and external relationships in cohousing and the visible and
invisible barriers between cohousing communities, the wider neighbourhood and society. Although
cohousing communities attempt to counteract the typical inward-facing layouts of the development,
with open gateways, temporary open events and access, challenges remain in making cohousing
accessible to a wider range of people. Finally, this research contributes detailed examples of how
cohousing communities adapt to uncertainties, including the recent pandemic, organisationally and
spatially, demonstrating resilient mechanisms of bottom-up and collective action in a residential

landscape context.

As well as contributing to the understanding of residents' involvement in shared outdoor
spaces in the context of cohousing, the findings present broader insights relevant to the theory of
urban commons. As previously outlined in the literature review, cohousing landscapes can be
understood as a type of urban commons and residents’ involvement in those spaces, a form of urban
commoning. The findings discussed in this chapter highlight the complex and adaptive relationships
between the organisational, spatial and social aspects involved in urban commoning in cohousing
landscapes. It outlines empirical examples of urban commons that act as and form part of dynamic
and complicated urban assemblages. The tensions identified through the grounded theory
methodology and outlined in detail in this chapter form a framework for further understanding and

developing the theory of urban commons in this context, outlined in the following chapter.
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/7 ASSEMBLING THE URBAN COMMONS

By framing residents' collective involvement in shared outdoor spaces in cohousing as a type
of urban commons, the patterns and tensions identified in this research can be discussed within the
context of similar debates in urban commons discourse. In doing so, it outlines how this research can
contribute to substantiating urban commons theory (objective 3) and explore the possible relevance
of the research findings to other types of community-managed urban resources. Firstly section 7.1
examines how the five tensions identified within cohousing align with the contradictions discussed in
urban commons discourse more generally. Secondly, section 7.2 draws upon assemblage theory to
reframe the tensions as 'slippages' to explain urban commons' inherently contradictory and dynamic
qualities. Finally, section 7.3 outlines five socio-spatial concepts that explain the mechanisms
occurring within the slippages that act to balance, combine or otherwise negotiate the two opposing
ends of the spectrums. These concepts are formed by linking the patterns that worked to resolve or
negotiate the tensions discussed in Chapter 6 with existing urban theory. The five concepts are
outlined to articulate the social and spatial interactions that occur as slippages within urban commons,
providing a holistic understanding of the phenomena. The significance of these concepts is that they
begin to combine commons and urban theory, supported by the empirical evidence within cohousing
cases, and outline ideas relevant to facilitating urban commoning in urban design practice. Therefore,
the findings described in this chapter are relevant for academics and design practitioners interested

in applying urban commons theory.
7.1  Tensions within urban commons

As pointed to in Chapter 2, understanding urban commons is challenging because the concept
is pluralistic, meaning it can manifest in different forms with varying characteristics (Hess, 2008).
These varying forms and characteristics have led some scholars to highlight urban commons'
paradoxical or seemingly conflicting properties. Section 2.2 of the literature review touched upon some
of these contradictions in describing how urban commons can be small or large in scale, material or

immaterial, publicly or privately shared, and composed of strangers or trusted friends. In this way,
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urban commons are not easily categorised as one thing or another. Although this "seemingly limitless
diversity" (Hess, 2008, p. 3) makes urban commons hard to pin down, their ability to encompass
multiple forms and span contradictory ideas is a defining characteristic. Just as urban cohousing
communities attempt to negotiate or balance the conflicting tensions described in Chapter 6, the
literature highlights similar contradictory qualities that commoning in cities entails. Therefore, the
tensions identified within cohousing landscapes are discussed here within the broader context of the
urban commons discourse, to provide insight into how urban commons deal with the complexity and

contradictories of the city.
Private / communal

Property ownership does not define or determine an urban commons, as they can be either
privately, commonly or publicly owned (Gibson-Graham, Cameron and Healy, 2013; Williams, 2018).
Instead, urban commons comprise rights granted to communities that afford them control over how
a resource is managed but isn't necessarily owned by that community. Colding et al. explain "the right
to actively manage land is a key feature of urban green commons whether ownership to green space is in
the private, public, the club realm domain, or constituting a hybrid of these" (2013, p. 8). Although
owning a shared resource, as in the case of Cohousing communities, can help to guarantee rights to
autonomously govern that resource, those rights can be gained through other means, such as informal
agreements, renting or squatting. When considering the urban commons, it is useful to consider the
terms' private', ‘public' and 'communal’ about territory and a sense of belonging rather than legal
ownership over a resource. Territory considers a sense of belonging to space experienced by an
individual or group through their ability to control how a space is used, managed and occupied.
Therefore, commoners are assumed to feel a shared territorial sense of belonging to space through the
practice of commoning enacted "through a sharing principle, which is neither priva