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Frequently Asked Questions about Cohousing

What is Cohousing?
Cohousing is a form of collaborative housing that offers residents an old-fashioned sense of neighborhood. In cohousing, residents know their neighbors and there is a strong sense of community that is typically absent in contemporary cities and suburbs.

Cohousing communities consist of private, fully equipped dwellings and extensive common amenities including a Common House and recreation areas. What makes cohousing unique is the strong partnership which is forged among the future residents and the professional development team. Together the residents and professionals create a custom built close-knit neighborhood managed by the members with a healthy blend of privacy and community. 

What are the Defining Characteristics of Cohousing? 
1. Participatory Process. 

2. Neighborhood Designed for Community. 
3. Shared Common Facilities. 
4. Resident Management. 
5. Non-Hierarchical Structure and Consensus Decision-Making. 

6. No Shared Community Economy. 

How does cohousing differ from other kinds of living arrangements?
Some people involved with cohousing like to describe their communities as “intentional neighborhoods.” This is probably because the term “intentional community” frequently connotes a shared religious, political or social ideology rather than simply the desire to have a strong sense of community with your neighbors. Cohousing residents privately own their homes and there is no pooling of income, except to pay one’s monthly homeowner dues as one does in a typical Homeowner’s Association.


How does a cohousing community get started?

Some cohousing communities are initiated by a developer who already has a piece of land. Other neighborhoods begin by a core group of future residents who hold the vision of cohousing and contact cohousing professionals to help them establish the basic systems, roles and responsibilities of members. If a pedestrian-oriented community was created without resident participation in the planning stages it may be “cohousing-inspired,” but it is not a cohousing community.



Do residents have their own kitchen?
You may well wonder why we have put this question on this sheet. Frankly, because it is one of the most frequently asked questions of cohousing enthusiasts. Yes, each residence has a fully equipped private kitchen. In addition, there is a common kitchen, where community meals are usually prepared and served in the Common House two or three times each week. 

Does it cost less to live in cohousing?

Yes, cohousing residents share many expenses, which cause living expenses to be less than in a typical American home. Reduced living expenses result from optional community meals several times a week (averaging $5 or less per home-cooked meal); significantly reduced heating bills due to energy-efficient design and building techniques; commonly-owned garden equipment (e.g. one lawnmower per neighborhood); up to 50% less driving since many social activities take place in the neighborhood; reduced gas consumption and air pollution from car-pooling, shared cars and increased use of mass transit; group purchases for food and home maintenance items; shared kids’ play equipment and childcare among several families; lawn care handled by residents versus hired out, etc.

How is home ownership legally structured in cohousing communities?
Most cohousing communities in the U.S. are structured as condominiums or planned unit developments (PUDs). In what is called the “lot development model,” members jointly own the common property and facilities, and are the sole owners of the land on which they build their own single detached house. Sometimes members own just the land directly under their homes (the footprint), or that plus a small back or front “private” yard. In “retrofit” cohousing, existing buildings are renovated so that certain spaces can be used by the whole community for its common activities.

How do people find a particular cohousing group?
For the most part, people learn about cohousing through grassroots marketing, i.e. a friend tells another friend. Once someone becomes interested in the concept, groups usually require attendance at an orientation, several regular business meetings, and perhaps some involvement with a committee before a household can apply for membership. Some groups have associate memberships that require little in the way of a financial contribution, but do give potential members the chance to participate fully in the planning process and to get to know others in the group. A full membership usually requires an equity investment, part or all of which is credited toward the final purchase price of your house. This investment can range from a few thousand dollars up to 20% of the final cost of your home.

Why join a group at the beginning?
The advantage of joining a group early is that the sooner you enter the community, the more opportunity you have to be part of the design and planning. Early membership also gives you an earlier place in the order in which homes will be selected. Many groups offer a financial incentive for joining the project early in the way of a discount applied to your final house price. 
 


Resales - When a member wants to move out and sell her home?
Except in a cooperative, any household leaving the community can legally sell their property to anyone they choose. Some communities maintain a “right of first refusal” 

so that the seller offers his or her home for purchase by the community or to an individual or individuals within the community before putting it on the open market. In other communities, residents sign a voluntary agreement that they will not lease or sell their house to a person or persons who do not wish to participate fully in the community. Some communities maintain a waiting list of persons interested in being informed if a home becomes available and it is to the benefit of the seller and to the rest of the community if everyone lends a hand in finding new owners. When it comes to re-sales, experience has shown that homes in cohousing have held their value and have appreciated faster than the market as a whole.

What are common meals?
Cohousing communities usually serve between two and three meals per week in their Common House. The meals are prepared by a team of two to four persons for diners who sign up for the meal in advance. Eating common meals is always voluntary. 

In a few communities cooking is also voluntary, but in most cases it is not. However, there is a good deal of variation in the way the cooking and cleanup responsibilities are structured. Typically, each adult is involved in meal preparation and/or cleanup once every five or six weeks. There is also variation in how the common meals are paid for, but one only pays for the meals one eats. Common dinner prices typically range from $2.50 to $5.00. Cohousing residents generally feel that common meals are the glue that holds cohousing communities together. Many communities encourage their cooks to provide a vegetarian and children’s option at most meals. Special food requirements are respected, although not every one of them will necessarily be accommodated at every meal.

How large are cohousing communities and who lives there?
Cohousing communities in North America range in size from nine to 56 households. There is a generally belief that cohousing works best with 15 to 35 households. But communities that are considerably smaller and considerably larger have certain advantages over those that are in the range of what has been thought to be “ideal.” In a smaller community, you can be sure that you will know every person quite well if you choose to. A larger community usually has enough resources to support more extensive common facilities, and enough people to create a greater variety of community activities. Cohousing attracts a wide range of household types: single people of all ages, couples, families and single parents of infants, toddlers and school-aged children, couples whose children are grown, and retirees.

Is cohousing affordable?
The simple answer to this question is sometimes. Since most cohousing communities are new construction and often have very extensive common facilities they typically end up costing the same as homes in the surrounding neighborhood. However, in a number of communities, because of subsidies from either outside the project or from internal sources, truly affordable homes have been built. Although one is not getting a custom-built individual residence, as a group cohousers create a custom-built neighborhood. Many future residents have the opportunity to work closely with the architect designing their future home as part of the overall design process. In addition, many cohousing groups have a desire to build as “green” as possible, and seek out affordable environmentally sound materials and building techniques.



How does cohousing provide for residents of different economic means?
In some states, counties or municipalities developers of multi-family housing are required by law to have a certain percentage of the new units meet a standard for “affordability.” People in cohousing usually welcome this, and often wish they could make even more than the required percentage affordable. Unfortunately, unless the developer can get public or private subsidies or grants, there is a limit to how many affordable units can be built without driving everyone else’s home costs sky high. Still, at least half a dozen completed cohousing projects in the U.S. have received subsidies from the state. 


What about safety and security?
Because residents know all their neighbors, cohousing provides an excellent neighborhood watch system built in to the communities. Someone who is not a resident is very easily recognized. If your child falls off a swing when he or she is out of your immediate sight, another adult will pick him or her up. Everyone helps protect and maintain the property when a resident is out of town. Even in an urban area, many cohousers are comfortable leaving their front door unlocked when they go to the Common House to pick up laundry or mail. Cohousing parents report how safe they feel their community is for raising children.


#  #  #



Adapted from The Cohousing Association of the United States - www.cohousing.org
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