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Abstract 

 

Considering current urban challenges within the United States, the stewardship of massive, 

unsustainable living and consumption, collaborative cohousing communities appear to hold 

substantial potential as agents of change delivering sustainable-oriented lifestyles. This research 

examines the internal drives that intervene in adopting environmentally friendly habits and 

explores how they are facilitated inside this type of residence. In order to observe the benefits 

and limitations of this type of degrowth-oriented housing, this study covers the transformative 

learning experiences within cohousing residents through the conduction of semi-structured 

interviews as the primary method. For this research, two cohousing communities have been 

selected in the states of Vermont and Iowa.  

 

Throughout the study, different drives associated with the attainment of sustainable 

environments have been identified. Among them, we find drives connected to the built space 

and the social organisation of the communities. Emphasis is also given to the internal strategies 

by which these drives intervene in the materialisation of environmentally friendly lifestyles. 

The study points out those drives that deem cohousing a beneficial tool to challenge existing 

economic norms and social paradigms. This study can serve as the basis for further research 

exploring the possibilities of considering the depicted drives as guiding models for sustainable 

living among more traditional forms of housing.  
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Towards Sustainable Lifestyles:  

An exploration of Cohousing in the North American context

 

 Introduction 

Based on the powerful global dynamics undergoing in our cities, one may ask - What does the 

future entail for them? Is this hectic urban growth sustainable in the long run? Which living 

models are available to improve the quality of life in cities? Many questions come to mind when 

imagining the future scenario of large cities worldwide. Considering societal trends of 

decentralisation, increased self-reliability, demand for participation, and custom-made 

solutions (Tummers, 2016), individuals worldwide are looking into alternatives to housing that 

offer greater social cohesion and meaningful relations while safeguarding the environment. 

Within this context, the housing format "cohousing" proposes a model of housing oriented 

towards socially sustainable community building, which might offer some interesting insights 

on more ecological housing alternatives. Inside cohousing communities, residents have the 

independence of their own fully equipped private dwellings but share a series of common spaces 

that foster the creation of social relationships, mutual support, and reproductive work (Wang & 

Hadjri, 2021). Deeming the vast potential of this form of dwelling on alleviating persistent 

patterns of consumerism, loneliness, and nature degradation present in today's western 

societies, cohousing communities offer a housing alternative worth exploring. 

 

Projections reflect that in 2050 it is estimated that the majority of the global population (77%) 

will reside in cities (United Nations, 2015). Currently, 27 megacities are responsible for 9% of 

global energy consumption and 13% of waste and are home to 7% of the total population, which 

is also expected to increase in the upcoming years (Kennedy, et al., 2015). With the rise of 

urbanisation, worldwide societies and their economic activities have become highly dependent 

agents on significant inputs of energy and materials, requiring an enormous capacity to absorb 

their emissions and waste (Decker, et al., 2000). Since these productive and assimilative needs 

occur far beyond the cities' boundaries, global ecosystems have been placed under high pressure 

to supply the demands of growing population centres (Constanza, et al., 2007). Hence, these 

processes alter the biodiversity and composition of natural ecosystems, resulting in 

environmental threats linked to the disruption of hydrological systems, the modification of 

energy flows, and the climate (Grimm, N. B. et al. 2008). With these exorbitant facts and figures 

over the table, more than ever, urban centres are progressively required to explore nature-

oriented supply systems and consumer attitudes to accommodate these significant demands for 

goods, services, and energy to guarantee future sustainable urban environments.  

 

Consequently, and just like the environment, these fast-paced dynamics have also profoundly 

influenced the daily lives of urban dwellers. The city has become a double-edged sword: on the 

one hand, it offers an exciting environment full of career opportunities, leisure, and endless 

consumption possibilities; but on the other hand, cities have become unhealthy living 

environments (low air quality, noise pollution...) where the hectic life pace swallow’s people's 

time and energy resulting on high levels of stress among individuals rushing to make ends meet 
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(Lietaert, 2010). Flexible working conditions and, above all, an increasingly interdependent and 

fluid society have favoured the loss of social cohesion, making it difficult for communities to 

prevail in urban contexts since the 1980s (Lietaert, 2010). In this setting, with a sharp increase 

of single householders in cities, individuals appear to be more vulnerable to external threats, 

profoundly undermining the quality of living of urban dwellers. Thus, cities have gone from a 

place of stability and thriving opportunities to places for reckless consumption, production, and 

competition, where relationships through digital devices are increasingly becoming more 

essential than face-to-face interaction (Lietaert, 2010). 

 

However, in recent decades we have seen a growing concern over environmental issues such as 

climate change and a "green awakening" prompted by wellbeing-oriented celebrities and 

content creators. Aiming to challenge individuals to pursue lifestyles focused on more 

sustainable practices that reconsider the way individuals conceive material consumption and 

daily living (Wang & Hadjri, 2021). Especially right after the covid-19 lockdown, many people 

started questioning their life priorities, consequently striving for further alternatives to 

meaningful living.   

 

These existing circumstances, along with the steady growth of real estate values in cities and 

what seems to be a persistent global crisis in accessing affordable housing (Aalbers, 2015; 

Madden & Marcuse, 2016), have turned collaborative-oriented housing into an appealing 

proposal for different swaths of the population. Nowadays, while the word sustainability swings 

around European agendas and debates about new sustainable urban horizons are strengthened 

in the public sphere, collaborative housing activists and researchers are promoting a resurgence 

of interest in resource-efficient collaborative housing initiatives (Hagbert, 2019), taking 

advantage of political opportunities within the sustainable development discourse.  

 

Through the review of academic articles by authors Hagbert, P. (2016/2019), Markmann, B. 

(2012), and Sanguinetti, A. (2014), I have been able to form the basis of my research. This 

research is motivated by Pernilla Hagbert's (2019) contributions in her chapter "Co-housing as 

a socio-ecologically sustainable alternative?" in which she identifies the potential of cohousing 

and community building as an agent to support residents shift their daily practices. It also 

highlights the potential of the claim 'saving by sharing' as a practical example of essential 

collaborative practices for a sustainable future. Furthermore, in her research "Sustainable Living 

and Cohousing: Evidence from a Case Study of Eco-Villages," Bella Markmann, et al. (2012) 

address the social organisation as the main strength of this type of housing, this being a "vital 

role as the basis for more profound and collective based changes in consumption and everyday 

practices". Based on these statements, it can be noticed that cohousing has been identified as a 

potential tool to support its residents' transition towards more sustainable lives. 

 

Considering current societal grievances, the fact that cohousing communities hold substantial 

potential as agents of change towards "a more radical alternative, which challenges current 

socio-technical, economic and social paradigms" (Hagbert, 2019), cohousing living deems an 

alternative to housing focused on growth, thus worth exploring. Accordingly, this research 

examines what internal processes intervene in adopting environmentally friendly habits and 
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how sustainable lifestyles are promoted inside this type of dwelling. This research aims to 

identify internal drives (drives being the internal motivations to reach a particular purpose) that 

promote the adoption of sustainable lifestyles inside cohousing by closely looking at 

communities in the US context.  

 

The context of the study (cohousing communities in the US) is suitable for the research due to 

the US representing the stewardship of massive, unsustainable living and consumption; Hence, 

it is relevant to investigate how this type of housing develops in a context where consumption 

represents one of the fundamental pillars of society. Another factor that motivates the research 

of cohousing communities in the US is that many studies that examined the topic of cohousing 

in the United States context often will focus on "elderly cohousing" or "ecovillages" while also 

tending to overlook the relation of its features within the production of sustainable lifestyles. 

Accounting for existing ecological, urban, and social challenges in the US, sustainable lessons 

learned from cohousing communities could be a leading example of spreading sustainable 

living inside different urban housing forms.  

 

Finally, the research is inspired by the article "transformational practices in cohousing: 

Enhancing residents' connection to community and nature" (Sanguinetti, 2014), in which, 

through the concept of "transformal practices," the authors explore the existing relationship 

between nature and the residents inside cohousing communities. Furthermore, the author also 

reflects the need to apply less formal methods when extracting data to cover residents' 

experiences within the living environment. In line with this, in order to observe the benefits and 

limitations of this type of degrowth-oriented housing, this study covers the transformative 

learning experiences within cohousing through the conduction of semi-structured interviews as 

the primary method. Hence, the current research will fill the knowledge gap by exploring 

mixed-generation cohousing communities in the US, accounting for the transformational 

processes and degrowth-oriented practices that instigate behaviour changes towards sustainable 

lifestyles. For the basis for this research, two cohousing communities have been selected in the 

states of Vermont and Iowa to be analysed, both with extensive experience in the management 

of this housing typology. Consequently, the aim of this research leads the author to the main 

research question: "What degrowth-inspired drives inside cohousing communities contribute to 

the adoption of sustainable lifestyles among its residents?”. To further complement the first 

research question, the author also provides a second research question: "In which ways do the 

internal drives inside cohousing transform residents' outlooks towards the adoption of 

sustainable lifestyles?". In this context, I relate the notion of drives/ internal drives with the 

internal motivations that influence cohousing communities’ determination towards adopting 

environmentally protective measures within daily living. 

 

This thesis is sequenced in three parts comprising seven chapters; the first part presents the 

background to the research topic, the methods and theoretical framework for the analysis. The 

second part comprises the communities researched along with the study. Subsequently, the third 

part conveys the conclusion and final discussions together.   
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The disposition of the chapters follows the narrative commonly employed for a thesis of this 

length and segments; the main aim is to provide a cohesive and straightforward narrative line 

for the reader to follow through the research efficiently. In this case, the seven chapters have 

been arranged as it follows below. 

 

The first chapter is an introduction to the subject, contextualising the research topic and 

presenting the main aims, motivations for the study, and research gap to cover. The second 

chapter includes a brief background on literature related to different themes explored 

throughout the study; themes such as housing in a neoliberal society, current practices of 

consumption in the US, and different approaches to sustainable consumption. Lastly, the 

chapter closes with an overview of the subject researched, cohousing. The last two chapters of 

the first part, chapters three and four, appear closely related. The third explains the methods 

selected for the development of the study. In this case, the research uses semi-structured 

interviews as the primary method to gain insights into how cohousing residents interact with 

the building environment and the community. The motivations for this method, the type of data 

reviewed, and limitations resulting when carrying out the research are also illustrated in this 

chapter. The fourth chapter refers to the study's theoretical framework. For this, different themes 

present in the field of research are explained through two theories selected for the analysis: 

degrowth theory and transformative learning theory.  

 

The second part is composed of two chapters, chapters five and six. Chapter five offers a general 

overview of the communities observed. Emphasis is made on their history, values, and 

environmental motivations in order to document their core features and set the reader in context 

for the analysis that follows. The subsequent chapter is one of the most relevant in the research, 

it presents the results obtained through the methods and analyses them based on the different 

themes selected in the theoretical framework.  

 

After elaborating the analysis, the last chapter focuses on discussing the main findings. In this 

part, the overall outcome of the research is evaluated, considering to what extent the study 

answers the main research questions. Finally, this part ties the research together to draw the 

main conclusions and summarise further research recommendations and areas to explore. 

 Background 

2.1 Neoliberal housing and Ecological Modernization in the US 

 

With the rise to power of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, major Western economies 

moved away from the Keynesian liberal model to make way towards a neoliberal conception 

of the economy (Gibeson, 2020). As a result of the transition between the economic model 

intervened by the state to regulate the economy to a neo-liberal model based on the free 

regulation of the market, it is worth mentioning that the relationship between the human being 

and the environment has undergone significant transformations (Plehwe, 2006). Starting from 

the mid-1970s, the freedom of the economy from the neoliberal model has influenced a 
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reorientation of world markets and economic priorities. Thus, fostering greater competitiveness 

of economic actors and greater flexibility of labour markets, making world economies compete 

to maintain higher GDPs (Lietaert, 2010). As a result of these transitions, cities have 

progressively become centres of powerful global dynamics, attracting more significant swaths 

of the population; nowadays representing complex consumption centres that instigate fast-

paced lifestyles. 

 

Access to public housing is facing a precarious moment. Across nations worldwide, real estate 

power has risen rampant during the last decades, jeopardising government-owned and social 

housing projects (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014). From the neoliberal perspective, housing 

access is assumed through the market itself. However, in practice, the commodification of the 

home has become part of increased speculative financialisaton, targeting specific upper-middle-

class groups (Forrest, 2015). Real estate power and the neoliberal political project of belittling 

publicly owned housing have reduced public support for housing in the United States, causing 

homeownership cases to grow. This motivation towards homeownership through arguments 

that support the generation of wealth is generally not based on the intrinsic characteristics of 

homeownership but as consequences of "the political project of promoting homeownership at 

the expense of other tenures" (Calbers & Christophers, 2014, p.385). Decades of federal policies 

shifting funds from publicly owned, operated, and maintained housing towards supporting 

incentive programs oriented to the private housing market (Gibeson, 2020), has made the 

market itself the primary drive of housing development (Estey, 2021).  

 

Accordingly, the United States Constitution guarantees no housing rights; for this reason, there 

is no straightforward legal recourse for pressuring the state to safeguard affordable access to 

housing. Since these constitutional responsibilities do not exist, the state cannot be liable for 

failing to meet said needs (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014). The lack of housing provision is an 

embedded component in North American society, where renters are perceived as a middle 

ground toward ownership, thereby reserved for individuals at the lower end of the society 

(Aalbers & Christophers, 2014). Market failure to provide an adequate number of housing units 

has sparked social movements organised by housing activists and tenants across the US. Despite 

its external efforts to revitalise and secure safer and more stable housing options, progress is 

attained slowly (ibid.). Meanwhile, the soil of large cities becomes highly contested due to a 

higher demand for housing space and skyrocketing home and rent values (Krisel, 2015). 

Thereby emphasising homeownership whilst undermining the access to quality housing that 

fosters more tailored and fulfilling living arrangements.  

 

With a system based on local property taxes as the ground for providing local services, 

individual governments' financial interests often limit the construction of new housing and high-

density housing (Schwartz, 2021). Since land-use regulations of individual jurisdictions are not 

efficiently coordinated regionally in the United States, the housing supply appears to be 

relatively inelastic (ibid.). With these facts in mind, North Americans willing to explore 

alternative housing routes are not easily supported by local governments. Neighbour groups and 

local associations often find themselves "reinventing the wheel," trying to navigate the legal 

path to bring these alternative projects to fruition. Consequently, the early stages of projecting 
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a cohousing community test the commitment and willingness of aspiring "cohousers" to steer 

the housing regulatory system (Fromm, 2000). Under these circumstances, North Americans 

often find themselves in a complex grey area when exploring housing initiatives that challenge 

pre-established residential models. 

 

On the other hand, efforts to improve the environment and counteract neoliberal economic 

growth impacts have recently emerged within the sustainable development discourse. An 

example of this is the phenomenon coined under the term "ecological modernization" (EM). 

This strategic approach aims to "decouple economic growth from resource use and 

environmental impact" (Etsey, 2021, p.19). Applying ecological modernization logic to the 

housing sector translates into promoting efficient homes through means of construction 

"environmentally assessed and approved" while also aspiring to prioritise the use of "market-

based mechanism and technological innovations" (Etsey, 2021, p.19). 

 

The EM discourse in the US echoes the European emphasis on promoting efficiency through 

the development of new technologies while ascribing the win-win strategy for environmental 

quality and economic growth. EM-based movements have started organising and lobbying 

through an EM-influenced discourse; hence EM is becoming more mainstream in the North 

American context (Schlosberg, et al., 2008). This phenomenon is also reflected in numerous 

corporations adopting the EM discourse of efficiency, working to shift their aims and values 

towards more environmentally conscious procedures (Schlosberg, et al., 2008). This shift in 

dynamics is further motivated by the significance of the consumer society in the North 

American context. Daniel Pink (2006) accounts for a new "green trend" driven by "see-me-

environmentalists," consumers who desire to match their lifestyles and values by getting their 

hands on the latest green-labelled trends (Schlosberg, et al., 2008). 

 

Meanwhile, cities across the country have also jumped into the EM bandwagon. Despite US 

governors' scepticism to signing up for environmental treaties, in the matter of local 

governance, local politicians are propelled to implement "healthy alternatives for the planet" 

(Schwadron, 2006). This can be perceived in the emergence of local guidelines focused on 

installing LEED-certified public buildings and implementing hybrid cars and biodiesel public 

transportation fleets. The issue associated with this growing green wave is that EM ignores the 

sustainability of consumption (Schlosberg, et al., 2008). Correspondingly, this trend raises 

questions about whether this consumer-oriented form of EM is a precursor to a new era of 

sustainability or just a new form of consumption that hinders an already unsustainable economic 

system (Blühdorn, 2007). 

 

Moreover, critics of EM sustain that the implementation of efficient technologies within the 

built environment does not hold sufficient power to drive down the growing levels of production 

and consumption (Krüger, 2020). Therefore, separating economic growth from environmental 

stress is somewhat more utopian than realistic (Ward, et al., 2016). Although innovations in 

technology can help boost the efficient use of household resources, it does not necessarily 

translate into a slowdown in consumption (Foster, et al., 2011). These phenomena could be due 
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to the benefits obtained through efficiency strategies being partially nullified through the 

rebound effect (Krüger, 2020). 

 

Despite its positive environmental and technological aspirations, ecological modernization has 

formally been used as a political strategy that naturalises the process of modernization through 

technological innovations rather than questioning such processes (Eckersley, 2004). Thereby 

becoming the hegemonic approach toward ‘sustainable development’ without further exploring 

models that engage the civil society and challenge pre-established consumption patterns 

(Eckersley, 2004; Robbins, 2020). Under said circumstances, it is evident that there is a 

fundamental contradiction between the presence of a model of unlimited economic growth 

(despite its green implications) and the provision of living configurations that safeguard the 

environment and the needs of the majority. In this case, the role of civil society is key to further 

exploring social innovations and grassroots experiments to reverse current consumption 

patterns, opening the way to new horizons that promote sustainable solutions (Heiskanen, et al., 

2011). The following section will explore a comprehensive review of sustainable lifestyles 

opposing North America's consumption culture. 

2.2 Consumption in the US and sustainable lifestyles 

 

There is no surprise that our daily decisions regarding consumption habits and lifestyles are one 

of the drives of negative impacts on our planet. Demand for raw materials for consumption has 

increased by leaps and bounds in the last four decades, reaching up to 70 billion tonnes in 2010 

(Akenji, 2020). Focusing on the northern hemisphere, it is well-known that the average North 

American consumes far more natural resources and lives much less sustainably than individuals 

from any other large country. Although the US population represents only 4,25% of the world's 

population, it is responsible for excessive consumption, depleting at least one-quarter of every 

natural resource (Markham, 2006). As stated by David Tilford (Environmental organisation 

Sierra Club), "A child born in the United States will create 13 times as much ecological damage 

over the course of his or her lifetime than a child born in Brazil'' (Hussen, 2012, p.302). These 

unsettling facts are primarily due to the fact that consumer culture is deeply ingrained in the 

North American way of living and widely tolerated by the rest of the globe. 

 

When looking at North American society's enormous consumption, another aspect to consider 

is the role of advertising within media consumption. In 2016, US expenditure on advertising 

accounted for 34% of global spending ($520 billion) (Advertising Age, 2015). This significant 

expenditure reflects the great importance of consumer culture in the United States. Although 

advertising a product does not necessarily translate into a final sale, the ad itself continues to 

sell the meanings and values of consumer culture (Roach, et al., 2019). As stated by Lasch, "the 

importance of advertising is not that it invariably succeeds in its immediate purpose, …but 

simply that it surrounds people with images of the good life in which happiness depends on 

consumption." (Goodman, 2004, p.39-40). Further research also shows that higher rates of 

television watching have also been associated with having materialistic values (Shrum et al., 

2005). Considering that the average US citizen will spend about three years of his life watching 
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television ads (Desrochers & Holt, 2007), trends do not show a very optimistic projection for 

downsizing current consumer demands.  

 

In addition, we cannot forget further negative structural factors, such as an excessive urban 

sprawl, and poor public transport systems (only five percent of North Americans use transit 

options for daily commuting) (Burrows, 2021). Nevertheless, there is also a heavy reliance on 

private automobile transportation; in 2019, 90% of households had at least one light vehicle 

(Carlier, 2021). The US presents many structural challenges that need to be rethought when 

addressing its involvement with sustainable lifestyles. Paradoxically, a National Geographic's 

Greendex study found that US consumers are the least likely to feel guilty about their influence 

on the environment. Still, North Americans appear near the top of the index, believing that 

individual choices could make a difference in safeguarding the environment (Hussen, 2012, 

p.302).  

 

This cognitive dissonance towards the natural environment becomes evident when human 

extraction and consumption rates surpass the planet's regenerative capacities. According to 

experts, if the world population had the same living standard as the average American, we 

would require the equivalent of at least four earths to sustain our production and consumption 

systems (McDonald, 2015). Hence more than ever, it deems necessary to discuss and consider 

radical approaches to intervene within lifestyles choices, especially addressing aspects such as 

food provision, mobility systems, housing, consumer goods, and leisure (ibid.).  

 

With these circumstances being the case, how can humans meet their basic needs while 

encouraging meaningful and healthy societies that safeguard the environment? To address the 

negative impacts of relentless consumption, individuals must become self-aware of the 

repercussions of uncontrolled consumerism embedded in adopted values, behaviours, and 

lifestyles. Based on this awareness, new consumption patterns can be embraced to counteract 

undermining practices while adopting more sustainable-oriented lifestyles (Akenji, 2016). 

 

What do we understand as a sustainable lifestyle? Definitions of sustainable living often 

mention the concepts of reducing resource consumption while also diminishing environmental 

damage; moreover, it should also consider the broader picture and acknowledge people's 

aspirations for meaningful lives while respecting ecological and material boundaries to meet 

living demands (Winter, 2007). This research refers to the 2016 UNEP report on "A Framework 

for Shaping Sustainable Lifestyle" as the primary definition of sustainable lifestyles. 

Accordingly, a Sustainable Lifestyle can be defined as a "cluster of habits and patterns of 

behaviour embedded in a society and facilitated by institutions, norms, and infrastructures that 

frame individual choice, in order to minimise the use of natural resources and generation of 

wastes, while supporting fairness and prosperity for all" (Akenji, 2016, p.3). Thus, the concept 

emphasises the cultural transition from a consumerist lifestyle to a more sustainable one, 

consuming more efficiently to reduce the environmental impact (Wiese, 2017). How does a 

sustainable society think and act? - experiences around alternative living arrangements suggest 

the need for a paradigm shift that eases a sense of community more comprehensive than the 

current living arrangements being promoted. This means, spaces for living where individuals 
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are aware of the complex interrelationships between them and the land, feeling the 

responsibility to care for the environment and promote its hegemony (Van Schyndel Kasper, 

2008). 

 

Considering global consumption trends and accounting for sustainable living models, changes 

are required from the individual to the macro-level (Hertwich, 2010). This change lies in 

rethinking how humans organise their daily lives and guide their interactions (how they 

consume, transport themselves, and decide to spend leisure time). Some examples of these 

changes are seen through - municipalities engaging in the development of green city 

infrastructures, the current re-emergence of consumption of higher quality products with longer 

lifespans, or younger generations paying attention to what they eat and how it impacts the 

environment (Cohen, 2017). 

 

To a large extent, the search for well-being dictates the preferences and motivations of 

individuals' consumption, which manifests with personal capital (experiences that arise to fulfil 

well-being aspirations) and social capital (influences of the social context over the individual) 

(Caporael, et al., 1998). Within a society where fast-paced lifestyles and values of overwork 

characterise the cultural norm, citizens are often too busy and distracted to get involved in 

public life and care about environmental and social issues, leading to a "disposable culture" 

(Licitra, et al., 2004). Because of this, citizens' consumption choices often depend on 

convenience items such as fast foods and single-use plastics. Furthermore, in a neoliberal 

society, individuals are constantly bombarded by material consumption to reward their hard 

work in a grinding culture (Zetterberg, 2003).  

 

Although the activities carried out within daily contexts such as the workplace and the 

household are, to some extent, conditioned by the social environment and societal expectations, 

recent decades, have shown a trend characterised by individuals motivated to transition from 

consumer-driven lifestyles to simpler and less cluttered ones (Licitra, et al., 2004). This 

approach to living can be identified as "voluntary simplicity". As the term indicates, this 

initiative is fundamental to actively choosing a lifestyle based on the revaluation of priorities to 

eliminate excess things and spend on what is significant for the person. The notion of voluntary 

simplicity can be described as an eco-centric way of living. People deciding to navigate this 

lifestyle path often use their consumption as a political tool to support and empower local 

projects and businesses that support environmental practices or boycott unethical corporations 

(Shaw & Dickinson, 2006). Voluntary simplicity aims at a holistic approach; the fundamental 

idea is based on the fact that the choice of a whole new lifestyle and perspective has far more 

significant implications for the environment than encouraging "band-aid" type actions (Licitra, 

et al., 2004).  

 

In addition to voluntary simplicity approaches being favourable for the environment, further 

evidence indicates that community living can considerably influence people's lifestyles. Hence, 

it is an aspect to consider when investigating alternative life models that converge in more 

sustainable lifestyles; approaches to collaborative consumption and its environmental 

implications will be explored below. 
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2.3 Collaborative consumption and pro-environmental behaviour 

Once individuals become aware of the need to address their environmental impact, they can 

explore strategies for new forms of sustainable consumption and daily living. Among them, 

"collaborative consumption" offers a compelling insight, as collaborative action offers a more 

significant opportunity for sustainable leverage than individual action. According to Botsman 

and Rogers (2011), collaborative consumption is built upon "systems of organised sharing" 

based on models of consumption used historically by human beings, such as bartering, 

swapping, renting, and trading. This shared-oriented approach gathers four core principles 

considered essential to any collaborative practice (Botsman & Rogers, 2011). 

 

- Critical mass - the presence of enough drive in a system to make it self-sustaining.  

- Idling capacity - resources underused to their full potential.  

- Belief in the common - resources that collectively belong to everybody.  

- Trust between strangers - trust is of great importance to make things work.  

 

These principles are common to the different categories divided into collaborative consumption 

- product-service systems, redistribution markets, and collaborative lifestyles. For the study, 

this section focuses on the third category, "collaborative lifestyles." Collaborative lifestyles 

manage the share of unused intangible assets. These intangible assets can range from time, 

space, knowledge, and money (Botsman & Rogers, 2010). Some of these examples can be 

"Blablacar" (a shared vehicle service) and "Vinted" (a second-hand clothing trading platform). 

Moreover, this form of consumption can integrate initiatives that address social and 

environmental issues. Through social innovation in collaborative practices, people can respond 

to their needs by working together. Today, there are hundreds of initiatives focused on 

collaborative practices - we can find platforms like "Too Good to Go" that help avoid food 

waste or "Landshare," which encourages the cultivation of available shared land spaces. 

 

Building relationships is another characteristic of collaborative lifestyles emerging from sharing 

intangible assets (Botsman & Rogers, 2011). In line with Botsman & Rogers (2011), this is due 

to a change in society's values towards a "culture of cooperation," where people build a sense 

of community by sharing resources. By community, we understand a group of people who share 

a range of occupations, interests, and relationships, often in a specific geographic area 

(McAlexander, et al., 2002, p.38). Nowadays, consumers are motivated to share and establish 

relationships where they can relate and feel attached (Fiske, 1992, p.89). Van de Glind (2013) 

claims that the social aspects are the main reasons consumers decide to engage in collaborative 

consumption. This motivation to help each other is given by the desire to create social cohesion 

and what Botsman and Rogers (2011) identify as the "we mind-set," a perspective profoundly 

empowered by technological advancements and the openness of the millennial generation 

outlook. However, these values are not limited to one age group. 

 

Motivations for collaborative consumption might range from making money/saving money, 

saving time/convenience, and feeling part of a community. The sustainability factor is often an 

unintended repercussion within collaborative consumption since the initial motivation for 
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consumption may not be necessarily motivated by its potential green implications (Botsman & 

Rogers, 2010). Real progress in sustainability comes from the motivation of two parties to shift 

their behaviour and do the right thing (ibid). Despite sustainability not being the sole purpose, 

it has further been shown that it positively affects individuals’ attitudes towards collaborative 

consumption (Hamari, et al., 2013).  

 

Additionally, individuals will most likely engage in "pro-environmental behaviours'' while 

seeking sustainable lifestyles. This term is defined as conduct in which individuals or 

collectives take protective steps toward safeguarding the environment (Krajhanzl, 2010). Those 

protective behaviours are established according to the existing scientific knowledge, evaluated 

according to their influence on the environment, and then marked as environmentally friendly 

or unfriendly (ibid.). By adopting this type of behaviour, "connectedness of the individual to 

the social and ecological worlds both, self and environment are being mutually and reciprocally 

transformed" (Kirby, 2003, p.332). Hence, the relationship between the individual and the 

environment occurs through everyday lived experiences, which means that behavioural 

mechanisms (i.e., "practices'' and "lived experiences'') are essential precursors to enhanced 

connectedness and transformation, which occurs within a cyclic process (Kirby, 2003, p.332). 

Under said circumstances, individuals will engage in a wide variety of transformational 

practices, influencing a greener direction in how they relate to their daily surroundings 

(Giratalla, 2010). 

 

Considering current societal issues, this type of behaviour is deemed appropriate because it 

encourages the adoption of measures to counteract negative consequences resulting from 

human activities. In some cases, evaluating these “transformational practices” can be 

straightforward, e.g., bringing your shopping bag instead of buying plastic ones might be easy 

to identify. Nevertheless, there are other cases where evaluating the environmental impact of 

actions can be far more complex, e.g., buying a brand-new hybrid car instead of a second-

handed one (Giratalla, 2010). Both psychological and institutional factors affect individual 

action, which elements are essential in any case will differ for different individuals, 

environmental actions, and social or institutional constraints (Blake, 1999).  

 

Based on the ideas presented on collaborative consumption, we notice that collaborative 

consumption offers a wide range of possibilities to counteract current patterns of reckless 

consumption, shifting the consumption from cheap, short-lived products to shared use of better-

quality products and services. In this context, pro-environmental behaviours are the driving 

motive that encourages those changes in the environment to prevail in the long run. Cohousing 

communities often present an environment that enhances collaborative consumption and 

showcases the practicality of these pro-environmental behaviours within a community context. 

This housing typology will be explored below. 

2.4 Collaborative living: Cohousing  

Co-housing is a collaborative form of housing that aims to construct communities focused on 

principles such as fostering meaningful relationships, social interaction, and sustainably 
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functioning environments (Wang & Hadjri, 2021). Cohousing residents are motivated to 

actively get involved in the community by participating in the planning layout of the space, 

sharing facilities, getting involved in meal-sharing activities, and the everyday management of 

their community while benefiting from a supportive social network (Garciano, 2011). This 

housing model requires diligent work, trust, and consensus from its members (Sargisson, 2010). 

However, in the long term, it offers more profound and longer-lasting impacts that have the 

potential to change behaviours for the well-being of the environment and its residents (Vestbro, 

2012). 

 

The first attempt to establish a collaborative community as we understand cohousing today 

takes us back to Denmark during the 1960s when the architect Jan Gudmand-Hoyer decided to 

explore forms of housing that offered more supportive environments (Milman, 1994). Via 

developing a series of collaborative housing plans on the outskirts of Copenhagen, he later 

published various articles, including "The Missing Link between Utopia and the Dated One-

Family House," where he exposed its collaborative vision of home (ibid.). At the same time, 

more people like the publisher Bodil Graae explored similar ideas in articles like "Children 

Should Have One Hundred Parents". Despite this housing model initially sparking controversy 

as it challenged the ideal nuclear family of the time, many families recognized the advantages 

of sharing household work and became curious about these projects (Vestbro, 2012). 

Consequently, by 1968 different interested groups joined forces, and by 1973 had completed 

the construction of two cohousing communities, 'Saettedammen' and 'Skraplanet' (Milman, 

1994). It was not until 1989 that the term cohousing was first introduced in the book 

"Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Housing Ourselves" by McCamant, Durrett, and 

Hertzman, where the term "cohousing" was first coined after the Danish word 'bofaellesskaber' 

- housing associations (Thankamoniyan & Jagadisan, 2021). 

 

Today, residents in Denmark's cohousing communities represent about 50,000 people, meaning 

1% of the country's total population (Wang & Hadjri, 2021). However, it has also spread to 

different countries across the globe, including Sweden, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, 

and North America (Ruiu, 2014). Through research and development, collaborative housing 

design has been evolving and adapting to current times and the needs of its residents. In sum, 

this housing typology presents very diverse environments depending on the social context in 

which it is placed. Yet, comprehensive research reflects a growing tendency toward reduced 

individual spaces and larger common areas among cohousing communities (Thankamoniyan & 

Jagadisan, 2021) and not very large groups of residents (Dunbar & Sosis, 2018). 

 

Well, how does cohousing work? The main idea behind cohousing is to live separately 

(residents count on their private dwellings) but share common spaces and duties (Waxman, 

2005). The space's design aims to promote continuous social interaction, cultivating close 

relations, shared values, and active participation (Wang & Hadjri, 2021). This format allows a 

balance between community life and private life. The residents have independent lives, decide 

their levels of involvement, which are entirely voluntary, and benefit from the advantages of 

living collectively as if it were an extended family (ibid.). Usually, cohousing communities 

evolve around 8 to 40 residences with a multi-generational mix of residents (singles, couples, 
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families with children, and elderly) (ibid.). Nevertheless, cohousing communities can present a 

wide range of human geographic conformations according to each context.  

 

In this context, the neighbours often gather around the common areas; shared gardens, large 

kitchen and dining halls, spaces designated for leisure and entertainment, workshops designated 

for maintenance duties and storing tools and appliances, and shared laundry facilities, among 

other spaces (White & Loper, 2015). Benefiting from a "sharing and caring culture," cohousing 

communities also offer the possibility of sharing social services, such as skill-sharing, mutual 

support, and child and elderly care (Garciano, 2011). Moreover, as advanced environmental 

technologies are common in these construction types, residents can reduce amenities costs and 

be more efficient through collaboration (Priest, 2015).  

 

Apart from the fundamental values that stand out in cohousing as a collaborative community, 

we find autonomy and affordability, and since the 70s, cohousing communities have gradually 

included the concept of ecology as resource-saving, ecological housing, and sustainable 

lifestyles. Nowadays, ecology often appears integrated under the notion of sustainability and its 

different pillars (social, ecological, and economic) (Wasshede, et al., 2020). Moreover, the 

ecological factor becomes reinforced by the fact that in cohousing communities, the element of 

nature appears to be integrated into a large part of the social and cultural contexts (König, 1968). 

In this sense, cohousing has been evolving to deliver a supportive housing environment 

recognized for its potential to lower residents' environmental impacts while also shifting 

residents' lifestyles and outlooks (Morrison, 2013). 

 

In recent decades, the development of technologies and the emergence of the "Do it yourself" 

(DIY) culture have led to more people crafting tailored solutions to meet their daily needs. In 

the context of cohousing, this mentality translates into an active interest in introducing 

sustainable technologies to contribute to the sustainable implications of the community. These 

practices are reflected in cohousing communities exploring the introduction of technologies 

such as the installation of solar panels and biomass boilers (Wang & Hadjri, 2021). Further 

efforts to run a lower carbon lifestyle can be seen in cohousing communities by engaging in 

daily practices to cultivate their own crops, gardening, composting, collecting rainwater, 

recycling, and finding creative ways to attain more sustainable living environments.  

 

The attractive aspect of this phenomenon is seeing the practical manifestation of a housing 

model that has the capacity to change how individuals act in society by the construction of 

environments that challenge pre-established social norms and structures (Turner, 1986). The 

change lies in each individual's commitment to their motivations and life aspirations. However, 

the experiences in cohousing reflect specific behaviour changes towards patterns and lifestyles 

oriented towards sustainability. Thereupon, considering the physical proximity of individuals 

and the community life itself, cohousing should be closely examined when accounting for 

sustainable living alternatives. 
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 Methods Applied  

To empirically evaluate the different practices carried out in collaborative cohousing 

communities and how they relate to the notions of sustainability, I complemented the reviewing 

of academic literature surrounding the research topic with a primary research method composed 

of seven semi-structured interviews with cohousing residents. 

 

- Literature review: 

 

The research benefited from a parallel analysis of secondary data from different sources from 

Malmö University Library services and academic research sites, compiled within the list of 

references at the end of the research. By reviewing approximately 15-20 academic journals, 

book chapters, and articles on previous studies and contributions about themes exploring 

different perspectives in the field of sustainability and collaborative housing, I traced the 

existing literature from keywords such as: "cohousing as a sustainable alternative", "low-

impact home practices," "sustainable transition," and "housing for degrowth". In addition to 

reviewing previous literature about themes related to the selected keywords, the research was 

complemented by academic articles analysing different themes regarding neoliberal housing 

policies, ecological modernization approaches, and consumption culture within the US context. 

Thanks to the research over academic articles, I conformed the literature review covered within 

the background section. 

 

Besides numerous studies reviewing the main defining features of cohousing communities, the 

academic attention seemed to lack a focus on the conduction of sustainable practices and 

behaviours within these living arrangements. The lack of quantitative data could also result 

from the yet reduced number of cohousing communities and “the wide and fuzzy boundaries of 

cohousing” that hardens the access to consistent data to explore in-depth (Tummers, 2016, 

p.2032). The access to this reduced data further motivated the methods applied in the research, 

which will be reviewed in this following section. 

 

- Communities Observed: 

This study focused on two specific North American communities to examine the valuable 

insights into the sustainable implications of cohousing communities. The motivation for 

choosing two communities in the context of the United States lies in having two parallel 

examples from the country explored. Within the northern hemisphere, the US presents 

excessive consumption levels and a series of structural challenges (previously exposed in 

section 2.2). Consequently, exploring two communities with solid environmental implications 

offered practical outlooks on residents aiming to improve their environmental engagement 

within the gloomy North American context. The two selected communities were “Prairie Hill 

Cohousing” in Iowa City, Iowa, and “Burlington Cohousing East Village” in Burlington, 

Vermont, two middle-sized multi-generational communities with an urban location. This 

research collects information about the sustainable practices in collaborative cohousing 

communities through qualitative analysis. These portrayed experiences apply to individuals 

within the two explored communities, so it would be inadequate to assume that these practices 
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are generally applied within collaborative cohousing spaces worldwide. Nevertheless, it does 

offer us an insight into the possibilities of everyday practices available within dwellings 

presenting similar characteristics.  

In contrast to previous research in North American contexts and considering the extensive 

suburban sprawl of North American cities, I was driven to research communities that were not 

isolated in the countryside but actively placed in a city. At the same time, I found it intriguing 

to glimpse how cohousing functions within urban environments; I hardly came across studies 

regarding cohousing models in urban contexts in North America during the research. Thus, the 

notion of exploring urban dwellers living in environmentally oriented communal configurations 

appeared to cover that gap in the research. 

 

- Semi-structured interviews:  

 

The research profited from conducting semi-structured interviews with current cohousing 

residents. Due to the various locations of the participants interviewed (them being in different 

time zones and states), the interviews were conducted in a 45 to a 90-minute online format, 

using 'Zoom' as a primary communication platform. Applying this format comes from existing 

limitations, such as said geographical constraints (Adams, 2015).  

 

I opted for a stratified random selection for the sample (Flyvbjerg, 2006), aiming for 

participants actively living inside cohousing communities. The interviewees were reached by 

contacting over 20 cohousing communities that presented a profile aligned with the chosen 

research criteria. The primary source for selecting those communities was the “Foundation for 

Intentional Community”. Thanks to its advanced tool search and extensive database on 

collaborative communities and in-progress housing projects, it was relatively accessible to 

reach cohousing communities with stimulating profiles for the research. Key defining features 

such as the community forming status, the community type, number of members, and active 

interests in sustainable practices such as food production and renewable energy sources were 

also considered when gathering the final sample. The final selection comprises seven mixed 

(three male and four female) participants, with ages between (30 to 75) currently residing in 

cohousing communities in North America, who have been anonymised to comply with current 

GDPR regulations. 

Quotes extracted from the interviews have been added to the analysis section to preserve the 

anonymity of the interviewees; they have been named after figurative names.  In the case of 

Burlington Cohousing, the names given are Gail, Melissa, Mike, and Erika.  For Prairie Hill, 

the names selected are Todd, Phil, and Carol.  Because the interviews had more than enough 

content related to the research topic, it was not required to conduct a second screening to reach 

out to additional interviewees. 

In contrast to structured interviews, the absence of a rigid structure with closed questions 

provided a more informal approach to the interlocution (Ayres, 2018), where the interviewees 

were freely able to express their motivations, concerns with sustainability, and personal 

experiences without internal or external constraints (Hammond, 2012). Using a semi-structured 
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interview method allowed me to cover standard issues uniformly while flexibly developing into 

more qualitative issues as the conversations evolved (Walliman, 2010). In this case, the nature 

of the data researched (daily experiences and personal outlooks) appears to be more suitable 

with a conversational method. Furthermore, one of the beneficial attributes extracted from this 

method was to arrive at multi-layered conclusions through verbal and non-verbal responses 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Sometimes, through irony, jokes, and gestures, I could decipher 

precise details about political tendencies and personal standpoints in different matters. Overall, 

this qualitative approach fitted positively with the research aim, gathering personal insights 

from cohousing dwellers based on their relation to their community and the built environment.  

To prevent potential data loss, the interviews were recorded (permission was previously 

requested through the signature of a form collecting information related to the study, the GDPR, 

and data processing methods) and transcribed using English as the language of communication. 

Considering that English is not my primary language, I sometimes had to ask the interviewees 

about the meaning of certain expressions or request them to repeat certain American slang 

words. However, this was not a significant limitation for conducting the interviews. 

For applying the research method, I employed an interview guide with predetermined open 

questions, avoiding inquiries that could be roundly answered with yes or no, encouraging the 

interlocutor to elaborate a thorough reflection. Depending on the rhythm of the conversation, I 

would sometimes change the order of the questions or add new ones based on the interviewee's 

answers. During the process of conducting semi-structured interviews, I also used the active 

listening approach to use the respondents' statements to direct the interview (Talmage, 2012). 

As a researcher, I actively participated in the dialogue through active listening, filtering the 

information, and leading the dialogue towards the desired details, playing an active role in 

shaping the research results. As part of active listening, I also focused on allowing the 

interviewees to collect their thoughts instead of trying to fill the uncomfortable silence that 

sometimes would break in between the dialogues.  

Before starting the interviews, I briefly introduced the research and my interests in the field to 

provide a detailed context to the interviewee. Generally, the interviews began with some 

demographic and open-ended questions about the interviewee's general vision of cohousing to 

break the ice and initiate the dialogue. Among all the interviews carried out, one of them, in 

particular, was carried out jointly with a couple from the Prairie Hill community in Iowa. This 

interview was especially fruitful since the discussion dynamics were a little more lively than 

usual. Since the interviewees were comfortable, they could bounce memories back and forth 

between them, resulting in a relatively extensive and detailed collection of data by gathering 

two testimonies simultaneously. Once the interviews were completed, the resulting information 

was filtered to extract the most relevant parts of the dialogue concerning the research topic. In 

turn, this information was later treated to analyse the research results through the different 

themes chosen for the configuration of the theoretical framework (the data analysis can be found 

within the sixth chapter). 

 

Ultimately, the chosen method is reinforced by the theoretical framework employed. When 

conducting interviews, a series of theoretical themes were introduced in the interview guide 
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enabling me to investigate the internal processes of cohousing and direct the findings toward 

the research questions. For this reason, the research benefits from the selected themes of the 

degrowth movement and transformative learning theory to motivate the interviewee to provide 

answers based on selected themes (physical space, sustainable practices, and social 

connections) while sharing their personal experiences. 

- Limitations: 

Although the online interviewing format was convenient to safeguard location constraints, it 

took away the possibility of immersion in the living environment of the sample selected 

(Hammond, 2012). The interviews could have benefited if I had been able to experience 

cohousing and the daily realm of the interviewees first-hand, allowing the possibility of 

complementing the research by walk-along interviews and other on-site methods. 

Furthermore, this thesis leaves unexplored housing policies and the power relationships 

between existing stakeholders. Elements that may be of interest for the further debate on how 

to promote the planning and implementation of collaborative housing as transitory nodes of 

more radical and sustainable forms of housing. Although possible future policies and action 

plans remain unexplored, this thesis presents a series of ‘good practices’ concerning sustainable 

habits within cohousing households. Further explorations around the environmental 

implications of cohousing communities would require a more in-depth analysis of quantitative 

data and therefore remains unexplored within this study. People's conduct and consumption 

patterns are complex to explain and predict. As sustainable lifestyles research develops, 

behavioural and sustainability lenses are added to traditional social sciences framings. 

However, this research remains the subject of a developing field that deems to be revisited in 

the future, perhaps with more in-depth tailored theoretical framing.  

 Theoretical Framework  

To develop the theory section, I applied a theoretical framework that includes themes from 

different theories within the social sciences field. When researching the drives that promote 

sustainable lifestyles, it was essential to investigate different theories as cohousing is a model 

that integrates multiple disciplines from self-organisation, shared spaces, and environmental 

and community values. The final configuration of the theoretical framework comprises 

degrowth and transformative learning theories, which cover the dynamics and processes 

researched in the selected communities. 

 

Transformation through connection (transformation learning theory) enables the author to 

analyse the individual experiences encountered in the transition process in which the individual 

becomes part of these communities. Moreover, the concept of “social contact design” (SCD) 

presented within transformation through connection is also accounted for to explore the 

conformation and importance of spaces for conviviality inside cohousing. Furthermore, several 

concepts surrounding these theoretical approaches get wrapped around the environmental 

aspirations found within the degrowth imaginary. This movement (degrowth) allows us to set 
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the context and understand the existing trends toward emerging transformation processes in 

sustainable-oriented communities. 

The objective of applying this framework is to explore the processes that intervene in these 

communities; by looking at their inside core features, we can further understand how cohousing 

contributes to the development of sustainable lifestyles. Different topics of this theoretical 

framework are later integrated into chapter six of this thesis, where the qualitative data resulting 

from the research method is carried out. Integrating a theoretical lens to said data aims to 

comprehend and categorise the results based on existing theories, contributing to answering the 

questions intended in the research. This chapter begins with an overview of the degrowth 

movement to put the reader in the context of the investigation and then moves on to the themes 

within transformative learning theory. 

4.1 Degrowth Theory  

Even though reducing consumption and production levels has been one of the fundamental 

development goals in modern economies, current trends do not show signs of ceasing (Hobson, 

2013). Thus, unsustainable consumption must be urgently reduced in developed and emerging 

economies (ibid.). In essence, this shift entitles “scaling back or radical transformation of 

damaging material consumption and emissions and adopting sustainable technologies.” (The 

Royal Society, 2012, p.8). Within this context, the need to explore alternative consumption 

models that facilitate reorienting societal priorities towards more sustainable horizons is more 

than evident. This research takes inspiration from the degrowth movement to observe 

environmental attitudes within cohousing communities.   

 

The notion of degrowth explored in this research is mainly oriented to the Global North context 

and does not necessarily correspond to various Global South contexts (Etsey, 2021). This model 

does not represent the sole valid proposal to obtain sustainable transitions; however, it provides 

a set of valuable perspectives applicable to living spaces from a northern-oriented perspective. 

In addition, according to Paulson (2018), the degrowth movement should not impose a universal 

and homogenising perspective as to which path degrowth should take, which offers a practical 

transitory discourse to explore different realities within different cohousing communities. Due 

to its broad nature, the term degrowth has been debated to define its connotations. According 

to the academic association around the topic (Research and Degrowth), "degrowth" can be 

defined as "a downscaling of production and consumption that increases human well-being and 

enhances ecological conditions and equity on the planet" (Schneider, et al., 2010, p.512). 

Concerning the housing realm, failures of growth-oriented housing development (provision of 

affordable and meaningful housing environments) have motivated more people to reconsider 

pre-established housing models and norms. Within this context, dynamics of degrowing would 

therefore play a significant aspect within the conceptualization of home as a sustainable 

manifestation. In practice, the way home dwellers relate to and understand the built space needs 

to be reconceptualized in order for the home to act as a node for radical social transformations 

(Hagbert, 2018).  
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Today, one can find extensive literature on concepts and transition proposals toward a degrowth 

society (D’Alisa, et al., 2014). By applying some of these proposals to the realm of housing, we 

can identify a series of recommendations that can help develop sustainable strategies within 

living spaces. Among the academic literature focused on degrowth, two specific goals were 

selected: "Reducing the environmental impact of human activities"; and the "Promotion of the 

transition from a materialistic to a convivial and participatory society" (Cosme, et al., 2017). 

For the development of the study, degrowth proposals within these two goals were selected to 

inspire and coordinate the interview guide. For lessening negative human impacts, emphasis is 

often placed on transformations related to direct consumption patterns towards reducing waste 

and integrating practices that promote efficient use of resources. Among them, the selected aims 

are the following (Cosme, et al., 2017): 

- Promote changes in consumption patterns. 

- Reduce material consumption. 

- Reduce waste generation. 

- Promote the restoration of ecosystems. 

- Promote the use of local sources of water to reduce dependence. 

- Promote organic farming/sustainable agriculture. 

- Promote eco-efficiency. 

The second objective focuses on methods fostering community building, participatory and 

democratic values, and revaluating lifestyles towards downshifting and voluntary simplicity 

outlooks. Among them, the chosen aims are the following (Cosme, et al., 2017): 

- Strengthen common possession regime. 

- Promote shared living spaces (with shared chores). 

- Introduce and incentivise education on ecological/social limits and sustainability. 

- Promote frugal, downshifted lifestyles. 

- Explore the value of unpaid and informal activity. 

Although there is no universal example of a sustainable lifestyle, and people's lifestyles are not 

static, priorities and needs are reshaped as societies develop. The dynamics selected on 

degrowth provide a practical prism to explore within the research method and assist in 

identifying how the cohousing residents interviewed approach the notion of sustainability 

within their community realm. 

4.2 Transformative Learning Theory  

This research has reviewed the transformative learning theory from the stance of sustainability 

and social changes (theory of transformation through connection) to articulate the parts of the 

research related to the physical space and the personal experiences of cohousing residents and 

their connection to community and nature. Yet, the term transformative learning initially 

emerged from the educationalist Mezirow's (1978) work.  
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Essentially his theory focuses on a "qualitative shift in perception and meaning-making on the 

part of the learner in a particular learning experience such that the learner questions or 

reframes his/her assumptions or habits of thought" (Sterling, 2011, p.19). This set of changing 

perceptions unfolds in a process in which the individual transforms their taken-for-granted 

frames of reference (being perspectives, habits, practices, and ways of thinking) to expand their 

perceptions and make them more inclusive (Mezirow, 2000). For this, the individual requires 

an expanded awareness and consciousness of the contextual reality. Once this change has been 

made in the basic premises of thought, consciousness changes alter our way of situating 

ourselves in the world. This change of perception implies the understanding of oneself, as well 

as the relationship with others and the natural environment (O'Sullivan, et al., 2016). 

 

As a result of the growing trend toward acknowledging human adverse effects on natural 

systems (Rees, 1997), more individuals have decided to explore practices and values focused 

on attaining more ecological and environmentally friendly lifestyles, transitioning from a 

modern industrial perspective to an ecological worldview (Metzner, 1993). Commonly, these 

transition processes are experienced by people interested in being part of cohousing 

communities and gradually emerge during their stay. Traditionally, collaborative communities 

have sought to create environments that allow testing and exploring new possibilities (Kirby, 

2003). The physical space provided by cohousing communities and the activities carried out 

seek to put into practice a series of shared beliefs, knowledge, and values to shape the 

community's reality into a concrete expression (ibid.). Consequently, the continuous 

relationship between the environment and the self is reciprocally altered as new practices 

materialise and shape the new landscapes (ibid.). In the case of cohousing, collaborative 

communities often function as an experimental resource-light reinforcer to find solutions to 

existing urban challenges and as a critique of existing living models. The theory of 

transformation through connection applied to the realm of cohousing, developed by Kirby 

(2003), allows us to understand the personal processes experienced by individuals from the 

perspectives of social and environmental psychology: “self-other overlap” and “connection to 

nature” (Sanguinetti, 2013, p.35). 

 

- Connection to Community and Nature: 

According to social psychologists, "the inclusion of others in one's sense of self" is a core 

element of interpersonal closeness leading to more prosocial behaviours and further personal 

well-being (Sanguinetti, 2013, p.35). Perspective-taking is more prone to emerge in close 

relationships, perceiving empathic concerns about others as one's own (Aron & Aron, 1986). 

This inclusion has also been called the self-expansion model (Aron & Aron, 1986). Being 

connected to the community has also been extended to include the community as part of oneself 

(Mashek, et al., 2006). Therefore, cultivating close relationships and collaboration with other 

residents may enhance one's connection to the community (Kirby, 2003).  

 

As stated by Kirby (2003), the concept of belongingness is closely related to identity, 

interdependence, and self-other, thus resulting in "a sense of belonging and cooperative 

communion in realising a common goal" (Kirby, 2003, p.331). Some of the practices that 
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promote this connection with the community can be collaborating to design the built 

environment and developing internal management processes such as creating committees and 

the conception of common objectives as a community. The notion of "self-other overlap" is 

further strengthened through governance models in cohousing communities, as consensus 

decision-making requires perspective-taking (ibid.).  

 

Just as the self-expansion model (Aron & Aron, 1986) has been expanded to accommodate the 

inclusion of other in self and inclusion of community in self, the model can also be further 

extended to one's relationship to nature (Davis, et al., 2009). As stated earlier, connection with 

nature is a common trait present in a cohousing environment. The presence of natural elements, 

plants, and animals often enhances one's connection with nature. Moreover, the daily 

relationship with nature through processes like eating, bathing, and waste (Van Schyndel 

Kasper, 2008; Meltzer, 2005) are also factors that contribute to the connection with nature. 

Likewise, the existing tendency to cultivate and safeguard the landscape surrounding the 

community connects the community with the environment through a sense of partnership 

between human activities and the community (Kirby, 2003). In turn, cohousing communities 

commonly engage in other environmental conservation tasks such as preserving native species, 

permaculture projects, rainwater collection, composting, and recycling. 

 

- Social contact designed spaces: 

 

The design of the space is one of the fundamental characteristics of this type of housing. The 

design of the built space in cohousing is characterised by what McCamant and Durrett (1994) 

coined as "social contact design" (SCD). Spaces that promote social cohesion, showcasing the 

hunger for communal interaction through the physical features of the space. 

 

The success of the social interaction through the use of the space depends mainly on the 

interpretation of the architect and the group of neighbours when understanding how the spatial 

arrangement favours social interaction. E.g., the placement of certain elements, such as front 

porches and the layout of the units facing each other, maximises opportunities for residents to 

run into each other and develop close contact (McCamant & Durrett, 1994). 

 

These values are further reinforced in elements of the property that act as magnets for social 

interaction, highlighting spaces for activities that involve food and outdoor spaces, especially 

during the warmer seasons. The community environment is often enhanced by placing parking 

at the site's limits, making the development pedestrian-oriented (ibid.). The layout of the 

common house is also of great importance; if it is on the path to private homes, residents will 

be more likely to run into each other. Moreover, connection to the community may also occur 

through sentimental attachment and symbolic meaning of some of the physical spaces of the 

property (Firey, 1945; Gans, 1962/1982). 

 

Based on the themes discussed in this section, this research applies the theory of transformation 

as a theoretical lens to examine internal changes experienced by cohousing residents through 

their connection to the notions of community, nature, and the built space. 
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 Cohousing in the US and communities observed 

5.1 Cohousing in North America 

Today we can find about 200 cohousing communities counting US and Canada together 

(Fromm, 2000). In the case of North America, just like the early founders of cohousing in 

northern Europe, early pioneers of cohousing belonged (and still belong) primarily to well-

educated professionals with access to resources (ibid.). Taking into account the tendency 

towards homeownership in the United States, citizens with an active interest in exploring this 

type of alternative tenure often do not have the support of a cooperating local administration. 

Accordingly, in most cases, groups interested in forming a cohousing community face a long 

and tedious process that presents endless challenges, testing the true motivations and drives of 

the original group. 

 

With this panorama, Americans willing to navigate this chaotic path must be willing to spend 

vast economic and time resources. Figuring ways to; obtain a site, finding legal forms to receive 

construction permits, convincing city agencies and financial institutions to receive upfront 

funding and support, and reaching agreements with stakeholders involved (Fromm, 2000). 

Since public housing and affordable access to housing are not a reality in the US, American 

citizens tend to built-up equity in a house that they can sell, using their own homes as an active 

investment (Gibeson, 2020). Thereby, many may retract from investing in an unfamiliar tenure 

form. 

 

Due to this complex network of administrative procedures, as a general rule, core groups will 

often collaborate with professional consultants and developers to reduce time and costs when 

dealing with the bureaucratic demands of cohousing projects (Fromm, 2000). Thus, the 

percentage of communities that have developed without external assistance is almost non-

existent. The most common tenure model for this type of construction is “condominium 

ownership”; a multiple-unit construction with separate and distinct ownership of individual 

units and joint ownership of shared spaces (Fromm, 2000). Owners of the individual units are 

responsible for maintaining the building and common areas. Yet, they are individually liable 

for the expenses and maintenance of their particular units (Hansmann, 1991). This type of 

tenure has found its place in the North American cohousing landscape, making up for the 

exploitation model of almost 90% of North American cohousing communities (Fromm, 2000). 

This phenomenon results from financial institutions, government agencies, lawyers, and the 

general public being familiar with the condominium ownership model. Thereby, slightly easing 

its implementation through local building regulations. 

The cases presented below are two cohousing properties under a condominium ownership status 

within two cities in the United States (Burlington and Iowa City). Next, its characteristics are 

presented to provide further context to the communities observed. 
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5.2 Prairie Hill Cohousing 

Prairie Hill is the first community in the state of Iowa. Its origins date back to 2009, with a 

group of people with an active interest in alternatives to traditional forms of housing that would 

combine the benefits of community living with the comfort of having their private spaces (Iowa 

City Cohousing, 2022). After long research, they came across the Danish housing model 

"cohousing," which allowed them to materialise a set of values they sought to implement 

through their desired homes. 

 

 
 Figure 1 & 2 – Cohousing units and aerial view of the property 

 

This community received its first tenants in March 2018, and a year later, it had already 

occupied half of its 36 homes. It currently has about 40 members of different ages and 

backgrounds, expected to reach 60 in the upcoming years. There are still residences to move 

into, which will be finished as they get sold. Among the interests and skills of its member's 

highlight practices such as design, housing finance, green building, permaculture, mediation, 

law, marketing, and more. Also, stress their interest in designing their neighbourhood where 

values such as active participation and the promotion of community lifestyle are particularly 

emphasised (Iowa City Cohousing, 2022). 

 

This multigenerational eco-community, still in development, sits on an 8-acre infill site in the 

cosmopolitan Iowa city. Because of its proximity to downtown and other city amenities, Prairie 

Hill is classified as an urban cohousing. This community has received state grants to support 

sustainable stormwater management practices and has structures based on permaculture 

principles; thus, about four hectares have been designated for open and green spaces with 

gardens and prairies. Home offerings range from studio apartments to two-story, two-or three-

bedroom duplexes, single-story townhouses, and one-story duplexes. All homes are insulated 

and built to meet Energy Star and Led certification standards and have space to install solar 

panels. The community plans include 37 eco-friendly residences oriented around a green 

pathway that leads to the community gardens and the "common house" (Iowa City Cohousing, 

2022). Residents identify the common house as the heart of the community. A space with large 

dining spaces and a kitchen hosting weekly meals and gathering around for celebrations. It also 

has a living room where residents spend their free time reading and watching movies. In 

addition, Prairie Hill has designated spaces for playing and leisure, storage spaces, a laundry 

room, a workshop, and a room to host events and weekly meetings.  
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One of the pillars of this community is based on creating a neighbourhood that is as sustainable 

as possible, taking into account the long-term impacts of decisions when utilising the land. In 

their own words, "Our goal at Prairie Hill is to provide homes for people who wish to live 

simply and lightly on the earth" (Iowa City Cohousing, 2022). As principles in developing the 

built space, reuse and recycling practices are carried out and share resources. Highlight the 

construction of energy-efficient green homes built using environmentally sound principles and 

energy-efficient materials and techniques. In addition, members can take an active role in the 

planning and design of the community structure by working hand-in-hand with local architects 

and building professionals. Sustainability has not only been taken into account at the 

construction site, but it is also delivered in the selection of native plants assembled in the 

property's landscape, working to conserve the local biodiversity. Shared equipment and skills 

are also one of the aspects reinforced throughout the functioning of the community. By sharing 

resources centrally, members have access to an infinity of working utilities, contributing to 

efficient use of resources and responsible consumption. 

5.3 Burlington Cohousing East Village 

Opening its doors in November 2007, this community is within walking distance from 

downtown Burlington. It provides a clear example of a community that nurtures the 

environment and its residents, working hand in hand to provide a sustainable space with 

decreased automobile dependence and harmonious sharing of resources. 

 

Nevertheless, this community 

began its first steps in 1989 when 

different people interested in 

alternative forms of housing began 

to meet up to propose strategies to 

carry out a cohousing community 

project. These early beginnings 

were positive as the prospective 

community members began to 

bounce ideas about the core values 

of the community while getting to 

know each other. Bonding during 

the early stages also helped to collaboratively overcome the setbacks encountered during the 

long process of planning that took over a decade. At the end of 2007, the construction of the 

original design was completed, the individual units quickly sold that fall, and twenty-four of 

the thirty-two available units were acquired by founding community members. 

  

The 32 private units are presented in multiple formats designed to suit various family 

arrangements (townhouses, duplexes, and detached single-family homes). Residents also have 

access to shared spaces and the common house where community-building activities such as 

shared meals and other leisure activities and workshops take place. This community is located 

a short distance from a conserved natural area with hiking trails through a mature forest, thus 

Figure 3 – View of the community from the main pathway 
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providing a natural environment with outdoor areas for socialising and outdoor activities. 

Burlington Cohousing East Village's mission is to maintain its community's strengths and create 

and share better ways to live as neighbours. The residents also manage community governance 

by participating actively in community life. Burlington Cohousing also strives to provide a 

mixed environment for its community; in the words of the residents, "we have had and still 

have an eclectic mix of people from different areas of the country and all different backgrounds 

and occupations." (Burlington Cohousing East Village, 2022).  

 

The design of the community was conceived with the idea of sustainability in mind so that 

environmental values are present in the community's collective consciousness. Thus, 

environmental awareness is also present in its members' daily activities through recycling, 

reusing, and repurposing, wherever and whenever possible. Private homes are more compact 

than the typical sprawling "bigger is better" subdivision in North America, promoting lifestyles 

focused on consuming fewer resources and reducing the environmental footprint, which has 

improved the overall standard of living of the community.  

 

Particular units are subtle in size, thereby reducing residents' energy costs. The energy used for 

heating gets reduced by designing passive solar systems, using wall and window insulations, 

and LED lighting. Energy is also saved by growing food in the soil of the community garden 

and the many fruit trees and bushes of the property, yielding a portion of the fresh produce used 

in the common meals shared by an average of 12 to 20 families scheduled ten times monthly. 

Shared and individual family food waste also gets composted daily to improve garden soils, 

and a rainwater collection system is used to minimise water usage. Water usage gets reduced 

through shared laundry facilities, low flow water lines, and showerheads, but also from two 

collecting ponds where unwanted surface water drains slowly through sand into the ground. 

 

In contrast to the private units, the common areas were designed to maximise space and offer 

extensive common facilities for the residents. Grouping the buildings reduces unused areas and 

maximises external spaces for shared use, such as the community garden and the parking area. 

Because of its central location, residents are prompted to walk, bike, and use public 

transportation. However, energy and harmful emissions get reduced by sharing cars and electric 

cars. In Burlington Cohousing, the conservation efforts are a work in progress. The community 

is actively committed to looking to leverage and introduce new conservation measures 

regularly.  

 Cohousing drives towards sustainable lifestyles 

In this section, I illustrate the findings collected through semi-structured interviews. The 

analysis focuses on the defining features that encourage cohousing residents to adopt 

environmental practices and values, functioning as transition agents toward sustainable 

lifestyles. The details revealed have been organised into different theme sections that review 

the major sustainable-oriented drives found inside cohousing. Moreover, I evaluate said data 

according to the theoretical lenses designated for the research. 
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6.1 Shared spatial design 

In the two communities studied, the design of the physical space is one of the main 

characteristics that foster social interaction and the creation of communal life; throughout the 

research, the following features were identified: 

 

- Layout & structure of the site: 

 

In the communities explored, the layout of the buildings and the set-up of the shared and private 

spaces were thought out very consciously, seeking a suitable balance between private and 

shared life. In the case of Burlington Cohousing, lots of the initially built features were inspired 

by the earlier founders travelling to cohousing communities in Denmark and taking inspiration 

from SCD elements that seemed to work best - "I remember a place in Denmark where the 

details were different. But every element we have here, nearly every element, is almost the same 

we saw in Denmark" (Mike, Burlington).  

 

Built-in features used to encourage frequent contact between neighbours were highlighted by 

residents in both communities. In Prairie Hill, the layout of the buildings is designed so that the 

neighbours are in close contact when accessing their homes - "The layout of the units is meant 

to be close, so you have a lot more social interaction" (Todd, Prairie Hill). In the case of 

Burlington Cohousing, the presence of front porches stands out as an essential element in the 

interaction with neighbours, especially in the warmer months. - "I guess the front porches are 

really important. A lot of American houses these days don't have front porches anymore. People 

drive up to their houses and automatically open the garage door and go in, and the garage door 

shuts, and that's the end" (Gail, Burlington). An additional design feature that encourages 

people to spend more time in common areas is that private homes are reduced in size. Hence, a 

significant portion of the daily activity occurs in common areas, facilitating daily social 

interaction - "I think space design is hugely important. We create spaces for conviviality, or we 

don't do this at all" (Melissa, Burlington). The intentionality behind some of the design features 

transgress even the most minor details; in the case of Prairie Hill, they placed their mailboxes 

in the common house so "getting your correspondence becomes a social activity, you will see 

people going through their mail and will start a conversation" (Todd, Prairie Hill). 

 

- Common spaces: 

 

Having common spaces is another vital element highlighted by residents when identifying those 

characteristics that promote social interaction between neighbours. Spaces such as the common 

house and essentially anything related to food often function as anchor points for the social life 

of both communities, as stated by the residents interviewed; “I think that the kitchen and dining 

room around common meals are an essential leverage point in our system of interaction here" 

(Gail, Burlington). "I realized that some things in cohousing are magnets that attract people. 

Thinking about that, anything going on in the common kitchen that involves food is always a 

magnet” (Carol, Prairie Hill). 
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However, opportunities for community building also appear in almost any shared space of the 

site - "I think the fact that we're all here in one place means that we run into each other, and 

we're expected to put the time in the committees, and that builds the social cohesion as well" 

(Mike, Burlington). Social interaction gets further reinforced by sharing other spaces such as 

shared laundry rooms, storage spaces, rooms for working and leisure, communal patios, and 

outdoor spaces. Having a large property with gardens and natural areas entails regular 

maintenance, so having constant communication and joint work duties is of vital importance 

for the proper functioning of the community - "Any seasonal activity in the garden becomes a 

sort of a social event, the fact that we're doing the lawn mowing and the snow shovelling 

ourselves that turns into a social occasion. We have almost eight acres, so we have to take care 

of the land, which brings people together" (Carol, Prairie Hill).  

 

The organisation of the physical space is a drive of great importance when it comes to 

promoting sustainable lifestyles within cohousing communities, almost working like a physical 

framework for green manifestations to emerge. Directly and generally, as observed, the 

environment plays an essential role in how residents relate to it. Considering residents' 

environmental motivations, the built physical environment in cohousing is primarily 

characterised by the presence of features directly focused on materialising their environmental 

protective aspirations through the presence of natural surroundings and green design features. 

 

- Natural Surroundings:  

 

To a greater extent, natural surroundings make nature part of people's daily 

environments. In the case of cohousing, nature available at their doorstep allows 

residents to interact with nature and have it present in their day-to-day. As a result of 

the everyday lived experiences, a new form of ecological relationship is formed (Kirby, 

2003). To this must be added the factor of work production. The natural environment is 

the canvas of the community that supports residents' conservation aims, to some extent, 

food production, as well as outdoor leisure and recreation. In that sense, experiencing 

nature to obtain sources of sustenance and the ecological implications of daily processes 

enhances residents' connection to nature (Van Schyndel Kasper, 2008). The natural 

environment is a living element, and cohousing residents constantly interact with it to 

ensure the site's well-being, thus offering infinite opportunities for prospecting 

cohousing residents' environmental nuances. 

 

- Ecological Modernization features:  

 

On the other hand, in this type of community, we have identified design features that 

implement resource-efficiency strategies, e.g., solar panels, electric transport charging 

stations, reduced low carbon footprint homes, natural isolations, and rainwater 

collection systems. By implementing these advanced features within the space, residents 

are ensuring the reduction of the environmental impact of their human activities 

(Cosme, et al., 2017). This usage entails applying green values based on a degrowth-
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oriented approach to the production of space by promoting the efficient use of resources 

and eco-efficiency (ibid.). 

 

Considering the physical elements that make up the design of the two properties, we see that 

many of them emerge from the intention of maximising the use of space from a perspective that 

favours close contact through the use of social contact design features. In the case of Burlington, 

the early founders collaborated with their architect by providing plans based on cohousing 

communities in Denmark. This approach reflects the existence of previous knowledge regarding 

SCD elements when approaching the construction of cohousing communities. Therefore, 

upcoming communities are not required to reinvent what works to foster social interaction. In 

that sense, we can identify common design elements in the two observed communities. Mainly 

a common house that accommodates a large part of the community's social life and what would 

be the natural landscape surrounding the buildings where the communities' outdoor life takes 

place (McCamant & Durrett, 1994). 

 

The presence of SCD elements helps interpersonal relationships emerge through daily contact. 

In the context of a community with a series of shared values and interests, interpersonal 

relationships are likely to emerge, allowing individuals to enhance one's sense of belonging 

through social dynamics such as perspective-taking and cooperative communion in adopting 

common goals and visions (Kirby, 2003). The implementation of shared spaces is also critical 

for community building as they act as magnets for social life, reinforcing sentimental 

attachment and community belonging (Brenton, 1998). In essence, SCD elements provide 

cohousing residents with a social environment to test different configurations and set their 

environmentally shared values into practice by leveraging the built space potential to shape the 

communal living environment (Kirby, 2003). 

6.2 Green values and pro-environmental behaviours  

Among the knowledge collected, particular interest was given to exploring both communities' 

sustainably oriented values and daily pro-environmental behaviours. This section presents some 

interesting analyses regarding the communities' internal green procedures.  

 

- Green values: 

 

When investigating the ecological drives of the residents, I found that improving the 

community's environmental impact is a fundamental question in the collective consciousness 

of both cohousing communities. "I think that all of us here care a lot about our environmental 

impact, and it's woven into everything we do. There's very little that we do that we are not 

considering the environmental impact. We talk as a group and get most of our values from 

conservation and environmental practices" (Melissa, Burlington). Apart from the social 

motivations, climate change concerns were also stated as one of the main motivations to partake 

in a cohousing community. Climate action aims to reduce environmental and societal problems, 

which inherently leads to the engagement of biospheric values (caring about the environment) 

(Bouman, et al., 2021). "I just think the bottom line is that I feel like I'm contributing to the fight 
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against climate change by living without fossil fuels, and in a more efficient, sustainable way, 

just with our practices, and also fight biodiversity species declines and species loss from our 

yards" (Todd, Prairie Hill). During the interviews, I followed several day-to-day practices 

underlined as most relevant in their mission to live frugal lives in line with the environment.  

 

- Pro-environmental behaviours  

 

Gardening: 

Concerning the green manifestations of the community, highlight gardening-related activities 

and local biodiversity preservation. Speaking with the two communities, today's collective self-

sufficiency in yielding fruits and vegetables is still far from a reality. However, there are short-

term projects to improve the production of both sites -"Well, we're now talking about having a 

community garden. And right now, we have a garden where people have individual plots, but 

we're talking about having a garden where we would raise food for everybody, whether they 

might be working on other committees or something else and not gardening, but the food in the 

community garden would be for everybody. So that's a future project" (Mike, Burlington). This 

desire to produce more of their food was also stated by a Prairie Hill Resident - "In our 

conversation this week about planning to start growing much more of our food, I think it fits in 

with that model of trying to be more resilient to the effects of climate change. Of course, we're 

not going to be able to produce bananas from Honduras, tomatoes from Florida, and so forth. 

But probably with supply chain problems and all that, we're gonna have to grow more of our 

stuff ourselves" (Phil, Prairie Hill). Among the activities related to preservation, it is worth 

highlighting the holding of workshops to investigate and improve the environment's 

biodiversity; for example, in Burlington, they have a project to incorporate native grasses on 

the site. "We're going to do a community read of this book, bringing Nature home, which is 

focused on bringing in native species to preserve biodiversity at the neighborhood level, which 

we're pretty good at, but we're gonna get even better" (Melissa, Burlington). 

 

Food Consumption:  

When it comes to food consumption in the communities, I was able to identify that many of the 

residents try to consume locally, individually at home, but especially when it comes to cooking 

collaboratively - "I think we're probably making an effort to eat more local food as a 

community. But I think there's probably a little more tendency when we have a 'Tasty Tuesday' 

meal in the common house" (Todd, Prairie Hill). In the case of the Burlington cohousing, eating 

locally is aligned with the agenda of local cooperatives outreaching about local consumption, 

so in Burlington, they are very aware of supporting local farmer markets and other programs 

currently undergoing in the city. "We want to support eating locally, you know, eating 

sustainably. Eating locally is a big deal here in Vermont; there's a lot of talk about it. We have 

no interest in going to, you know, the big Costco or places like Trader Joe's. So, it's a way that 

we're trying to be consciously consumptive" (Erika, Burlington). Likewise, buying in bulk is a 

way for Prairie Hill residents to support local consumption by buying products in season - "we 

will buy things in bulk like peaches, or blueberries. Then we can freeze them for the upcoming 

months” (Phil, Prairie Hill). 
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Energy Consumption: 

Regarding electricity consumption, the presence of photovoltaic panels is an inarguable reality 

in both communities. Burlington is more advanced in renewable energy than Prairie Hill. This 

advance is reflected in the fact that Burlington cohousing residents have converted their electric 

account to a commercial account by forming a solar cooperative. They are connected to the 

Burlington electric department, can see their consumption through an app on their phone, and 

benefit from incentives for residential owners in Burlington. In their case, they "can get 80-

90% of [their] electricity from the sun" to run all the lights, washers and dryers in the common 

area, the whole big kitchen, and the streetlights outside, reducing their electricity bill and 

ecological footprint. In the future, their goal is to keep improving their storage system and 

become as self-sufficient as possible - "someday we're going to have battery systems, so we'll 

even be able to store more and get by during periods when the sun isn't shining as much" (Mike, 

Burlington). In the case of Prairie Hill, they have about ten solar panels and plan to install eight 

more in the upcoming year. A resident of this community points out that improving their 

renewable consumption is in their plans. However, the research and implementation processes 

are lengthy - "As a group, we get together, we investigate what the possibilities are, we have 

informational meetings to get the input from the members, and then decide to implement it. So 

that takes a lot of our time" (Todd, Prairie Hill). 

 

Transportation: 

The privileged location of the two sites means that residents can choose from different fewer 

polluting means of transportation to conduct daily tasks around the cities’ downtowns and other 

local amenities - "We also set up the community near town so that we're on a bus line, the 

intention was so we can walk or ride our bikes to town" (Carol, Prairie Hill). "We are in the 

city, so we can walk to quite a few things we don't need, you know, to depend on cars as much" 

(Gail, Burlington). Regarding private vehicle transportation, several residents of the two 

communities also engage in car-sharing routines when commuting daily or covering further 

distances. Another way both communities aim to reduce their environmental impact is to count 

on shared low-impact vehicles. Burlington already counts with vehicle charging stations as 

more residents own hybrid and electric cars. In the case of Prairie Hill, it is a project that is 

currently being executed -"several of us are working on installing electric vehicle chargers; we 

have one electric vehicle here now, but we'd like to have more, and we'd like for people visiting 

to be able to charge their cars here" (Carol, Prairie Hill). 

 

Additional pro-environmental behaviours: 

Among other practices highlighted by the residents of the communities, we find 

environmentalist habits that extend to many of the tasks and spaces of the community, such as 

recycling, composting, the use of detergents that are not harmful to the environment, furnishing 

the common areas from second hand shopping and downsizing - "one of my favorite things is 

going to clean the glass with vinegar and water, a good cleaning solution that doesn't hurt the 

environment" (Melissa, Burlington). "We use environmentally friendly snowmelt; we don't put 

calcium chloride on the sidewalks. So even with little things like that, we continue to do it 

environmentally (Phil, Prairie Hill).  

 



35 

The share of green values and self-sufficiency aspirations as a community is an aspect that 

unites and motivates residents to expand their commitment to the environment. As we have 

seen, both communities hold environmental protection values as one of their essential priorities. 

In these two cases, solid conservation ethos plays a crucial role in the communities' collective 

consciousness and in instigating pro-environmental behaviours in the long run (Kirby, 2003). 

 

Moreover, the emergence of community belonging associated with the property's physical 

environment is complemented by the development of daily activities the cohousing 

environment facilitates. Accounting for the self-expansion model, engagement in daily green 

practices gets reinforced by experiencing daily community life (Aron & Aron, 1986). Thus, 

behavioural mechanisms based on the community's green values will enhance connectedness 

and sustainable-oriented transformation practices (Kirby, 2003, p.332). In this context, 

residents engage in sustainable transformational practices through everyday repetition, 

transforming and revaluating their belief systems to safeguard the environment (Kirby, 2003). 

Via the conduction of interviews, I have observed that individuals in both communities engage 

in a wide range of environmental practices prompted by the enhanced connectedness of the 

community (Giratalla, 2010). 

 

Among these activities, farming and preservation chores represent an essential anchor point in 

community life. By cultivating fruits and vegetables, cohousing communities challenge pre-

established consumption patterns while engaging with the natural environment and preserving 

local wildlife, projects that signify a degrowth imaginary (D'Alisa, et al., 2014). Although this 

is not an absolute reality, and the communities would like to have more satisfactory results, it 

is a major aspiration for the future. Thus, we cannot deny the innate potential of these activities. 

Despite not having realised its full yielding potential, cohousing residents additionally 

contribute to the environment when it comes to nourishing themselves by purchasing local 

products and supporting regional grass-roots projects focused on materialising degrowth-

oriented agendas. 

 

Regarding energy consumption, it is a further aspect where communities contribute their fair 

share by exploring renewable energy exploitation and consumption models. In this case, 

cohousing communities embrace one of the pillar paradigms within the imaginary of degrowth 

through the transition to renewables on a smaller scale (D'Alisa, et al., 2014). Thus, using a 

decentralised cooperative system (Burlington) reflects a clear example of how, through 

collaborative work, cohousing residents have gone one step further and benefited from the use 

of technology, becoming environmentally benign by being almost fully independent from the 

grid (ibid.). About the location of the two communities, the active interest of the residents in 

reducing their ecological footprint is reflected via the promotion of less harmful transportation 

alternatives. Although there are still areas for improvement, such as the acquisition of charging 

stations and a more extensive fleet of electric cars, car-sharing and less reliance on private 

vehicles are valuable tools to challenge the pre-established norm of transportation in the US. 

These are some of the most notable practices inside cohousing that are in line with the values 

heralded by the social degrowth movement "Décroissance," which originated in France in the 
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early 2000s, where activists advocated for car-free cities, communal meals, food cooperatives, 

and campaigns against advertising (D'Alisa, et al., 2014).  

 

Through active listening, I have denoted how these green aspirations transgress a large part of 

the daily life environments inside cohousing. This shows that cohousing is presented as an 

alternative model in constant reinvention and progress, in which residents actively contribute 

to further green projects and practices. In the case of cohousing, scaling these existing practices 

can provide the basis for a greener future (Grant, 2010). As stated by a Prairie Hill resident - 

"there's a lot of interesting practices happening inside, and these serve for reshaping the way 

we think. We have to reconsider many things we do daily, and I feel like cohousing can teach 

many lessons for future ways of living" (Carol, Prairie Hill). 

6.3 Community governance and collaborative values 

 

- Community governance: 

 

To date, Prairie Hill hosts about 35 people, and 60 people live in Burlington cohousing. Among 

the motivations for forming a collaborative community, a Burlington resident highlights that 

“it feels like an alternative to hyper-individualism, very individually focused on the norm of the 

way we are taught to live in America” (Melissa, Burlington). In the words of another Burlington 

resident living in a cohousing community “represents a community of like-minded people who 

want to work together and do the right thing and be the best community that we can be” (Gail, 

Burlington). Regarding the forms of management, both communities employ sociocracy so that 

every resident has some input into the community. Legally both are registered as 

condominiums, giving them specific authority to regulate some internal processes. They can 

collect their dues and hire their snowplough and trash collection because they are a private 

condominium. Residents in both communities organise the production of work through 

committees and circles involved in different management duties. Part of this organisation is 

motivated to reduce costs and keep members involved and active in communal life. 

 

As we have seen, cohousing presents a degrowth alternative to the hyper-individualised society 

where individuals are responsible for mobilising all resources necessary for pursuing the 

meaning of life (D'Alisa, et al., 2014). Contrary to this, inside cohousing communities, projects 

that signify a degrowth imaginary are based on conviviality, involving voluntary work directly 

shaped by their residents (ibid.). Environmental values are reinforced through the autonomy 

endowed by this type of living structure. The fact of having the legal connotations associated 

with a condominium means that they have greater freedom when exploring certain practices of 

daily living, such as managing their waste and installing eco-efficient appliances - "because 

we're legally a private condominium, it also gives us the authority to regulate our own policies 

about various things outside city ordinances" (Erika, Burlington). Thus, to a certain extent, 

cohousing communities' social structures allow residents to collaboratively decide "its future in 

common, freed from external ('heteronomous') imperatives and givens" (D'Alisa, et al., 2014, 

p.8). Moreover, social governance inside cohousing communities help strengthen the notion of 



37 

"self-other overlap" and facilitate the connection of individuals with the community and the 

natural milieu (Kirby, 2003). 

 

- Shared knowledge and volunteering: 

 

Another intrinsic trait found through the research is the significant value human capital and 

shared knowledge plays in these communities. Different people are resourceful in different 

ways, and cohousing functions almost like an "open-source book" on diverse subjects - "We 

have got so many people here that If I do not know something, it is easy to ask around. Living 

in a community eases the access to knowledge" (Todd, Prairie Hill). "If something breaks 

mechanically, we know whom to go talk to; if we want to find out about languages, we have 

people speaking different languages. Some people know a lot about the garden, good with cars, 

really good with kids and act as helpers" (Erika, Burlington). Moreover, that reduces the 

barriers to access practices that can be intimidating and complicated to address. "It takes a 

certain kind of interest, initiative, and effort to do things like solar panels on the roof; some 

people would never do it if they were on their own. However, when someone in the community 

is enthusiastic about it and says, "Look, you can have solar panels, all you have to do is this, 

and it will cost you this much," people will join in" (Mike, Burlington). In cohousing, there is 

much more impact because whatever energy individuals have in that direction, residents can 

share it and enlist others in a joint project. Talking to residents, it felt that most individuals in 

the communities came about because they wanted to collaborate and collaborate on projects 

along with other people, share their lives and develop a sense of belonging to a place they care. 

Furthermore, in that sense, that helps to maintain the spirit of the community because cohousing 

residents are deliberately willing to volunteer and partake in the maintenance of the community 

altruistically. 

 

Similarly, counting a human capital of between twenty to fifty people offers cohousing 

communities a reasonable amount of shared knowledge. In this context, cohousing residents 

acknowledge each other as valuable collaborative assets. By including others in one's sense of 

self, cohousing communities’ benefit from the extensive knowledge of a larger group 

(Sanguinetti, 2013). Shared knowledge helps leverage their commitment to sustainable 

practices since it eases the community involvement in more environmentally complex projects, 

which are not easy to access individually. Specific knowledge is needed to address the 

formation of an electric cooperative or the installation of green technologies; thereby, 

cohousing communities vastly benefit from the pooling of technical knowledge and resources. 

Said methods further reflect cohousing intentions to strengthen common possession 

management and explore the value of unpaid and informal activities while also promoting a 

convivial and participatory society (Cosme, et al., 2017). Collaboration among residents gets 

powered through social values and aspirations such as the we-mindset, the desire to foster social 

cohesion, and give back to the community (Kirby, 2003). 

 

Moreover, accounting for the degrowth imaginary, cohousing communities’ benefit from the 

reproductive economy of care (D'Alisa, et al., 2014). Sharing knowledge improves the 

members' quality of living since individuals count on each other depending on the moment's 
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needs. For instance, having people who know nursing and first aid can be an advantageous asset 

at any given time. In the long run, sharing knowledge contributes to the sense of belonging 

within a community, benefiting its functioning, where individuals are available, care for each 

other, and develop empathy and perspective-taking values (Kirby, 2003).  

 

Once again, the notion of belonging to a group and the collaborative practices characterising 

this type of housing makes residents more prone to altruistically volunteer in everyday 

practices. A Prairie Hill Resident noted that “it would be hard to make the community function 

with people who want to do everything just for themselves. However, in the case of cohousing, 

‘when we say, who wants to help shovel snow?’, people volunteer, and that makes the 

community function" (Todd, Prairie Hill). The daily collaboration further transcends into their 

levels of commitment to the environment since it is in this exchange of ideas surrounding daily 

interactions that opinions and concerns about future sustainable projects are exchanged. Hence, 

residents reinforce and remind each other about their aspirations as a community; as stated by 

a Prairie Hill Resident, "You get inspired when someone comes up to you and tells you, 'I 

researched this topic the other day,' and then sparks a conversation about whatever new ideas 

this person has in mind" (Phil, Prairie Hill). 

 

As seen in this section, the research has identified a series of drives pushing cohousing's 

environmental values and practices. However, I also encountered a series of limitations that 

jeopardise the work and development of this type of housing. These constraints are depicted 

below. 

6.4 Constraints found 

Through exploring the personal experiences of residents, it was perceived that community life 

is not as simple as it may seem at first glance. There are often disagreements and controversies 

when dealing with sensitive topics of different kinds. Therefore, internal disputes can be 

considered detrimental to the proper development of communal life. Talking to a Burlington 

resident, she highlighted the existence of specific issues that generally generate internal discord. 

She identified "the three P's" (parking, parenting, and pets) as the primary sources of 

disagreement inside cohousing communities (Melissa, Burlington). To this one must add that 

sometimes the decision-making processes might be challenging to navigate when there are 

existing conflicting opinions and interests, contesting the internal processes of the community. 

Thus, making decisions over crucial aspects of communal life can sometimes become a long 

and tiresome process and wear social ties. 

 

Another barrier encountered when establishing a collaborative community is that it takes a 

significant determination and commitment to carry out a project of this scale. When looking at 

the reality of what it took to get both projects to fruition, one can perceive that it takes a 

considerable amount of effort, dedication, and knowledge to develop a large-scale project with 

30 families. Any self-organised development involves a large amount of capital and time, which 

is one reason why these kinds of development happen to be scarce within the North American 

housing realm. Furthermore, few people can commit to long-term developments in a liquid 
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society where fast-paced lifestyles and constant mobility prevail. Considering the community's 

example in Burlington, the planning and execution processes took over a decade, thus, 

reflecting those cohousing projects are often too lengthy and, therefore, present a minimal living 

alternative for North Americans. 

 

Deeming external constraints, many of those interviewed stated that people outside the 

community commonly have misconceptions about what cohousing entails. Although inaccurate 

perceptions do not directly represent a primary constraint to community life, these erroneous 

notions indirectly affect public opinion, undermining the potential of publicly echoing 

cohousing practices under misleading connotations. As stated by a Burlington resident, "I feel 

like some people may have the wrong impression of cohousing. From what I've heard, people 

think of it as a hippie commune or something like that, and it's pretty misleading in that sense" 

(Gail, Burlington). Under said circumstances, it may affect how local municipalities perceive 

alternative grassroots housing, disabling possible governmental support and collaboration. 

 

Furthermore, another limiting characteristic reflected in my interviews highlights the difficulty 

that cohousing has in catching on as an extended and normalised trend. According to the 

interviewees, this has to do with society's motivations and what governments encourage and 

invest in. As I have observed, the legal and financial structure in the US does not advocate for 

more collectivised housing models. So, there is a sort of narrative that discourages any 

reinterpretation that challenges North American society's perception of housing. As stated by a 

Burlington resident - "the only motivation for any activity in a capitalist society is profit. And 

this is just the way the system works. So, I think the real reason that there's no more cohousing 

is that there's nothing in it for people with a lot of money to profit. It's just not a good investment 

potential" (Mike, Burlington). This is reinforced, through a large, individualised culture, 

particularly emphasised in North America, where the mindset after the second world war is 

based on the idea that "everybody owns their own little house. They're locked in, have a car, 

and drive to work. And in cohousing, these values are not emphasized as much" (Phil, Prairie 

Hill). In addition, this type of housing configuration entails a series of relatively high set-up 

costs compared to other traditional housing types. Hence, affordability is one of the aspects that 

communities would like to work on in the near future. Today, the condominium owner profile 

is, to a considerable extent, restricted due to its high entry and building costs. 

 

Based on the results reviewed in this section, the following chapter discusses the importance of 

these findings and their contributions to the broader picture within the realm of sustainability 

inside the cohousing context in North America, intending to provide a comprehensive answer 

to the set of research questions raised at the beginning of the study.  

 Conclusion and discussion 

This study draws its primary findings by reviewing academic articles related to the topic of 

cohousing as a sustainable and degrowth alternative to traditional housing while also applying 

semi-structured interviewing methods with current cohousing residents. I intended to explore 

the main drives partaking inside cohousing communities in the strive for a housing model that 
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operates in line with sustainable and degrowth values. The main benefits and constraints of this 

model have been highlighted in the research with the aim of contributing to further investigation 

of the internal drives that instigate changes in lifestyles within this type of collaborative-based 

community. 

 

Regarding the expectations prior to the study, I have explored some arguments illustrated by 

previous authors, as the example of being able to observe first-hand how cohousing and 

community building assist residents in shifting their daily practices and aspiring outlooks 

(Hagbert, 2019). But also recognize cohousing's social organisation as the foundation for more 

profound and collectively based changes in consumption and everyday practices (Markmann, 

et al., 2012). Nonetheless, this reflects that the findings conveyed in the research are supportive 

of their previous research. 

 

I consider that this research adds to the research field by exploring and exposing the relationship 

of the drives found in fostering sustainable lifestyles from a cohousing context in the US. 

Several drives have been identified in this research as contributing to the environmental 

implications associated within cohousing conformations. Within the study, these internal drives 

are grouped under the categories of "shared spatial design", "green values and pro-

environmental behaviours", and "community governance and collaborative values," which 

emerge by observing those elements that have a close relationship with sustainable and 

environmentally protective practices based on a degrowth imaginary.  

 

Nonetheless, these drives appeared to be largely present within the communities explored under 

the condominium status and, therefore, potentially present in different communities with similar 

characteristics within the explored context of the US. These three categories appear closely 

related to the explored communities; thus, the emergence of sustainable-oriented behaviour 

within the cohousing realm primarily results from the consequence of said degrowth-oriented 

drives. Consequently, I consider the first research question answered - "What degrowth-inspired 

drives inside cohousing communities contribute to the adoption of sustainable lifestyles among 

its residents?". 

 

Concerning the second research question "In which ways do the internal drives inside cohousing 

transform residents' outlooks towards the adoption of sustainable lifestyles?"; this research 

establishes that the materialisation of the previously stated categories contributes to minimising 

the use of natural resources and the generation of waste while supporting fairness and prosperity 

inside the researched communities. Thus, the following paragraphs reflects upon the relation 

among said drives contributing to the researched question: 

 

- In terms of the shared spatial design, we have observed that it is of great relevance since 

it contains the community's dynamics. Indirectly, it contributes to adopting sustainable 

lifestyles because it is designed to create social cohesion and bring the community 

together. Through the different elements that form it, residents develop feelings of 

“appartenance”, which fosters community life and the identification and development 

of shared goals, expanding the connection with the natural environment surrounding 
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them. Directly, the physical space inside cohousing communities is equipped with built 

EM features and appliances aimed at fulfilling goals inspired by a degrowth imaginary, 

facilitating efficient resource consumption, and minimising the environmental impact 

of communal life. 

 

- In the case of green values and pro-environmental behaviours constitute an essential 

part of collaborative thinking in cohousing; it is perhaps the drive that appears most 

directly related to conducting sustainable lifestyles. This drive gives the community a 

common mission and plays an essential role in the community's reason for existence, 

especially as opposed to the mainstream values of the consumer society. Facilitated by 

living together in an environment surrounded by nature, cohousing's pro-environmental 

behaviours are incorporated into a routine by adopting daily collaborative practices and 

conservation activities.  

 

- Finally, community governance and collaborative values within cohousing act as a 

common thread that enforces collaboration bringing residents together and leveraging 

the functioning of the community. In other words, residents come together to undertake 

a multidisciplinary, complex project and profit from the use of human capital gathered 

within, while also benefiting from the social advantages that community life brings. 

Concerning the adoption of sustainable lifestyles, cohousing community governance 

puts into practice participatory processes, touching upon the reproductive economy of 

care. It contributes to the community's involvement in environmentally friendly 

aspirations, thanks to the leverage they obtain from sharing knowledge and 

volunteering. 

 

In attaining these drives, cohousing communities foster social spaces prone to enhancing some 

of the urban challenges stated at the beginning of this thesis. Social and environmental issues 

include the loss of social cohesion and community belonging, reckless consumption and 

competition between individuals, environmental concerns regarding the climate, loss of 

biodiversity, and the alteration of natural ecosystems. 

 

After this research, I consider that cohousing living arrangements, to a great extent, are an 

excellent model to improve the quality of living of reduced groups interested in living according 

to voluntary simplicity ethos. However, considering the broader picture, cohousing 

environmental efforts to address consumption are relatively small in proportion to the 

considerable amount that North Americans consume. Even though the environmental efforts of 

cohousing have a satisfactory series of benefits and overall sustainable ethos in mind, today, 

cohousing is yet far from becoming agents for more radical social transformations. Although 

benefits of this type of living project are observed throughout the US scenario, materialising 

them is a complex reality to undertake for multiple reasons. Among them are the actuality of a 

society focused on individualism, lack of governmental support, cohousing units being non-

profitable for external developers, and the never-ending logistics and extensive resources 

involved in setting up a community. For cohousing to become a widespread reality in the US 

and its benefits for individuals and the environment to transcend to a more significant level, 
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society and cohousing communities would have to overcome external constraints undermining 

the implementation of more cohousing communities. Local governments and administrations 

must allocate funds to social engineering research through pilot projects and grassroots work. 

Talking with a Burlington resident, Mike commented that on a recent trip to South America, he 

saw a new development very much like cohousing:  

 

What Mike saw,” was very much like cohousing; there would be room for storing, social 

gatherings, and facilities of all sorts like laundries and so forth, built right into a very large 

project ... of course, with all the efficiencies of cohousing”. 

 

"I think it's very instructive to see how the larger scene can change everything in terms of 

housing. I mean, there's a whole country whose motivation for doing this is not profit if it's done 

by the government. That's what you have to look at; what is society promoting and facilitating". 

 

This example reflects that if a government desires to take a collaborative housing direction, the 

US could carry out projects inspired by an imaginary of degrowth that fosters conviviality and 

environmental protection on a larger scale. In addition, cohousing communities should benefit 

from local governments addressing EM approaches and intervening in public debates by taking 

an activist stance. Complementing the grey areas, EM models fall short of engaging civil society 

and challenge pre-established consumption patterns (Eckersley, 2004; Robbins, 2020). 

Especially after the covid-19 pandemic, cohousing communities have the possibility to take 

advantage of the existing community hunger recently sparked. As stated by a Burlington 

resident, “from the start of the pandemic, to now, our list of people who have signed up, opted 

in on our website has gone up 500%, like, literally 500%, like people are really interested in 

cohousing and models” (Melissa, Burlington). In this way, cohousing communities could 

benefit from actively collaborating with other communities. Setting up platforms and grassroots 

projects could help demystify misconceptions surrounding collaborative living arrangements 

and support upcoming projects with their expertise, acting as active examples that illustrate the 

possibilities for downshifted living models. 

 

Existing concerns regarding climate change and urban challenges demand adaptive solutions, 

thus deeming valuable cohousing core drives in embracing existing challenges. In the near 

future, it would be beneficial to explore the implementation of cohousing degrowth core values 

to foster individuals' transformative experiences within conventional home scenarios, 

facilitating individuals' transition from a disposable culture to more frugal and sustainable 

lifestyles. Assessing the need for resilient models to counteract climate emergency, local 

governments, and private developers should consider cohousing environmental lessons while 

planning new developments as a way to introduce a series of features that promote 

environmental protection values and the adoption of sustainable strategies. Therefore, I 

consider that further research would benefit from exploring the intersection between 

cohousing's sustainable implications and traditional forms of housing. 
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