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Abstract

Cohousing has gained renewed interest in the Netherlands, especially for populations of over 50 years of age and as an
alternative for professional and family care. This in combination with living independently. In a cohousing community people
have the possibility to share daily life activities in a specially developed facility. This paper presents the relation between
changes in technical and physical characteristics and social interaction in a cohousing community. Based on literature and
case studies gathered by students changes in social interaction through changes in the design of the cohousing community
and home technology have been observed. Based on the results it was concluded that the relation between changes in the
physical and technical context and social interaction occur in expected and unexpected ways. Changing interactions can be

related to the script or to the change itself.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Cohousing has gained renewed interest in the
Netherlands, especially for populations of over 50 years of
age and as an alternative for professional and family care.
Together with the intention to live independently as long
as possible. In a cohousing community people have the
possibility to share daily life activities in a specially
developed facility. These facilities comprise of multiple
dwellings (20-30) that are oriented around a common
open area and a common building[1].

A cohousing community is generally designed according
to the so called ‘social contact design principles’. If a
community is designed with these principles in mind the
social interactions within the community are thought to be
optimally supported. Several studies in cohousing
dwellings and buildings show that these aspects like
proximity of the dwellings, the position towards other
houses, buffer zones between private and general space,
surveillance within the community and shared pathways
indeed affect social interactions in the community [2-7].

But even though cohousing communities have been
designed according to these principles, it is not automatic
that dwellers will have an active social life in such a
community. The members of the community need to be
actively involved in forming the basis for a healthy social
interactive community.

Because in cohousing communities there is no condition
of management, people are all equally responsible for the
organisation for the community. This means that dwellers
have to manage their own community and therefore bring
formal aspects such as dealing with rules and tasks into
their daily lives. It is known that formal interactions are
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socially more demanding than informal interactions and
are more often source for conflicts.

Furthermore the organization of the community drives on
consensus. Consensus making is a difficult task,
especially when people have different values and goals.
Cohousing communities therefore try to attract a
homogeneous group of people that have similar values
and goals. This generally comes to people that choose to
be actively involved in the community and are socially
able. For this reason wannabe residents have to take part
in a selection procedure to be allowed to join the
community. This essential procedure is complicated by
the fact that cohousing communities are mostly owned by
housing associations which are unwilling to have
unrented apartments. This raises the change of
unfortunate group settings.

Apart from values and goals the age of the residents in a
cohousing community is an important factor. The older
people get the more help they need and the less help
they can offer to others. In case the average age of the
residents gets too high this has a negative effect on the
possible interacting activities of the group. Activities
sometimes have to be stopped due to the ageing of
residents.

In a first conceptual model of interaction [8] the influence
of formal interaction, informal interaction, ageing, physical
and technical design and personal factors on social
interactions have been configured (see figure 1). This
model visualises that differences in individual values,
goals (and behaviour), technical and physical design
influence social interactions in a cohousing community.

It is necessary to know which factors influence social
interactions, but this does not directly show how this
influence might lead to better wellbeing of individual
dwellers.



Social interaction relates to social wellbeing. Social

wellbeing is depending on the network of personal As mentioned before, it has been concluded from
relationships and social exchanges that take place[9]. literature that the physical design of a cohousing
When this network is included in a shared social network community influences the social interaction in a

with forms of reciprocity and trustworthiness this can be cohousing community. New developments like the use of
seen as social capital [10, 11]. Social interactions are a atriums, technologies like domotics and ambient
structural aspect of social capital. A cognitive aspect of intelligence [15] have not been included. The last years
social capital is related to trust and reciprocity of the social there has been a shift from products that react on user

network. That places a certain doubt upon the idea that

L . 7S © i . input to products that are context-aware, networked and
social interactions in it self are predictive variables for

pro-active devices. The enabling technology is available
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Figure 1: Factors influencing social interactions in a cohousing community for elderly
on an individual level [8]

social capital. and the focus is shifting towards user oriented
In most commur " a rhallannae' narennalizatinn adantatinn and ant|c|pat|on
interpersonal confl Flgure 1: Factors |nﬂuencmg somal |nteract|ons in a cohousing community for elderly jent technology.

common activitie: On an individual level ) might influence
regulations [13] and the ongoing design process as a key social interactions in cohousing communities as well.
contributor to conflicts [6]. The more people with According to Friedewald et al [16] an intelligent home
interfering values and goals interact with each other, the should be analyzed from the perspective of supporting
more likely they have conflicts with each other. Aspects families and friends being together and interacting with
of trust and reciprocity may not be optimal in the case of each other. Basic functions like home automation;
conflicts within the community. communication and socialisation; rest, refreshment and
Furthermore the literature on social capital has pointed sport, working and living; support the families in achieving
out the importance of bonding and bridging contacts for their goals.

people within a community. Too much in-group contacts Not many technology providers have sound knowledge
(high participation within the group, low trust outside the about the social context of the technology they produce
group) might lead to miniaturization of the group [14]. This [17]. But if technology is aiming to support families (e.g.
means that social interactions within the group cannot communities in meeting their goals) it seems important to
provide all contacts for social wellbeing of the individual understand the relation between social interaction and
members. changes in the technical and physical design. If
Based on these insights observing social interactions technology would end up isolating people because they
within a community is just a part of social wellbeing. The were totally depending on the technology in their homes
quality of the contacts and the contacts outside the and not in need of any physical help of other people
community are important as well. anymore this would be a negative development. On the

other hand if it would be possible to influence social
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wellbeing of dwellers in cohousing communities by
technical and physical characteristics a cohousing
community might become a more robust sustainable
alternative which is suitable for different kinds of dwellers.

Changes in the physical environment can occur when a
community is started and the whole community has to
learn a new script, or in existing communities when some
aspects of the script have been changed. A script is a
framework defined by technical objects of action together
with the actors and the space they are supposed to act.
[18] When the script changes behaviour changes.

This paper presents the relation between changes in
technical and physical characteristics and social
interactions in a cohousing community.

1.1 Methods

The study was performed in two directions. Firstly
information about social interaction and influencing factors
was derived from literature. Secondly several student
projects were performed that concentrated on the social
and physical characteristics of five cohousing
communities.

The students performed semi-structured interviews with
twelve residents of cohousing communities and collected
photographs of the buildings and common areas of five
cohousing communities in the northern part of the
Netherlands. The residents were chair persons or other
members of the boarding group of the community. All
dwellers in the communities of this study are originally
from the Netherlands. The education of dwellers varies
from primary school to university and the professional
background from housewives, farmers to higher
management. From the interviewed members of the
cohousing communities ten out of twelve attended higher
education (bachelor and masters degree). Most
interviewed consider themselves active residents although
having small physical problems.

The communities differ in size and starting dates:
community A has 26 apartments and started 15 years
ago; community B has 24 apartments and started 12
years ago; community C has 49 apartments and started 5
years ago; community D has 21 apartments and started
22 years ago; community E has 65 apartments and
started 8 years ago. A characteristic of all cohousing
communities was the use of consensus in decision
making.

2 results

The analysis of the physical context of the cohousing
communities reveals that in all cohousing communities the
design principles for social contact were adopted as all
contain common facilities and shared pathways.
Furthermore it was established that two of the studied
communities are larger than mentioned in literature (49 en
65 apartments). These communities are multi-floored
buildings with the use of a central atrium.

The intended role of the atriums was to provide the
possibility to have interactions with other residents when
the weather conditions are poor. However, the actual use
of the atrium in community C does not confer with the
intended function in the design, as people avoid social
interactions in the atrium. They have tried to improve the
use of the atrium with attributes (for fitness), decorations
and small plastic plants (see figure 2). The residents
mentioned two reasons for their dislike of the atrium. The
first reason was that all other residents can overlook the
atrium and people wish for more privacy in their social
interactions. The second reason was related to the bad
climate in the atrium (too hot in the summer and too cold
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during winter times). The atrium in community E (see
figure 3) has the possibility to some privacy due to the
use of (big) plants and trees.
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Fig 2 and 3. The atriums in community C and in
community E

All communities are equipped with a safety system (see
figure 4). This system helps the regulation of people
entering the building. These systems strife for the
situation that nobody can enter the building without the
permission of a specific dweller.

The introduction of a safety system in community C
resulted in a special meeting with the local firefighters and
police on the subject of safety. As a result of this meeting
safety was further addressed during a meeting with
residents in which formal rules were set about allowing
people to enter the building. Chairpersons were made
responsible for following the rules and confront dwellers
who are less cautious. The number of visitors entering the
building has decreased since the introduction of the
system.

Fig 4. An example of a safety system in community C

In community A the introduction of the safety system has
led to a new informal network according to two dwellers.
They can hear the visitors through the intercom by picking
up the phone, so they exactly know who is allowed to
enter the building and by whom. Because this feature is
added to the centrally located parking and the
surveillance in the community, privacy is highly at risk.
Some dwellers seem to find it very interesting to follow
the lives of their neighbors.

In community B the common room (see figure 5) has
been improved by addition of some new facilities such as
a fire place and a pool table. According tot the chair
person this has resulted in a significant increase in the
number of residents using the room.



Fig 5.The common room in community B

In one of the older communities (A) new tablecloths were
needed because the old ones were outdated. It was
arranged in informal consultation that one of the female
community members would arrange this. So she bought
new cloths. But the community members disliked the new
tablecloths very much. They decided during a formal
meeting to keep the old ones (see figure 6).

In the oldest community (D) of this case study also some
improvements were made on the interior of the common
rooms, but this seemed no big issue for the community.

Fig 6. The common room in community A with the old
tablecloths

3 Discussion and conclusions

The conducted research is not representative for all
residents of the cohousing communities studied, because
the respondents were all chair people or board members.
Still the results are in line with previous research from
Brenton [12] who performed a study on cohousing for
elderly in the Netherlands.

New physical and technical design aspects like home
technology and the use of atriums have been observed in
the newer communities. When new technologies enter the
cohousing community this changes the script. Technical
objects define a framework of action together with the
actors and the space they are supposed to act. [18]. This
may lead to expected and unexpected changes in
behaviour [19]. In the case of the atriums community
gardens have been replaced by a central covered space.

The (dis)use of the atrium in community C was
unexpected but the solutions in community E might be
interesting to study for this community. The atrium is a
new design aspect which has not been considered in
cohousing literature. According social contact design
principles a buffer zone between private and communal
space is an important aspect [6, 7]. A private garden
works as a buffer between the communal garden and the
private dwellings. In this case the plants in the atrium of
community E might work as some sort of buffer zone.
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Privacy was also related to the unexpected (dis)use of the
intercom in community A. Privacy is related to the
individual values and behaviour (see figure 1) but it
seems that this can be influenced by the physical design
factors. It needs to be studied whether it is true that easy
access to personal information is provided the threshold
for harming privacy is lowered. However the results in this
study seem to confer.

Community C is placed in the Northern part of the
Netherlands in a small village with no big criminal
records. It is the question whether the implemented safety
system is necessary for this community. The alteration in
entering the building might in the end result in unwanted
social side effects. In literature on social capital the
importance of bonding and bridging contacts for people
within @ community have been pointed out. Too much in-
group contacts (high participation within the group, low
trust outside the group) might lead to miniaturization of
the group. This may lead to unhealthy behaviour [20].
Based on this knowledge it might be suspected that
community C could be at risk.

Another notified change in the physical context was the
common room in community B. According to the chair
person this has led to more use of the room and therefore
increasing social interactions. In the research of Willlams
[6] the importance of investing in common facilities for
social interactions has been regarded. Problems with
poor design of common facilities may reduce the extent to
which space is used.

Small changes on tablecloths in community A may be a
cause for conflicts within the community, while in
community D changes don’t seem to influence the
residents. It would be interesting to know the differences
between these groups on aspects as homogeneity, the
formal social factors or the cognitive aspects of social
capital within these groups.

From the literature and the case studies the following
conclusion can be drawn:

e Changes in the technical physical environment
influence social interactions in a cohousing
community in expected and unexpected ways,
though not all changes are effective. Considering
social contact design principles might be useful for
improving social interactions.

e Changing the environment may lead to direct
changes, related to the script of use. But these
changes can also be indirect. These are more related
to the (dis) likes of the improvement and the formal
process itself.

e |t is useful to evaluate social interactions in the way
they contribute to the social capital of dwellers.

In the next phase of this project the social interactions in
a cohousing community will be further investigated
through action research; a description of interaction
patterns with context information of the interaction will be
made. These interaction patterns are deduced from the
5W (who, what, where, when and why) and 1H (How)
method [21]. The exact changes in interaction are a step
in a better understanding of the relation between
technology and social interaction. This may lead to
insights which may influence newer developments.

4 Summary

This paper explained the relation between physical and
technical design in cohousing communities. Changing
technology in the near future might change interactions



between dwellers. More knowledge is needed on
interaction patterns.
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