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Older Australians face housing challenges including supply, accessibility, affordability, security of tenure and isolation. This article reports on research conducted in the state of New South Wales, Australia into the potential for cohousing to address these challenges. In interviews, professionals indicated that cohousing promises many benefits for older people, though they acknowledge that key financial and planning barriers need to be overcome. In focus groups with older people, however, we found that, despite broad agreement about the housing challenges facing retirees as they age, resistance to the concept of shared living was significant and many of our participants could not see value in living in cohousing. Much of this appeared to be related to negative associations with cohousing and a cultural lack of familiarity with shared living arrangements. Cohousing has an image problem in Australia that will need to be overcome if it is to become a significant response to housing challenges.
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Introduction 
Australia, like many nations around the world, is home to an increasingly aged population. In 2016, 16% of the New South Wales (NSW) population was aged over 65 years, and this is expected to rise to 25% by 2056 (NSW Government 2016). By 2056, 10% of the population of NSW will be over 80 years of age, and there will be a tenfold increase compared to 2016 in the number of people aged over 100 years (NSW Government 2016). Increased longevity is a trend set to continue, with the life expectancy for NSW expected to rise to 88.6 and 91.4 for men and women respectively by 2056 (NSW Government 2016). 
Housing Australia’s ageing population in homes that are affordable, accessible and sustainable presents a major challenge, particularly in a time of rising housing costs. Older people want homes where they can feel comfortable and independent, and which allow them to remain connected to their family and friends. However, many fail to anticipate the health and financial challenges that can diminish their housing choices as they age. 
The ‘baby boomers’ (the generation born between 1946-1961) are now reaching retirement age. This group represents the wealthiest households in Australia, having greater average net worth than other age groups (Productivity Commission 2015). This wealth is likely to allow many of them greater housing choice in their retirement. However, despite many policies assuming that large numbers of baby boomers will be able to provide for themselves (Quine and Carter 2006), the vast majority of older Australians receive their income through the age pension and other government allowances (Productivity Commission 2015).  The average superannuation balance for 65-74 year olds is over A$300,000, however the median superannuation balance for the same cohort is zero (Chester 2015).  
The private home is the predominant housing of choice for older Australians; more than 80% of people over 60 indicate that living in their own home is their preferred living arrangement (Productivity Commission 2015). Whilst the vast majority are home owners, a small but significant proportion of older Australians (13.4%) are renters, and they are over-represented amongst both long-term renters and public housing tenants (Productivity Commission 2015). Older Australians who find themselves in the private rental market are particularly vulnerable to housing stress. In 2009, around 77,000 older Australians in private rental were in housing stress, defined as a situation where housing costs exceed 30% of gross household income, particularly for households on low- to-moderate income. Of these, 35,000 were paying over half their income in rent (Morris 2009a). 
Given these high housing costs, many older private renters report finding it hard to “have a life they valued” after paying for housing costs (Morris 2009b). Many older Australians fall into the category of “marginal renters”, having precarious tenancies in arrangements that may leave them socially and physically isolated and at risk of homelessness through forced eviction, breakdown of existing relationships, affordability challenges or inaccessible housing design (Goodman et al. 2013, Petersen et al. 2014). Older private renters on low incomes are financially vulnerable to the loss of a partner—a situation which disproportionately affects older women (Wood et al. 2008). Single older women are increasingly at risk of homelessness, and many find themselves in vulnerable and precarious situations within the private rental sector (Darab and Hartman 2013).  
Baby boomers can expect up to two decades of life following their exit from the workplace (Humpel et al. 2010), however as they age they are more likely than previous generations to suffer from neurodegenerative diseases such as dementia (Productivity Commission 2008), to have complex care needs due to severe disabilities (Productivity Commission 2008), be obese and have related health problems (Quine and Carter 2006) and to have diabetes (Humpel et al. 2010). 
These trends point to burgeoning issues for housing older Australians relating to housing affordability, security, and accessibility, as well as social isolation. In this article, we explore cohousing as one possible response to these challenges in the Australian context. Cohousing is a form of community living that contains a mix of private and communal spaces, “combining autonomy of private dwellings with the advantages of community living” (Williams 2005). It can occur at a variety of scales, from multi-unit developments (usually between 4 and 30 households) to small, self-organised clusters of 2-3 households. Most cohousing models attempt to respond to ‘triple bottom line’ challenges, by securing the ‘three pillars of sustainable lifestyles’: i) social (through being community-oriented and facilitating social interaction), ii) environmental (through efficient designing and shared resources) and iii) economic (through striving to achieve affordability for residents) (Tummers 2015). 
Variations on cohousing models abound, but a few key elements are consistently identified across the literature as being common to most cohousing developments. These common factors include:
· Resident involvement in the design of the cohousing development (Durrett 2009)
· Self-governance and active participation by residents who manage the community (Brenton 2013) 
· Common spaces and facilities that supplement but do not replace the private facilities of individual households (Durrett 2009)
· Use of social contact design (Williams 2005) in planning the development to encourage informal community interaction, placing an emphasis on communality as well as privacy (Jarvis 2015). 
Unlike communes and some religious communities, cohousing generally does not feature a shared community economy (Glass 2009) or a hierarchical structure (Durrett 2009). Most existing cohousing communities have developed around shared aims or values (Chiodelli and Baglione 2013), but cohousing is characterised by a pragmatic approach to how these values are reflected in daily life (Meltzer 2010), and a common ideology is not a prerequisite for a cohousing community (Williams 2005).
Cohousing, with its deliberate focus on community interaction and communal living, is often seen as a response to the isolation experienced by many due to suburbanisation and security-focused neighbourhood design (including gated communities, internal-access garages and fenced yards)(Vestbro 2000). Typical values expressed by cohousing groups include solidarity, inclusion, social activism and mutual support (Chiodelli and Baglione 2013). Cohousing, through a design that emphasises shared space and social interaction and gives residents a greater say in the design and ongoing governance of their home and community, goes some way to “combating the alienation and isolation many experience today, recreating the neighbourly support of a village or city quarter in the past” (The Sheffield Cohousing Network 2018). 
Scholars have highlighted a number of benefits that cohousing can provide, particularly for older people (Brenton 2013; Durrett 2009; Abraham & Grange 2006; Daly 2017; Borgloh & Westerheide 2012; Williams 2005). These include: 
· Reducing care costs by providing informal care through community contact, and pooling resources to share and offset the costs of care provision
· Providing an opportunity for older people to downsize to a dwelling that is suitable for their needs, creating greater possibilities for ageing in place, without forcing them to move to a retirement village or nursing home
· Reducing social isolation and alienation by fostering a vital community of interdependent households that increases social contact
· Facilitating participation in their community in ways that keep older people active and engaged, including the ability to manage decisions about their neighbourhood, as well as giving opportunities for learning and skill exchange through shared activities and initiatives 
· Reducing the physical and environmental footprint of housing through efficient sharing of spaces and facilities, which reduces living costs and demand on housing supply, particularly for single person dwellings.
Some researchers have argued that cohousing can also produce negative outcomes. Chiodelli & Baglione (2013) argued that while some groups can be characterised by pro-environmental and social behaviours, others could be described more negatively as socially, ethnically and ideologically homogenous communities, segregated physically and socially from their neighbours, as a gated community by another name. Ruiu (2014, p. 329) argues that there are more differences than similarities between cohousing and gated communities, across four categories: sense of safety; degree of closure to the outside; sense of community; and motivations and aims. Ruiu (2014) cautions that the negative traits may be more likely to arise with the greater uptake of speculative cohousing, which reduces the resident involvement in the key elements of community formation (and community building) noted above.
Given the demographic challenges that are facing Australia, including increasing numbers of single, older people in need of some level of care, cohousing presents a potentially-attractive alternative for “living together on one’s own” (Bamford and Lennon 2008). Brenton argues that given that baby boomers have considerable wealth—and are becoming more discerning about their housing choices than previous generations—but also experience high rates of separation and divorce (Brenton 2008), cohousing offers a “realistic alternative to a tradition of paternalism and benign neglect in relation to the old and isolated” (Brenton 2013). Cohousing however, is not yet common in Australia. While there are a number of cohousing developments, they remain niche and house very few Australians. Largely, Australians remain unfamiliar with the concept and what it might offer for them. The remainder of this article reports on research that was carried out in the state of New South Wales (NSW), with NSW stakeholders and older people. While each Australian state and territory have different planning regimes, our discussions with interstate stakeholders suggest that many of our findings are relevant across Australia and, indeed, are likely to be relevant to cities and regions around the world. 
It is important to stress from the outset that cohousing is likely to be only one among a suite of policy responses to meet Australia’s aging population and housing affordability challenge. Indeed, our research affirms that cohousing will not be for everyone, nor is it likely to be rolled out on a large scale across Australia in the near future. 

Method
This project aimed to confirm the housing challenges faced by older people in NSW, explore stakeholder perspectives on cohousing as a policy response to these challenges, explore the reactions of older people to the concept of cohousing, and to particular cohousing models, and to identify barriers to uptake of cohousing and ways those barriers could be overcome. The project involved several qualitative research methods aimed at gaining different perspectives on these various points of investigation. 
15 interviews were held involving 23 participants (several were joint interviews with two participants at the same time). These were hour-long, semi-structured interviews, and the focus differed for each interview depending upon the interviewee’s expertise and area of interest. Participants included:
· Members/leaders of cohousing projects in NSW and Victoria
· Representatives of peak bodies including seniors housing providers and community housing providers
· Representatives from state and local government in NSW including the state government urban development agency and the planning department
· Development professionals
· Academics 
· Financial experts. 
Following these interviews, we conducted focus groups, with composition and focus as summarised in Table 1. 
[Table 1 near here]
Focus groups began with a broad discussion of retirement and housing, before narrowing to questions to elicit participants’ perspectives on cohousing in general, and then on specific models of cohousing. Our aim with the focus groups was to test three particular cohousing models that emerged from the literature review and interviews (deliberative development, small-scale and cooperative rental). These models are discussed in more detail in the next section. We chose one model to start the conversation about cohousing as a way to ease the groups into discussion about an unfamiliar and potentially complex topic, but all focus groups subsequently discussed the other models. 
Focus group locations were chosen because we expected that a particular cohousing model would appeal in that location (e.g. small-scale cohousing where there is a large supply of single detached dwellings) and to provide a degree of geographic diversity. The majority of the state’s population lives in Sydney, so two sites (one close to the CBD, and one to Sydney’s suburban west) were chosen within that city, as well as Nowra, a regional town 160 kilometres south of Sydney.
The demographic composition of each focus group was chosen to test hypotheses about the appropriate audience for each cohousing model. For example, we anticipated that small-scale cohousing was most likely to appeal to home-owners in single detached dwellings who could be interested in adding dwellings. Most groups were with older people aged 60 to 70 who were at or approaching retirement age. We felt that people above 70 would already have made key housing decisions and people younger than 60 might not yet be contemplating those decisions.[footnoteRef:1] In one group, we also included younger people to explore the appeal of intergenerational cohousing. In all groups, we sought gender balance. We did not set specific criteria for income or education but used home ownership as a proxy indicator. [1:  While the focus of this research was on older people, one of our research findings is that many of those thinking about cohousing are younger than 60 and so there would be value in including a wider age range in future research.] 

A market research company recruited the first four focus groups to meet our demographic criteria. The cooperative rental group was recruited with assistance from Common Equity NSW, who run cooperative rental properties. The final group was an observation of a meeting of the AGEncy Project[footnoteRef:2], which is a resident group trying to establish cohousing. In total, 41 people participated in the first five focus groups and approximately 30 were present in the meeting of the AGEncy Project. These numbers are small and do not allow for generalisable findings, but they do offer a starting point for understanding attitudes to cohousing that could inform larger-scale survey work. [2:  https://the-agency-project.com/about/] 


Cohousing models for an Australian population
Through a literature review, we identified diverse cohousing models that exist around the world. During the interview phase of our research, some of these models emerged as better suited to the Australian context and likely to be of more interest to older people in NSW. In collaboration with an Advisory Group of relevant stakeholders, we identified three specific cohousing models for further testing in focus groups with older people in NSW:
· Small scale cohousing, which responds to the demand for older people to capitalize on their existing asset or move to a smaller dwelling without leaving existing neighbourhoods, as well as a broader need to densify Australia’s suburbs; 
· Deliberative development, currently a burgeoning market in Australia and one which offers great potential for older people to move to a smaller dwelling while retaining control over their living situation and input on key design choices, and keeping costs down; and
· Cooperative rental, a niche but nascent sector in Australia that provides secure and affordable tenancies for low-income people, and which shows great potential to address the shortcomings of the private rental sector with regards to affordability, social isolation and security of tenure. 
[bookmark: _Ref500158681]The models are summarised below and in Table 2.
[Table 2 near here]
Small-scale cohousing
Small-scale cohousing typically comprises two to four related dwellings within a similar physical footprint to that of a single-family house (McGee et al. 2017). In some cases, it may involve joining adjacent urban blocks and increasing the number of dwellings (McGee and Benn 2015). Small-scale cohousing can be new-build, but will often involve the adaptation and retrofitting of existing dwellings to accommodate a number of smaller dwellings. Unlike replacing a house with an apartment block, some spaces other than stairwells are shared, reducing the overall physical and environmental footprint per household (McGee et al. 2017).
Much of the international discussion of cohousing assumes a larger number of dwellings, typically 20 to 30 (Sanguinetti 2015). We felt that cohousing at a smaller scale of two to four dwellings could appeal to older people in the Australian context, where planners are encouraging greater density in capital cities and older people often have housing assets that become too large as they age. Approaches to implementing small-scale cohousing include: a single block could be redeveloped with smaller dwellings (Day 2011); adjoining properties could be purchased and adapted (McGee and Benn 2015); a large house already owned by one of the residents could be retrofitted (e.g. Ecoburbia[footnoteRef:3]); a group of friends could get together like the Shedders[footnoteRef:4] and purchase a property to build a new cohousing development; or a small, often mobile, dwelling known as a “tiny home” can be housed on an existing property (e.g. the movable units provided as public housing in Victoria[footnoteRef:5]). [3:  http://ecoburbia.com.au/]  [4:  https://shedders.wordpress.com/tag/co-housing/page/4/]  [5:  http://www.housing.vic.gov.au/movable-units] 

Small-scale cohousing appears to be a method that could allow incremental increases in density in middle-ring suburbs (suburbs between 10 and 20km from the city centre), allowing residents to share some space without moving from their home and neighbourhood. It also represents a way of enabling a shift to smaller dwellings for older people in large homes, to realise an income from their most valuable asset whilst being able to stay within their community.
Deliberative Development
Deliberative development is when a group of prospective owner-occupiers become the proponents of a multi-unit development in place of the developer (Sharam et al. 2015a). There are a number of ways this might occur, ranging from groups of friends coming together to develop, to strangers being brought together by an architect or developer who is facilitating a deliberative development. This model has proven popular in Europe and now delivers a considerable proportion of apartments in cities in Germany (Sharam et al. 2015b). 
Deliberative development has the potential to respond to the preferences and demands of future residents, rather than the assumptions of the financial and risk-driven speculative property industry. Residents could choose to provide universal design features that will allow them to age in place, or to include shared features from laundries to entertaining areas and gardens that reduce costs or encourage social interaction. By working with future residents, the design process encourages greater build quality, creates a social group amongst future residents during the design process, and provides cost savings through avoided marketing costs and reduced developer risk (J. Hochberg 2016, pers. comm., 7 October). Deliberative developments in Germany, or Baugruppen, have demonstrated better housing products and consistent savings, delivering apartments at around 75% of market cost over a number of years (Lloyd et al. 2015, Sharam et al. 2015c)—although there is mixed evidence from France and the Netherlands (Sharam et al. 2015c).
Deliberative development is a fledgling sector in Australia, pioneered by Breathe Architecture’s building “The Commons” in Melbourne.[footnoteRef:6] The process followed for the Commons has evolved into the ‘Nightingale’ development model, which sees developer profits capped and apartment costs reduced through a collaborative design process that allows future residents to have input into the design of their dwelling.   [6:  http://nightingalehousing.org/the-commons/] 

Cooperative private rental
The cooperative housing model has natural synergies with cohousing as a financial model, particularly focusing on affordable cohousing developments. The cooperative legal and financial arrangement is designed to empower residents to manage their own housing, and thus ensure a level of affordability. There are a number of forms of cooperative, with common equity rental cooperative (CERC) being the form that seems to have the greatest potential to deliver affordability and social diversity benefits in Australia (Crabtree 2016). The Murundaka cohousing community in Melbourne, developed and managed by Common Equity Housing, is a successful existing example (Murundaka Cohousing 2016).
The CERC model focuses on providing community or social, rather than private, affordable housing. Residents typically pay income-indexed rent—up to market rates—to the cooperative. This type of cooperative typically prioritises community, lifestyle and shared governance within the cooperative, but relies on government and not-for-profit or private foundation funding in order to provide the set-up and ongoing maintenance costs not covered by the cooperative income and labour of members (Crabtree 2016). The increased resident involvement in management and maintenance reduces ongoing cost for the housing association—supporting the ongoing affordability—and it also encourages social interaction and development of community amongst the cooperative residents. 

Findings: stakeholder perspectives 
In general, the stakeholders interviewed for this project were optimistic about the potential of cohousing to address some of the major housing challenges faced by older people. However, they also identified multiple barriers that prevent cohousing from spreading.
Housing needs of older people 
Stakeholders were quick to note that older people have diverse values, interests and preferences—much like the rest of the population—and that we should not assume they are a homogenous group. Indeed, ‘older people might include anyone over 55 or 65—an enormous cohort in which there are significant generational differences between those aged 55 and those aged 85, for example. 
Stakeholders believed that few people actively plan for housing in their retirement, and fewer still plan for a situation in which they might be less able than they are now: 
“people will not be thinking ahead to a future life where they are less capable than they are now…why do we keep building houses like we never grow old?” (Interview, universal design advocate). 
This has meant that many older people find themselves in homes that are inaccessible and unsuitable for them as they age. 
The housing needs of older people are not necessarily met by the private market, and a gap exists between those eligible for public housing or subsidies and those who can afford private market housing, which is where an opportunity for cohousing exists: 
“I think diverse housing [is needed] to cover all those people who don't meet the criteria of the very low incomes for affordable housing that's subsidized but [who fall into] the big gap in between that and what [the] market's currently providing” (Interview, state government planner).
Despite the diversity of older people, there are some common issues. Stakeholders identified that the major priorities for older people are to live in a comfortable and appropriate house that is affordable:
“[Older people] want to downsize into housing that’s got lower maintenance needs for them, lower cost of living for them, but still within their community so that they can age in place, and stay connected to the places they know and love” (Interview, local government councillor).
Safety and security are common concerns among older people. This is particularly acute for certain groups, for example, for women and for older people living in public housing:
“I think for older women, [safety and security] really is an issue. Let's face it, the women are living longer and they're much more likely to be widowed and they're much more likely to be poor” (Interview, universal design advocate). 
Our interviewees could see potential for cohousing to provide a viable and attractive option for older people to downsize and free up funds for expenses other than housing.
A broad theme emerged throughout the interviews which suggested that older Australian’s needs and desires are far more diverse than is currently catered for in the Australian housing market, and that there is likely to be appetite for housing alternatives. There was a growing recognition among providers that the speculative investor apartment model is not providing housing that people necessarily want to live in. Further, there is a recognition that alternative models might have potential to meet the needs of residents through working with future residents on the design to reduce waste, improve efficiency and cut costs. 
Perceived interest for cohousing 
Stakeholders held diverse opinions about the likely market size for cohousing in Australia: 
“I think it's always going to be a niche market… The idea that they were all going to suddenly start living in communes in their dotage … I think you'll still have a very small portion that will express an interest” (Interview, property finance academic).
“A lot of people don't want to live isolated lives and they feel that is the direction their life is going, or they've lived in communities before where it's something as simple as apartment complexes in Europe which have much more social environment and that's what they're looking for. I think while affordability is important, I can't understate how much the idea of community and living more connected and having support in the home environment is to the people that I've been talking to” (Interview, architect and cohousing project lead).
Cultural preferences and a lack of familiarity with shared living arrangements arose in many interviews as a key barrier to the uptake of cohousing in Australia: 
“…in Europe renting an apartment is normal, not owning, has been fairly normal, so the idea of living in more communal space, not owning your own place, not necessarily having full control over it, that kind of thing, is not something new. Whereas for people who have lived in a detached dwelling all their life … [these] people say to me: ‘I can't imagine going from my beautiful 4 bedroom home and going into a place where there's people living underneath me and people living over me’” (Interview, universal design advocate). 
Several stakeholders suggested that this lack of familiarity could be ameliorated to some extent through the promotion of pilot projects to generate familiarity with the model—on the part of both potential developers and potential residents. Pilot projects could demonstrate the viability of these models as housing market alternatives.
Where interest in cohousing had been actively sought, stakeholders found demand among a range of households: 
“There were a few families but they were mostly older people. Quite a few couples or a lot of single, older women. I've also had a lot of interest from single parents, especially women. Some interest from younger lone households. I guess the main interest would be from senior couples and single households” (Interview, architect and cohousing project lead). 
Perspectives on whether intergenerational housing would likely be popular were mixed, though there was broad agreement that it is likely to be a personal preference: 
“For some people, the intergenerational stuff really works beautifully, and it can rejuvenate people, but it's about being able to explore what works for what you're looking for, rather than trying to force [it on people]” (Interview, aged care management professional).
“80 year olds want to be around younger people... As long as they are not partying. [Some people] kind of have a certain personality to want to be part of a collective group that you want more social interaction in where you live… [but] I think there needs to be options, I think you need seniors-only [cohousing] because certain people want that, and then you have inter-generational solutions” (Interview, property developer and cohousing project lead).
Stakeholders noted that there is evidence that cohousing might have potential to reduce housing costs in some situations:  
“The Nightingale model is showing they don't necessarily make more expensive [apartments] because they really tailor it to the owner-occupiers… They don't each have a laundry. They just put a shared laundry on the roof… No car parks…those things to save money that they managed to work out” (Interview, state government urban planner).
Providing a well-designed and affordable housing alternative would certainly boost the likely popularity of cohousing. However, stakeholders also noted that cohousing does not necessarily entail reduced housing costs and, due to the niche nature of such developments, cohousing could in fact involve higher costs. However, the relative affordability would depend on various contextual factors, including location, site availability, design, financial arrangements and the preferences of the group. For example, a cooperative housing arrangement established in a pre-existing apartment building is more likely to have lower housing costs than a purpose-built cohousing multi-unit development.
Existing barriers to cohousing establishment
Being a relatively new and untested model in the Australian context, cohousing faces some barriers. Several stakeholders identified finance as a key barrier. The generally risk-averse approach of the property industry and high costs of land were predicted to be major barriers to wider adoption.
In particular, an understanding that some cohousing models required unusual title arrangements meant that many of our interviewees felt that securing finance for purchase or development of a cohousing property would be difficult. In Australia, various land title arrangements are more common than others—‘Torrens title’, known as freehold title elsewhere, alongside strata title, a form of ownership akin to condominium title in the US, are the most common and secure forms of title and thus are favoured by financial institutions. A perception that cohousing arrangements might need to rely on company title (which involves residents buying a share in a corporation which owns the building, rather than having title to a house or an apartment outright) or community title, often used to govern communal parts of strata-titled properties, was seen as a problem. A further concern with regards to title and the perceived need for company title was that the resale value of apartments would be compromised by company title. However, other interviewees noted that securing finance for an apartment in a deliberative development was not likely to present any more of a challenge than for a speculatively-built apartment, thus these perceptions are likely based on false assumptions regarding title in cohousing arrangements. 
Further concerns surrounded inheritance and resale: 
“How do you replace them? What happens to their assets? Because they must have owned something in there. How much of an asset is valued for being theirs” (Interview, aged care management professional)?
“You actually have people looking at it to make a decision for the longer term and say, ‘I'm not going to go in there, because I can see it being too difficult when I want to unwind my estate’” (Interview, housing finance academic).
In particular, it was suggested that this is because the children of older people are very concerned about how easy it will be to access their parents’ assets after their death. However, some stakeholders identified that there do exist potential solutions to these challenges around selling to exit a cohousing arrangement, such as a co-ownership agreement: 
“The process is obviously a bit more involved in terms of selling [than for standard market properties] but there is that option to identify who you want pass on equity or share of loan the property to” (Interview, architect and cohousing project lead).
Stakeholders also identified planning barriers. Some local governments do not allow development that will add dwellings on an existing property. The NSW Government has responded with a new Low-Rise Medium Density Housing Code, commencing in July 2018, that allows fast track approval of dual occupancies and manor houses up to two storeys in height. While not specifically aimed at promoting cohousing, the Code’s provisions are likely to ease approval of small-scale cohousing. 
One further barrier is public perception of cohousing and its impact on local amenity. Stakeholders noted that some existing and proposed cohousing developments had provoked opposition by nearby residents, primarily due to concerns about densification and car parking impacts. 
While stakeholders identified many barriers to overcome, they were almost universally positive about the idea of cohousing and its potential to address housing challenges faced by older people, if the barriers can be removed.

Findings: Perspectives on co-housing among older people in NSW
The focus groups conducted as part of this project revealed that many of the older people who participated face challenges with regards to their housing. Few participants indicated that they had actively planned for their housing in retirement, with several noting that retirement was forced upon them due to factors outside of their control:
“… I never had any plan for it, [it was] more of a forced retirement. Retrenchment” (Focus Group 2).
“…I’ve been unemployed for 4yrs now and on Newstart [unemployment allowance]. I can’t get work, I will be forced to retire. People won’t employ me at my age” (Focus Group 3).
Many participants indicated that they were concerned about challenges related to their housing as they aged, including accessibility (issues such as too many stairs), affordability (being unable to move due to escalating house prices), uncertainty about the financial costs of retirement villages, as well as concerns about health and isolation. Participants were wary of retirement villages due to the financial complexity of buying into these arrangements—though for many, the community and social benefits these villages provide were appealing—and many expressed fears about having to move to aged care, which was perceived as a tenure of last resort. There also appeared to be a lack of understanding about where they might find clear information about how to make the best decision about finance and housing in retirement. 
Our interviews with experts and industry professionals highlight characteristics of cohousing that could make it an attractive and viable option for older people. Yet prior to the study’s focus groups, almost no participants had heard of cohousing and they struggled to differentiate it from other housing models (e.g. granny flats, strata apartments, semi-detached houses). 
Following an introduction to cohousing, participants responded most positively to the increased opportunities it may provide in reducing isolation. Specific safety concerns about living alone were raised in all of the focus groups, such as having a fall and not receiving help for several days. Cohousing was seen as a model that would enable residents to check in on one another and to help neighbours when needed, avoiding such safety risks:
“…this idea sort of brings those ideas back – knowing the people around you and caring. I certainly think this is the sort of direction we should be going in” (Focus Group 2).
“…when we get older, isolation is an issue. But how close do you want to be? If you have neighbours who’ll walk past and tap on your door to see how you are that is okay” (Focus Group 4).
In spite of this recognised strength, few participants were immediately enthusiastic about the idea of cohousing with many expressing the sentiment that “it’s a great idea for other people” (Focus Group 4).  
Although sharing property with family members seemed slightly more popular than with friends or strangers, participants were particularly reluctant about the idea of shared spaces. Even forms of sharing that did not involve shared living spaces, such as sharing a laundry, were met with scepticism over how it would work in practice. Outdoor spaces such as BBQ areas and rooftop gardens were viewed more favourably, but there was a strong preference to maintain a private kitchen. Some participants suggested that shared spaces such as common rooms would not be used, while others were worried about noise and a lack of personal space. A commonly expressed view was that older people had “done their time” sharing and have earned the right to privacy:
“…if you have children for 30-40yrs and then shack up with another group of people, it’s a bit much. It sounds appalling” (Focus Group 1)!
Others argued however, that reducing shared spaces to a minimum would detract from the identified benefit of cohousing in reducing isolation:
“…I love the idea and it’s clever but I don’t see the point if you’re just sharing a laundry and rooftop—apart from being involved in the planning” (Focus Group 5).
To some extent, resistance to sharing may reflect a misunderstanding of how sharing works in practice, as many cohousing residents find it a very positive thing (Durrett 2009). Participants tended to zero in on ‘extreme’ forms of sharing such as kitchens, losing sight of the ability to decide for themselves how much sharing to incorporate into the residence.  On the other hand, this resistance may indicate that co-housing will not be popular beyond a niche market. 
Stemming from concerns about sharing, participants were anxious about the likelihood of conflict arising between residents:
“…I think that’s a great model for 2-3 weeks holidays, but that’s it. The cops would be there every few weeks. There’d be fights, people hopping in to bed with each other. I really think, I still like the model of 3 separate units. They can be close to each other, but having brekkie every morning, there’d be some problems that I can see” (Focus Group 4).
If this were to occur, there was a common view that cohousing would not allow residents to “evict” other dwellers, or to choose to leave the property themselves.  In order to progress any interest in cohousing, focus group participants were clear that an effective conflict management process would be required:
… you need a way to get rid of people who are a pain in the neck (Focus Group 1).
... when there is a group of people, there is bound to be people who are reactive, some who are quiet. If there is a community there, there will have to be someone taking it on. There is always conflicts (Focus group 2).
… what if there was a fall out and because of housing prices you cannot sell out? I can see it working if people know each other. I’m skeptical about living with people (Focus Group 3).
A small number of participants were more optimistic that conflict could be managed and prevented, particularly if residents were of similar demographics or involved a group of existing friends. A body corporate or strata arrangement was also seen as a possible solution, particularly with regards to the deliberative development model. It is important to note however, that conflict is equally likely in strata environments and may be easier to navigate in a cohousing situation where there is some commitment amongst residents to building the community. There was some recognition of this among focus group participants, particularly with regard to the opportunity to “self-select” residents:
“… You’d have to choose carefully who gets to live there. Have it as self-selecting” (Focus Group 1).
“… Bylaws are a very powerful tool… You can restrict AirBnB, or restrict rentals. The rules are set by the body corporate. Or you can put conditions on tenancy. We can develop it collectively” (Focus Group 6). 
A key factor which may entice older Sydney residents to pursue cohousing is the opportunity to ‘age in place’. Maintaining existing connections to the community, the ‘hustle and bustle’ of urban life, proximity to family and greater access to specialist medical services were given as reasons for this preference. Similarly, participants in the Nowra focus group could see how cohousing could reduce isolation, but many felt they already had connection to a community so did not feel a need to create a new one. 
In addition to these subjective preferences, participants were quick to identify regulatory and financial barriers such as strict council regulations on the land to housing ratio and the impact that multi-residential housing might have on pension eligibility. There was particular concern as to whether a share in a cohousing property would be defined as income or assets:
“…that is a problem because we have two houses on one block. Centrelink counts the other house as an income and it affects the pension” (Focus Group 3). 
A greater number of participants however, were anxious about the impacts of cohousing on inheritance and appropriate title arrangements: 
“… I would be worried about all the legal ramifications if people pass on or don’t like it. How would they manage that” (Focus Group 4)?
“…they often talk about having company title with shares in this situation” (Focus Group 4).
“…the person owning would have to convert it to a strata type arrangement. You’d have to create a body corporate” (Focus Group 3).
In general, participants were quick to focus in on the legal, financial and regulatory barriers to cohousing and understandably conservative about a relatively untested model that could have a significant impact on their income and assets during retirement.

Discussion and conclusion
This exploratory research indicates that there is broad agreement on the housing challenges faced by older people in NSW, with trends indicated in the literature being confirmed across stakeholder interviews and focus groups. However, there appears to be a disconnect between the perspectives of stakeholders and of older people on the value of cohousing as a housing option and on its ability to address their housing challenges. Interviewed stakeholders were, for the most part, positive about the potential of cohousing to address some of the major challenges facing older people with regards to housing, including affordability, accessibility, security of tenure and isolation. They did frequently identify barriers to cohousing but indicated that if these barriers could be overcome, cohousing would be a promising option to pursue. But focus group participants were primarily negative about cohousing as an option for their own retirement living. Some of this negativity related to genuine concerns and uncertainties relating to the barriers identified by stakeholders – financing, governance, design and title/planning issues related to cohousing. While this uncertainty is understandable given the seriousness of their implications, it is arguable that these concerns are exaggerated due to a general lack of familiarity with the model and lack of confidence in planning and financing regulations to accommodate housing alternatives. Further, most focus group participants were resistant to the idea of shared living—even if that sharing were to be relatively limited. 
It is tempting to see this resistance to sharing as evidence supporting the stereotype that baby boomers are a particularly selfish generation. However, our interpretation is that much of the participants’ negative perception stems from misconceptions about what cohousing is, and in particular may be due to activation of negative mental models associated with communes and university share housing. Both of these forms of sharing were frequently mentioned in the focus groups, but they are very different to the cohousing models emerging from this research. Communes involve a much higher level of sharing, and university share houses often place students in dwellings of a lower quality that were not meant to accommodate as many people. The negativity is likely also connected to a general preference in Australia for detached housing on large blocks, and a cultural lack of familiarity with alternative housing models. This points to a need for pilot projects and demonstration models to show what modern cohousing is actually like to live in. In other words, cohousing has an image problem in Australia that needs to be overcome if it is to achieve broader uptake.
Despite this image problem, in each focus group, there were a small number of participants that were positive about cohousing and could see it working for them – one or two in each group of five to ten. While it is not possible to generalise from our small sample, these findings tentatively indicate that cohousing may be a viable niche option that can increase the diversity of housing available to older people and appeal to 10 to 20 percent of older people in NSW. Given the small number of participants in this study and its qualitative focus, there is a need for large-scale survey research to test attitudes to cohousing models with a more representative group, confirm the size of the market and identify variation in interest by age, gender, household size, cultural background and income level.
Assuming the apparent level of interest is validated, further growth in cohousing would only be possible if real and perceived financial, legal, planning and governance barriers can be overcome. Further research is needed to develop strategies for overcoming these barriers. Clear guidance on how to do cohousing in Australia and how to navigate these barriers would assist those interested in pursuing cohousing to consider their options, and such guidance is currently lacking. 
Our analysis suggests that cohousing does have potential to respond to a range of housing challenges facing older people in NSW. However, a lot more work is needed to establish pilot projects, publicise those projects, familiarize older people with this novel housing model and overcome the current barriers that make cohousing a difficult path for those who are interested.
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 Table 1: Focus and composition of the six focus groups.
	Model
	Region
	Demographics

	Deliberative development
	Inner Sydney
	Ten older people (60-70), five female / five male, owner-occupiers, pre- and post-retirement

	
	Parramatta (suburban western Sydney)
	Five participants, three female / two male, aged between 30 and 70, owner-occupiers and tenants

	Small-scale cohousing
	Parramatta 
	Eight older people (60-70), three female / six male, owner-occupiers, pre- and post-retirement, detached dwellings

	
	Nowra (regional NSW town)
	Ten older people (60-70), five female / five male, owner-occupiers, pre- and post-retirement, detached dwellings

	Cooperative rental 
	Sydney
	Eight people, diverse ages, four female / four male, pre- and post-retirement, existing residents in cooperative tenancy

	Cohousing developers
	Inner Sydney
	Observation of a meeting of about 30 people from The AGEncy Project, seeking to establish cohousing in Balmain, diverse ages, approximately two-thirds female





[bookmark: _Ref507144553]Table 2: Characteristics of the three cohousing models
	
	Small-scale
	Deliberative Development
	Cooperative private rental

	Size
	2-4 households
	Variable
	Variable

	Development process
	Infill retrofit of existing home, or redevelopment of neighbouring blocks to fit more dwellings into an existing property
	New build or retrofit development managed by a housing professional with design input from future residents
	Development coordinated by housing association or government.

	Shared facilities
	Varies, but typically gardens, sometimes laundry and guest facilities
	As decided by residents, so varies. Can include laundries, rooftops, gardens and entertaining spaces
	As decided by housing association or resident group

	Ownership / title
	A company owns the property and residents have shares in the company (to avoid need for subdivision), or an individual owner lets dwellings
	Typically strata title, which is the standard title arrangement for multi-residential buildings in NSW
	Common equity cooperative

	Tenure
	Primary owner + rentals, or all owners
	All owner-occupied, or owner-occupied + some rentals
	Rental with affordable housing provider, mix of rental and owner-occupied

	Key benefits
	Encourage move to smaller dwellings
Additional income to supplement pension / convert asset into income
Does not require large developments / land or complex governance structures
Familiarity – similarities with “granny flats”, which are additional dwellings traditionally built on an existing property to house an oder family member
	Development tailored to needs of future resident
Cost savings through decreased marketing and developer risk
	Security of tenure
Affordability

	Key barriers
	Unintended planning consequences if subdivision allowed
Impacts of rental income on pension eligibility
	Lack of familiarity with process amongst buyers and housing professionals
	Requires subsidy from Government or housing provider

	Australian Examples
	Ecoburbia (WA)
The Shedders (NSW)
	The Commons (Vic)
Nightingale (Vic) 
Baugruppen at WGV (WA)
	Murundaka (Vic)
Pinakarri (WA)
Cohousing Cooperative (Tas)




