Fifty years on from the Summer
of Love, there’s been a resurgence
of communal living – and experts
suggest that “hive life” is set
to boom in the next 20 years.
We met some early adopters to
discover the pros and cons
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From below⁄
Communal spaces allow
for co-working as well as
co-living; The Collective’s
Ed Thomas; a group of
residents, including Aden
Eyob (centre); games
rooms and communal
dining help people to bond
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ow many people live in your home? It’s
probably not more than 10. According to the
UN, the average household size worldwide
is between two and nine people living in
one home; lower in Europe and North America, and
towards the other end of the scale in Asia and Africa.
There are some homes that are threatening to
skew these numbers, though. In west London, for
example, there’s one shared household that’s home
to 550 people. Old Oak is an 11-storey, purpose-built
development that’s no ordinary block of flats.
Although each of its residents has a private room and
their own en suite, they’re effectively co-tenants who
share living spaces, meals, TV time and meditation.
Communal spaces include a Japanese tea room, “disco
launderette”, and such perks as a spa and gym, plus a
nightly events programme and superfast broadband.
This is group living rebooted and rebranded for
the 21st century; not a commune but a “co-living”
space. While the idea itself may not be new – Denmark
pioneered the first co-housing projects in the late 1960s
– Old Oak is a prime example of the way a lifestyle that
was once considered alternative has been reborn and
repackaged to meet the needs of an increasingly broad,
global audience. In the past five years, communal
living is no longer limited to hippies and students, but
has become a popular option for people of all ages and
from all walks of life. »
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“In a flatshare, it’s
easy to lead very
separate lives to your
housemates. Here
people care”

Old Oak opened in May 2016 and has been busy ever
since. “By that September, we were 98% full,” says Ed
Thomas, of developer and management company The
Collective. Residents range in age from 18 to 68, and
include international students, young professionals,
the recently single and the retired.
There are practical reasons for its popularity. A
double room with all bills, cleaning, amenities and
events included costs just over £1,000 (US$1,315) a
month – certainly not cheap, but an enticing option
amid the capital’s sky-high house prices and rents.
Flexibility is also a factor. Londoners tend to marry and
cohabit much later in life than their parents’ generation,
and they’re more likely to travel for work. There’s also
a deeper reason, according to Thomas – an increasing
desire for community.
“London is a big, lonely city and I think it’s getting
worse because of technology,” he says. “We’re the most
connected generation but also the most lacking in
real connection. Co-living is an opportunity to rethink
community organisation, how we can meet and be
together in cities and the benefits that brings.”
This sentiment is echoed by Aden Eyob, who moved
into Old Oak just over a year ago after breaking up
with her boyfriend. The 30-year-old, who runs her
own coaching business, could have looked for a onebedroom flat or a houseshare – “But I would have been
paying more for much less,” she says. “I liked the allinclusive package and the environment reminded me
of the way I enjoyed living back in college.”
She loves the fact that residents can take advantage
of different classes and talks every night of the week,
but the main attraction of Old Oak is the togetherness
it offers. “I think it addresses an unmet need in terms
of widespread loneliness in younger people. Even in
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a flatshare, it’s easy to lead very separate lives to your
housemates. Here everyone talks to each other. There’s
an attitude that people care.”
The trend for co-living is one that’s starting to play
out across the world. In the United States, WeLive,
Common and Ollie offer similar packages in cities
including New York, San Francisco, Chicago, Los
Angeles, Boston and Washington. Others cross the line
between co-living and co-working. Members of Roam,
for example, can take advantage of venues as far afield
as Bali, Miami and Tokyo, while Morocco’s SunDesk,
Amsterdam’s Zoku and NomadLife in Nicaragua offer
so-called “digital nomads” a place to lay both their
laptops and their heads.
Fahad Siddiqui, one of the original founders of The
Collective, has now moved on to South America where
he’s president of Buenos Aires’ Casa Campus, a 140room co-living development for the city’s burgeoning
student population. He plans to expand into Mexico,
Colombia, Chile and Peru in the next five years.

From left⁄
Inside Casa Campus,
a new kind of student
accommodation in
Buenos Aires; founder
Fahad Siddiqui

Alongside the trend for co-living, there’s been an
increase in the number of subtly different ‘co-housing’
projects – self-managed developments of private homes
clustered around shared areas. While co-living tends to
appeal to twentysomethings, co-housing often attracts
families and older people, providing the same sense of
community but with more space and permanence.
In Denmark, where the first bofællesskab, or “living
community” was set up 46 years ago in Hillerod,
around 40km north of Copenhagen, a new breed of
co-housing communities has sprung up.
Lange Eng, which opened in Albertslund, Greater
Copenhagen, in 2007, is described as “an unusual place
for normal people”. Residents live in 54 private houses
and apartments, but share a community house with an
industrial-sized kitchen, where they take it in turns to
cook group meals six nights a week. They also share a
playground, garden and a 20-seat cinema.
“You don’t have to be a hippy to live here,” says
44-year-old Joe Dalley, who moved in with his »
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partner Nina, 43, eight years ago. After renting a home
“to test the waters”, they now live here permanently
with their three children – eight-year-old twins Joshua
and Noah, and six-year-old Jamie.
Unlike some of the older co-housing models, Dalley
says living in Lange Eng isn’t about trying to change
the world. “Generally it appeals to people who just like
having more contact with their neighbours and are
more open to knowing the people they live near.”
The main draw for the Dalleys was the number
of families. “It’s a children’s paradise. The kids
aren’t limited to one house so there are endless
social interactions that don’t revolve around their
parents. We hope that gives them values in terms of
independence, social and emotional intelligence, and
teaches them that community is important.”
Communal dinners save time on cooking, and the
number of families living there means childcare is never

Above⁄
Two of the families who
share space at Lange Eng,
outside Copenhagen. Joe
Dalley (back right) says it’s
a “children’s paradise”

hard to come by. It’s not a budget option, however, as
homes in Lange Eng tend to cost more than equivalent
properties because of what the development offers.
“People are willing to pay more for the social interaction
and the benefits you get from living here,” Dalley says.
Karin Hoskin, of the Cohousing Association of
the United States, agrees it is the overall “package”
offered by communal living that is driving its growth.
There are currently 168 co-housing communities in
the USA catering for mixed groups, as well as specific
demographics such as older people, single people and
families. A further 140 are in development. »
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From top left⁄
At Lange Eng, families
share cooking and care
for the odd chicken;
Phoenix Commons caters
for the older generation,
including Stephen
Zimmerman (centre,
standing) and Rose Mark
(far right with dog)
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“People are increasingly realising that the American
dream of owning a single, large home does not buy
happiness,” she says. “Of course there are conventional
neighbourhoods that have strong relations but this does
seem to be unusual. Generally, people in communal
living really know their neighbours; they can share
resources and support each other through life events.”
This ready-made support network is particularly
appealing to the ageing population, says 70-year-old
Stephen Zimmerman, one of the founders and resident
of Phoenix Commons, a co-housing community
for those aged 50-plus in Oakland, California. “The
experience of growing older in most societies is
of isolation because of loss of mobility or loss of
relationships. The biggest problem of ageing is losing
your social network – this is one way to regain it.”

Just over 30 people live in self-contained units
at Phoenix Commons and share around 650m2 of
communal space, including a gym, library and a twobed guest suite. Residents each contribute around 12
hours a month to the community through tasks such as
cooking meals or helping with office admin.
For 73-year-old retired teacher Rose Mark, who lives
at the development with her husband, choosing cohousing is about preparing for the future. “I’m planning
ahead for the time when maybe my husband won’t be
here or I might need more neighbourly support. Many
of us here are planners. When we need something – a
ride to the airport, a cup of sugar or a Band-Aid – there’s
always someone around. That’s incredibly comforting.”

“People are increasingly
realising that the
American dream
doesn’t buy happiness”
Communal living is not without its challenges,
though. Residents may argue about the state of the
bathroom or whose turn it is to take the bins out, and
communication is paramount.
“You have to give in to the community at times,”
says Zimmerman. “Phoenix Commons is run by
consensus so we have to agree on any major decisions
and that takes a lot of work, but when it’s done there’s
acceptance rather than resistance.” »
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“I believe 100% that
this way of living
is set to become
mainstream”

It can also be financially difficult to launch such a
scheme. As Karin Hoskin points out, “You must find a
developer to take the financial risk or founders must
collectively get the money together to purchase the
land initially.” And, of course, the lifestyle isn’t for
everyone. If you’re one of those people who nod when
you hear the phrase “Hell is other people”, then it
might not be the best move for you.
But whether for convenience, necessity or
community, there’s little doubt that more of us will
turn to this way of life in the future. Earlier this year,
IKEA’s future-living lab SPACE10 surveyed more than
7,000 people in 150 countries about their requirements
for future homes. The majority of respondents said
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they wanted to live in communities of four to ten
people of different backgrounds and ages. They
wanted a mix of private and shared areas, and said they
would be willing to pay more for extra services such as
cleaning or having food delivered. “I believe 100% that
this way of living is set to become mainstream,” says
Old Oak’s Ed Thomas.
The survey (at OneSharedHouse2030.com) is still up
for those who want to learn what kind of shared living
would suit them. It might not be the hippy utopia full
of peace and love that ’60s communes were hoping to
create, but for people like Rose Mark, it’s pretty close:
“I was always looking for community. In my twenties
and thirties, I would organise block parties and things
like that,” she says. “But in 50 years, I was never able to
achieve that sense of connectedness that I’ve got here.
Now I’ve found what I was always searching for.”
Norwegian flies to London, Buenos Aires, Copenhagen
and Oakland-San Francisco. Book flights, a hotel and a
rental car at Norwegian.com

From left⁄
Phoenix Common
residents Sue Stewart
and Susan Blumstein cook
together; family founders
Lauren Zimmerman Cook,
and Jeff, Christian and
Stephen Zimmerman

