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Abstract 

Traditionally considered a private space in Western countries, housing takes instead a 

series of common spaces that make it usable and shape it as commons. From kommunalka2 to the 

stairs in condominiums, from common entrances and gardens of residential complexes managed 

by homeowners' associations or cohousing setups to the facades decorated by artists in the urban 

landscape, many spaces share a common element that represents a real intrinsic factor for shaping 

housing as we know it today. 

Today in Europe, we are witnessing a re-emergence of several housing practices that make 

self-organisation of communities the main vehicle to achieve fine-quality housing, such as making 

the price affordable or increasing and enhancing the number of services. Such practices may 

constitute a critique of the way that housing policies are currently defined, which often 

dramatically underestimate the importance of the issue of common housing. 

Comparing housing studies on self-organising communities with the study of commons in 

housing, this paper examines this issue more in depth, addressing from a theoretical perspective 

the idea that housing can be considered a common good under certain conditions. Some 

paradigmatic cases are discussed, showing how from the home to the neighbourhood scale, the 

common dimension is relevant to defining new housing policies. 

1. Introduction 

During the 20th century, since the end of the Second World War, large parts of cities 

needed to be rebuilt to house many people because of the economic growth in the subsequent 

decades. In a few years, this situation resulted in the institutionalisation of a rationalist culture, 

inspired by the principles codified by the "Athens' chart". It was a document written during the 

1930s by a group of world-renowned architects. The rationalist paradigm defined a set of precise 

rules for settlements and the transformation of territories, including the definition of specialised 
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functions for each urban section. It was the birth of the urban planning technique called zoning, 

which currently remains the way that Western countries plan their lands. 

According to this approach, residential areas had the function of housing families in 

concentrated units, all homogeneous, stacked in vertical or horizontal blocks. The healthiness of 

residential spaces was an essential element; every dwelling had to receive an adequate amount of 

sunshine, and the houses should be surrounded by green spaces, wide parks and various home-

serving equipment. These requirements were codified as principles of habitability (Balducci, Fedeli 

and Pasqui 2011). 

The first serious criticisms of this process of institutionalising the housing system came 

from several housing-oriented scholars. Called "mass housing", this process was criticised, not 

only for its architectural and urban outcomes (often far from the ideals of the Athens' chart), but 

also for the denied role that housing had always played in people's lives. Throughout the Western 

world, many failures in poor suburbs could be observed. Designed to guarantee a high standard of 

living for all new inhabitants, such areas ended up as abandoned and/or degraded spaces, 

highlighting situations of strong economic and social deprivations. 

Many classic studies (Turner 1976; Ward 2002) emphasised the self-production of housing 

as a long-standing phenomenon in industrialised countries, a feasible solution for building good 

residential environments, able to meet the real needs of inhabitants (Alexander 1977; Habraken 

1972). For instance, think about the housing cooperative movement spread in the late 19th century, 

which ended up shaping entire neighbourhoods of modern cities all over Europe. 

The attention paid to inhabitants' needs and their value system dealing with homes (Tosi 

2004) represented the turning point from which new housing initiatives, aiming to return the 

subject to its proper context, were implemented during the 1980s in different parts of the 

world. Inhabitants were not only bodies that needed dwellings but also people with social ties and 

identity values, who invested a lot of money in their homes and needed to move easily into urban 

spaces. 

Particularly, if residents wanted an appropriate level of habitability (Minora, Mullins and 

Jones, 2013), they should play a role in organising residential life because urban standards and 

building rules would not be enough. The most extreme experiments provided for the total 

economic and design management empowerment of groups of inhabitants; they decided the 

settlement projects in every single detail, with the facilitation of architects.  
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The idea that the community should be established before it was settled was one of the 

cornerstones on which these experiments were based. Moreover, the development of proprietary 

regimes that used shared forms of ownership was one of the key elements for implementing these 

experiments. Generally, the sharing of rules for the use of spaces, needs and services made this 

period an interesting prodrome of the phenomenon that is currently observed in different 

European contexts, with the spread of what is now identified as "collaborative housing".  

With the exception of some housing models, such as cohousing in Northern European 

countries or Community Land Trusts (CLTs) in the United States (US) and England, few initiatives 

are based on the idea that self-organisation can assume institutional relevance in housing 

policies. Particularly, these initiatives have rarely been able to address the problem of degraded 

suburbs and thus could not support the urban policies that marked the agenda of several 

European cities from the 1990s until the first decade of the 21st century. 

The relevance of activating communities to solve the housing need is evident now with the 

emergence of many housing experiments in different European contexts. For example, France, 

England, Germany, Spain, Belgium and Italy (id22 2012) have adopted some of the ideas left 

behind in the past century, seeking to produce alternative housing patterns. Among the elements 

common to the two periods is the fact that inhabitants somehow perform an active role in 

residential production and cannot be passive in the settlement process.  

Collaboration and participation in designing residential life seem to be among the 

highlights. Moreover, the idea that groups of subjects can self-define a set of rules, capable of 

putting them in the best position to manage their resources, forms the basis of the commons theory 

and therefore suggests that housing can also be assimilated to the commons. However, this 

hypothesis needs to be analysed. This contribution explores this hypothesis and tries to define 

some key conditions to make it feasible. 

 

2. Sharing housing spaces as welfare assets 

In the literature, the commons are typically defined as resources where it is particularly 

expensive to exclude someone from their enjoyment. The reason is that the rights to the stock 

cannot be fractioned, making them comparable to public goods, but the rights to the flow of the 

resources are comparable to private rights and can be fractioned (Mckean, Ostrom and Gibson, 

2000). 
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This in-between condition exposes these resources to over-exploitation that is usually 

defined as the tragedy of the commons in the literature (Hardin 1968). The tragedy would be 

particularly triggered by the individual's natural tendency to look after his or her own interests, 

not cooperating with other subjects. Specifically, the lack of a proper regulation system to organise 

the exploitation of the resources would create a situation where everyone would want to take 

advantage of the good, defined today as an open-access property regime. 

Regarding these considerations, it can be pointed out that the house itself is an asset whose 

enjoyment is easily excludable and therefore considered a private property since it is equipped 

with walls and defences of all kinds. However, it can be used to host a group of people, whether or 

not they are family members; when this happens, the home itself becomes a shared resource. I can 

say that anyone can experience the condition of sharing accommodations at least once in his or her 

life, during childhood. This is also true for children placed in collective institutions, such as 

orphanages or specialised centres; although they do not enjoy a home and a family, they have to 

somehow deal with the collective nature of housing. 

It must be added that the house is known as a merit good, that is, a good that the state 

believes should be provided to anyone, similar to healthcare. However, public policies of 

providing housing to anyone who has clearly failed for years, to dramatic extremes of deprivation, 

such as homelessness, are fairly common trends in Western societies. When some persons are 

unable to access their own resources for private accommodations or even if houses are available 

because these have been inherited, they cannot maintain these dwellings beyond the limits set by 

law in terms of sanitary standards. They are then evacuated and placed in temporary collective 

structures where joint spaces and objects are forced. 

An interesting study on how to transform accommodations in a shared resource and in a 

welfare device in favour of people in need is presented in Territorio (Costa 2015). For example, in 

Trento, Italy (Velame, Venturelli and Bettella, 2015), sharing of domestic spaces between refugees 

and people with psychological disorders or between seniors and unemployed youth or students 

has been successfully carried out for years. Sharing fragility among peers enables people to create 

a real welfare service on a volunteer basis, preventing homelessness. 

This intrinsic character of the home to transform itself into a common-pool resource does 

not guarantee effective cooperation among residents, however. Think of what happened in the 

former Soviet Union Vihavainen 2009). The state required the placement of residents in other 

people's homes without the homeowners' permission, resulting in huge problems dealing with 
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violating the privacy of all those involved in this forced relocation. We may think that a necessary 

even if insufficient element is the voluntary choice to adhere to this home-sharing scheme.  

Although typically considered private, accommodations can be shared and transformed 

into a good of general interest in certain situations. For instance, whenever a home becomes an 

asset for a person in a vulnerable situation, housing can be assimilated to the commons. This is just 

the first step. It is necessary to consider that within a residential complex, many other services are 

offered and shared. 

 

3. Self-regulation and the sense of community 

Housing can be regarded as a common good if we consider that accommodations or a 

dwelling is a resource located in an environment populated by other people and other homes. The 

city or the urban centre in general is the spatial organisational form that dominates the world, in 

the opinion of some authors (e.g., Glaeser 2011). In such a place, it is possible to closely observe the 

mechanisms of cooperation and competition between people and institutions, assuming the city as 

the commons itself (Foster and Iaione 2016) and adapting the theory of the commons to the 

management of the city (Webster and Lai 2003). The spatial concentration of many different 

property regimes in a city offers a perfect place for studying how commons-based initiatives start, 

grow and end up. 

The commons work only if there is a form of cooperation among the actors involved in the 

action area. Let us focus on this specific aspect. What kind and type of cooperation can be 

developed in the residential contexts?  

First, it should be stressed that cooperation among people living in the same residential 

complex, such as a condominium, is due, in the sense that it can be chosen. Quite often, 

accommodations are built over or near each other, and shared spaces are needed to access and use 

homes. In all Western countries, collective institutions are responsible for managing common 

areas, such as access, stairs, ramps, gardens, parking, common rooms, and so on. 

This forced cohabitation has led some authors (e.g., Bengtsson 1998) to closely examine the 

interaction modes and transactions costs within these residential complexes. Particularly, 

Bengtsson (2000) suggests that the prevailing form of cooperation in the housing contexts he has 

been studying for many years is that of "local utilitarianism". It is a relationship in which 
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reciprocity does not prevail ("tit for tat"), but the idea that if a neighbour contributes to good 

neighbourliness, even the individual can do it (Elster 1989). 

This observation is particularly interesting with regard to the production of services of 

common interest. However, generally based on my experiences over the last three years, where I 

have met hundreds of people in various residential settings and dozens of condominium 

administrators, I can assert that within the residential contexts where spaces are shared, multiple 

rationalities overlap. The same person who behaves cooperatively in a certain situation (e.g., 

voluntarily cleaning and decorating the stairs) seems rude and contradictory in a condominium 

meeting when voting to approve a change to a neighbour's accommodations (e.g., building a 

balcony) because this will bring more value to his/her home. The latter will therefore have a 

negative attitude towards the first neighbour and will hardly vote in favour of the proposals of the 

first neighbour in the next assembly, even if it deals with common parts like stairs. 

Generally, housing entails a set of action situations where cooperation is by no means 

guaranteed although interaction is inevitable. Particularly, I report on how the relationship is 

played on three levels:  

 between residents, 

 between residents and the neighbourhood and  

 between residents and the city users.  

Each level can have different sublevels. For example, a residential setting has multiple 

access stairs. Accommodations can be shared by a group of people. The neighbourhood can be 

deprived; therefore, it transmits a sense of insecurity to the residents. These levels of interaction 

are intersecting continually, yet the group’s cohesion in coping with external threats (e.g., the 

agreement on using cameras to prevent theft) or internal ones (e.g., a neighbour with a health 

problem) may not be manifested in other situations, as in the previous example. 

As far as the intermediate level is concerned, it is the real hub of residential management 

where operational and strategic decisions are made. Bengtsson (2000) stresses the crucial and 

fundamental stage of institutionalising cooperation among the residents to ensure that cooperative 

behaviours can be repeated. Cooperation is in fact a process that is structured only if the 

interaction among the players is repeated. 

At least three levels of governance can be identified, as follows: 
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 Operational, designed to define a set of rules on how to function in daily life 

(e.g., the staircase turn); 

 Strategic, designed to define a set of rules that determines the life of the 

housing from a medium-term perspective, as well as rules on the decisions that change the 

life of the housing (e.g., roof reconstruction); and 

 Constitutional, a set of rules with an indefinite value (e.g., rules for voting in 

the assembly). 

The cohesion that forms within the group is crucial in residential settings. Usually, the 

formation of coalitions among neighbours can be observed in a residential complex (i.e., stable 

groups of people who determine the choices, particularly the rules governing the entire residential 

complex). This process can also happen in residential environments inhabited by subjects who 

have decided to know each other before living in the same housing ("intentional communities"). 

Notably, when a person acquires or moves to a home, the invisible network of the 

accommodations is part of the sale or rental price and thus the value of the property. This implies 

that the institution in charge of the housing governance plays a decisive role in ensuring the 

inhabitants' well-being to foster cooperation over time. 

I wonder whether this process is spontaneous or should be in some way led by a competent 

subject who knows how to interpret the dynamics of the relationships between levels and between 

coalitions. It should be emphasised that the spontaneity with which the groups are formed cannot 

be confused with the desire to cooperate. In many experiences (Minora and Bronzini 

2014), external agencies have guided the formation of groups whose members have voluntarily 

come together to self-build their housing, driven by external institutions. In such experiences, the 

inhabitants are assigned a decision-making role, regardless of whether they participate in the 

process in the beginning of the experience or during the institutionalisation phase.  

These influences on the internal group's dynamics can come from the outside, unless they 

do not supplant the ability to build a sense of community that can survive over time. By "sense of 

community", I refer to the set of attitudes towards cooperating in space and time, aimed at 

defining a sense of place. 

Considering housing as commons emphasises that not only is the absence of regulation 

detrimental to the maintenance of the resource, but the excessive regulation of all aspects of living 

produces similar results. Raising living standards at unaffordable thresholds for people with low 
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incomes - such as imposing a qualified carpenter for doing any housing renovation, even on 

aspects that do not affect the inhabitants’ safety and health - leads to the residents’ detachment 

from their inhabited place. In some housing cooperatives in Italy, the residents, while having the 

right to vote for their leadership, are not permitted to change any bulb over their stairs. The level 

of the exercise of self-regulation cannot be valid only for one of the levels of governance; it must 

somehow apply to all levels – operational, strategic and constitutional – otherwise, the sense of 

place is lost. As Elster (1989) argues, the social value of the norm is more important than the norm 

itself.  

In conclusion, it is not enough to share a home space to make it a common good; it is also 

necessary to define a system of appropriate rules at multiple levels. Furthermore, it is insufficient 

to simply underline the social and communal relevance of norms by virtue of people's feelings for 

the place where they live; it is also essential to give them a level of self-regulation. 

 

4. Risk of gated communities 

The third aspect that I would like to focus on is the housing system's ability to control the 

relevance of the neighbourhood and the city where it is located. Many cases are described in the 

literature, where groups of people who established themselves as residential communities evolved 

into "gated communities" (Atkinson and Blandy 2005), that is, completely closed to outside 

communities and aiming to defend their privileges. 

In this regard, the first principle for the successful management of the commons (Ostrom 

1990) is precisely to define clear boundaries to ensure their enjoyment. As stated, the house is an 

easily exclusive good; the residential complex is also exclusive but requires a form of coordination 

at the house level. If we observe the neighbourhood level, it is becoming increasingly expensive to 

exclude someone. In the Middle Ages, it was normal to enclose cities within walls so that the cities 

enjoyed special regulation systems, but today, it is no longer imaginable. 

There is an interesting debate on the idea that the city can be formed by a series of self-

regulating settlements (Nelson 1999). This was Howard's concept of the utopian garden city 

(Moroni and Brunetta 2011) in the late 19th century. This utopian boost that pervaded the 19th and 

the 20th centuries has never been exhausted and has produced several interesting experiments on 

alternative forms of property. For example, CLTs (Swann 1972), which are settlements developed 
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in the US, are now reintroduced in England and other parts of Europe, with varying degrees of 

success. 

The CLT model is a collective land management scheme where the institutions that manage 

the residential context are also opened to local supporters and funders who are not residents. We 

may wonder whether this aspect is sufficient to ensure that the residential community will not 

close itself as has occurred in other cases (Thacker 1993). Particularly, the CLT model stipulates 

that land ownership is indivisibly and permanently in the hands of the trust. Moreover, such 

economic benefit – on average, 30% reduction of the property’s value – is maintained over time 

through the right of preemption if the inhabitant decides to sell the house that is above the earth. 

This type of board allows strategic and constitutional decisions to be discussed with third 

parties in relation to the residential community. It should ensure that the community neither bends 

over itself nor triggers self-referential mechanisms among its inhabitants. 

The United Nations has described many other alternative owner regimes in various ways, 

which are beyond the scope of this paper. A similar element in all these cases is the common 

ownership of the land or of the housing itself. Because of these rights of the commons, these 

housing models are economically more accessible to less wealthy people. 

I mention these experiences because defining "clearly defined boundaries", as the commons 

theory requires, does not automatically imply closing a residential community on itself. This 

principle is primarily for the locals who live in the neighbourhood to self-define their own 

community character. In the residential complex, the presence of neighbourhood and city services 

(e.g., a playground, a car park, an outpatient medical clinic, etc.) and external subjects, monitoring 

and addressing some of the strategic and the constitutional choices, allows the commons to be both 

sustainable and non-self-referential. 

5. Conclusions 

Housing as commons seems to emerge more as a theme to be deepened than a confirmed 

hypothesis. "Habitat partecipatif" (collaborative housing) experiences in France (Bacqué and Carriou 

2012) or cohousing experiments (id22 2012) spread throughout Europe are good examples of how 

housing can be used as commons. We cannot argue for housing as commons itself, but surely, it 

can be used as a common good if at least three conditions are respected, as follows: 

 The choice of sharing home spaces, particularly for people of modest means, 

has to be voluntary. 
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 A minimum of self-regulation at all levels of housing governance is 

necessary to build a sense of community. 

 To be a common good, housing needs clearly (but not closed) defined 

boundaries. 

Housing can be a common good for the following reasons: 

 Groups of people activate themselves to improve their housing conditions. 

 Better residential environments are produced, due to the increase in the 

quantity and the quality of services.  

 The sense of community is rooted in the place where people live, giving a 

sense of stability to the residential community. 

 A common property regime that reduces some of the social disadvantages is 

promoted. 

Many issues remain unresolved. To date, only a few self-organising housing experiences 

can regenerate entire neighbourhoods or parts of cities, building not just homes but also urban 

spaces integrated with parks, parking areas, community centres, and so on. For example, Coin 

Street in London, the Hnord Bordeaux project in France or the Witton Lodge in Perry Commons, 

Birmingham are successful cases that show the need for a high degree of professionalism and 

sense of entrepreneurship, thanks to local public, private for-profit and non-profit organisations 

that support their implementation. 

Sharing of private spaces, socialisation of norms through formation of groups and holding 

of private goods as common assets give credit to the processes described in the housing field. Such 

practices show that although it is understandable to assert that the forms of cooperation 

observable in this field are probably only valid for themselves and are difficult to export to other 

common goods, they actually testify to a complexity that deserves further studies.  
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