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INTRODUCTION. 

HOUSING; THE SITUATION TODAY 

At the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, housing was identified as part of the human 

right to basic standard of living.
1
 The home, as the very manifestation of shelter represents the 

fundamental value of safety and privacy. In large urban centres today however, housing has lost its 

actual value, becoming a commodity with an exchange value. As David Harvey said in a recent 

interview: “Then all of a sudden a lot of people find they can’t have the use of value of the housing 

anymore because the exchange value system has destroyed it.”
2,3

  

As we shift from the perception of housing as a right to that of an investment, great issues of housing 

affordability come up. In the US, a house is considered affordable when its expenses do not overcome 

30% of the household gross income. Nonetheless this threshold, called the affordable rent burden, is 

far from reality in many US cities today. Housing prices and expenses have increased to a point that 

they are not affordable even for the middle class, let alone the lower-income one, creating a crisis for 

the future living of a growing population. In 2013, Los Angeles was the most unaffordable city in the 

US to rent a house, with the expenses equalling to 47% of the median household income.
4
 

Affordability troubles do not pertain only to large metropolitan areas, but to smaller towns as well; 

College Station in Texas has seen one of the largest increases in rent since 2000, reaching 41.8% of 

household income in 2013.
5
 In Europe the affordable rent burden is higher than the US; a house is 

affordable when the housing expenses do not overcome the 40% of the gross household income. Even 

so, in 2013, one out of three Europeans could not afford their house.
6
  

It seems like the cities are becoming a viable option only for the ones who can afford it, losing, on the 

way, their diversity in income, age and race, which makes them liveable places.  

 

 
Figure 1. Change of Rent Burden in 18 US Cities between 2000 and 2013 

 in comparison to the affordable Rent Burden (30%) – (Data Source: Zillow
7
) 
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SHARING AS AN EMERGING SOLUTION 

Under this pressing affordability issue, people try to minimize their housing expenses and find ways to 

adapt their everyday lives by altering the idea of what a household means. One of the emerging 

solutions to affordability over the last 5 years is the act of renting out personal spaces or even other 

personal goods and resources. Even though such practices existed since the wide use of the internet, 

the founding of AirBnB in 2008 was a catalyzing factor to turning them into common practice. People 

rent out empty spaces in their house, their couch for couch-surfing, their tools through tool libraries, 

their driving skills on Uber and Lyft, their bikes through Cycleswap. It seems like online sharing 

economies have found a fertile ground in urban centres, where both supply and demand for such 

practices are abundant, by just providing security to users through online platforms and a system of 

review on performance. The recession of 2008 was the turning point that forced people from different 

ages and backgrounds to share their personal belongings even though they normally wouldn’t. Renting 

a room in your house was common practice in the Great Recession, and history seems to be repeating 

itself.
8, 9

 

However, there are methods of sharing that go beyond renting, that people are implementing in order 

to deal with issues of affordability. Doubled-up households, which have been increasing significantly 

over the past 5 years, are one of those ad-hoc solutions. Doubled-up are called the households which 

are shared between people who are not related. Only in 2011, 18.3% of all US households were 

doubled-up, meaning that they were inhabited by non-related people who decided to live together to 

minimize housing expenses.
10

  

Additionally, it is not only shared households by strangers that are increasing, but there is also a 

paradigm shift in family household trends. As young adults are being hit harder from the recession, it 

seems like they are having trouble leaving the family nest early on. Within just 4 years since 2007, the 

number of US adults between the age of 25-34 years old still living with their parents increased by 

14.2%, reaching 4.7 million.
11

  

In a different generational stage of life -that of retirement- there is another set of opportunities to 

minimize living expenses by sharing. Senior community housing developments provide people with 

the benefits of low cost housing in addition to safety, companionship and easy access to services. 

However, it is not a model that works for all; certain people prefer the comfort of their own home and 

homeownership gives them a sense of entitlement and achievement. In that case, sharing a house with 

friends or acquaintances becomes a viable option. It seems that there is an increased interest over the 

last couple of years in the US from older people thinking about their retirement plans to consider 

owning and sharing an apartment with other people at the same stage of life. Women, who also tend to 

live longer than their male partners, are more prone to the idea of sharing a house later in life. 
12,13 

 

SYNERGIES OF SHARING 

       Sharing becomes an increasingly significant tool to tackle financial hardships within an 

unsustainable capitalistic system. But it should not be confused with renting. Sharing, for the sake of 

this paper, is defined as the capability of more than one individual to have access to common 

resources; where a resource can be jointly used by more than one individual. The act of doing so has 

significant financial easements for those involved, but not direct economic profit. The opportunities to 

share can be classified in three main categories; sharing of a. spaces, b. goods and c. services.  

Even though the springboard for sharing might be the financial easements that the de-individualization 

of some resources brings, there are significant environmental and social benefits that come along with 

sharing resources, let alone large assets such as a house. Those ideas are not new; the model of 
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cohousing that started in Denmark in 1964 and has now expanded in different countries across the 

world, is promoting the same set of principles; the privately owned resources are minimized to the 

maximum possible, and the rest of the individual needs are served through community shared 

resources available to all. There has been done significant research on the benefits of cohousing as 

well as sharing in general and it is worth looking at an aggregated analysis of those in order to 

understand the cumulative benefits and how we as architects could design in a manner that promotes 

rather than inhibits sharing. This paper intends to create a comprehensive analysis of the economic, 

but mainly environmental and social benefits of shared living via a thorough literature review on 

cohousing, shared housing and sharing in general. 

[Economic Benefits] 

Apart from the apparent financial benefits of splitting costs and saving in resources, there are several 

additional economic benefits when it comes to share a household.
14

 Firstly, there is greater financial 

stability; sharing a household with others and especially non-relatives can increase the level of 

accountability towards the shared household responsibilities, leading to sustained financial stability. 

Moreover, if trust is established among housemates, a support network is created between them 

especially during moments of crisis.
15

  

In the case of cooperatively owned households, and not rented, the stability is even greater for 

residents, as rent increases or displacement is not possible; there is no third party that seeks to profit 

from the house as a piece of real estate. Ergo, a cooperatively owned home facilitates ownership by 

splitting costs and provides a sense of autonomy to residents to create their own rules of self-

regulation.
16

 

The second most important economic advantage of people living together instead of alone is that they 

can benefit from economies of scale; the larger the group of people the better. What this means is that 

residents can buy resources as a group in bulk for lower prices. This is an extremely beneficial factor, 

especially in the case of larger pools of people like in cohousing.  

[Environmental Benefits] 

Nowadays, human beings seem to accumulate a significant number of goods necessary for their 

everyday lives; from big assets like a house and a car to smaller ones such as a vacuum cleaner, a 

laundry machine and an electric drill. Even though most of those things are very useful, they stay idle 

most of the time. This signifies that they have “excess capacity”, which is not taken advantage of 

when those assets are privately owned and used by one individual.
17

 The greatest environmental 

benefit of sharing is that groups of people can utilize that excess capacity to the maximum, while 

minimizing the number of such assets owned per individual. From a survey at several cohousing 

communities, where sharing such assets among households is common practice, it has been proven 

that the ownership per household of washing machines, tumble driers and freezers was reduced by 

25% compared to the average household. The private ownership of lawn mowers was also 75% less 

compare to the US average.
18

 In general, when people share a household or live within a sharing 

community, they tend to merge belongings and allocate resources leading to a general 8% savings in 

goods.
19

 Apart from possessions, there is also a reduction in space usage; sharing a house means 

sharing a living room, a kitchen and often a bathroom. In the case of cohousing, the private dwellings 

are significantly more reserved in footprint giving the opportunity to create larger shared spaces, 

leading to 31% of space savings.
20

 Furthermore, when people start sharing, they tend to achieve 

energy and water savings too. Two people sharing a house are consuming less than double the energy 

of a single occupant household. For the cohousing households, that reduction has be measured to reach 
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up to 57% of electricity savings compared to the US average. 
21,

 
22

 Sharing does not only contribute to 

the fact that we are consuming less, but coherently we are producing less waste because of that.
23

  

In general, through sharing people learn to better manage resources; by involving themselves into 

sharing habits, they turn towards practices of responsible consumption and degrowth.
 24

 Belonging in a 

group facilitates such pro-environmental behaviours, especially if the social norms of the group 

support analogous behaviour. In the case of cohousing, such environmental goals become a great part 

of the core values of the community and initiatives of conservation, recycling, smart transportation and 

sustainable food are common practice.
25

  

Moreover, in cases of extended groups of people, the incorporation of innovative energy production 

and water conservation systems becomes feasible. With three or more sharing a household, costly 

initiatives, such as better air-tight windows, low-flow faucets or even implementation of PV and solar 

water heaters, are a more viable option as costs are shared among residents and savings are distributed 

among all. Furthermore, because economies of scale are a prerequisite for the wide adoption of such 

systems, doubled-up households could become a viable target audience for policy change; tax 

easements and incentives that promote the incorporation of sustainable building features can be 

offered to them.  

[Social Benefits] 

No matter how important the environmental benefits of sharing are and despite the fact that the 

springboard for sharing a household might be financial hardships, the greatest benefits of sharing are 

social and are radically change residents’ everyday life. When people live under the same roof, even 

though they might not be related, they create a social network that grows stronger every day because 

of their active involvement in all aspects of the management of their property. Sharing a household 

offers a feeling of stability and belonging that is rare in individual households.
26

 Due to the 

interconnectedness between the residents, there seems to be a strong sense of emotional support that 

resembles to that of a family.
27

 And because trust-building is necessary and inevitable at the same 

time, when sharing a house turns out to be successful, housemates tend to be supportive of one another 

leading to greater durability of this housing model.  

Apart from the sense connectedness, there are significant social benefits to the everyday life of the 

residents of a shared household that spur from the simple dispersion of responsibility among many 

than just one person. All of the sudden, household chores are split between residents, cooking and 

sharing meals become regular and pet sitting might be an option offered by other housemates. When 

responsibilities are split, then there is more time available for personal growth and relaxing. That is the 

basis of cohousing communities too; creating a more active social life while minimizing the burdens 

of everyday life.
28

 Assistance in several tasks might not only come from splitting household 

responsibilities, but also from mutual assistance between residents. For example, in cohousing it has 

be proven that residents adopt a more collaborative lifestyle and they tend to assist each other in 

different occasions, either through formal events and groups but informal ones as well.
29

 Accordingly, 

when people are sharing a household, there is significant willingness to share and collaborate among 

them to the fullest.
30

 This might result to various offers of informal services between residents like 

carpooling, pet-sitting opportunities and skills exchange. It is shown that personal growth and 

development are an integral part of shared housing situations as residents tend to learn and benefit 

from each other. In cohousing communities this might happen in a more formal, intentional way 

through the development of workshops, learning and sharing events.
31

 However, sharing of skills, 

knowledge and assistance in an informal way is apparent in all cases of a shared living condition, thus 

creating a strong support network for the residents. 
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That support network of sharing and collaboration has been proved to significantly increase the levels 

of happiness and personal satisfaction.
32

 It is noticed that people are more positive when sharing and 

the social cohesion that is built among individuals can help them address more effectively situations of 

pressure and stress that come up. This self-confidence springs from the confidence of the group and 

the ability to rely on others. Hence, it is evident that social interaction and support created through 

sharing has shown to have great benefits to both the physical and mental health of the constituents.
33

 

Ultimately, a shared living situation can have different significance for people of different age, 

income, background etc. It might be that for individuals of lower income, the primary benefit of a 

shared household is affordability and the sense of financial stability. On the other hand for students 

and young professionals, the financial easements might be the motive for home-sharing combined with 

the sense of belonging in a “family” as they are trying to make it on their own for the first time in their 

lives. For older, more economically stable folks, it is a grand solution for retirement and 

companionship might be the utmost benefit of their moving in together.
34

 In a survey of more than 100 

older homesharers, they reported a happier and healthier state while sharing a home compared to 

living alone.
35, 36

 Even for people with children, who might seem a population that is not appropriate to 

share with non-related people, it can be beneficial to share resources and live in a close knit 

community where they can rely on others. Such a living condition can create great opportunities of 

kids growing up together, parents having a more sociable life and enjoying easements of occasional 

baby-sitting by friends. For example, it seems that because of the housing boom, there are cases where 

single parents in London, have created opportunities of sharing a house and raising their kids all 

together.
37

  

CHALLENGES  

Based on the above, it is evident that everyday life in a shared household entails significant benefits 

for the residents across all levels because of the closeness and socially engaging lifestyle it promotes. 

Moreover, it promotes a sustainable lifestyle that minimizes the resource consumption. Nevertheless, 

it does not mean it is an effortless alternative or that it is appropriate for everyone. There are 

significant challenges in sharing a household. Firstly, attention needs to be paid on issues of 

overcrowding; one of the main challenges of a shared household is to balance between communality 

and privacy. Studies have shown that minimizing the private area per individual, can significantly 

affect their level of happiness and satisfaction.
 38, 39

 Apart from privacy, in order for a shared 

household to succeed, it needs time, effort, resources, good management as well as a suitable group of 

people; skills and investments that not everyone can afford. We realize that a shared housing model 

can be demanding and entails a great amount of risk, preventing people from engaging in such 

endeavours. Hence, there are certain limitations when it comes to applying the model of a shared 

household as a solution towards more affordable, sustainable and social engaging housing options, 

limiting it from becoming available to the mainstream.  

So the question is how can we create places and communities that benefit from the assets of the 

intimate and socially engaging lifestyle of shared housing, without demanding that people start 

doubling up across the board? Is there a way to promote sharing and collaboration in an urban scale, 

rather than in the micro-scale of the housing unit? Future research needs to test exactly that; recreating 

relations of collaboration and sharing on a neighbourhood scale. The objective should be to examine 

what are the opportunities of sharing outside of the household and if those will recreate social and 

environmental benefits that yield from shared households? Can we move from a self-contained 

household to a “network” one without just renting our properties but rather sharing in a meaningful 

way as a manner of enjoying the environmental and social benefits? 
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Figure 2. From the Self-Contained Household to The Network Household 

 

TOWARDS FUTURE MODELS 

Such examples of sharing on an urban scale are not novice ideas; communities across the world come 

together and reclaim public spaces, share goods and co-create the everyday commons. From 

community gardens and carpooling to exchange of goods and social kitchens, neighbours extend their 

private households creating a hyper-space in the middle where they can share, collaborate and 

communicate. Even though, those ideas exist across the globe giving hopes of an ideal human-centred 

society, they are niche examples and do not manage to build the necessary capacity in order to become 

part of the mainstream reality.  In order to move towards the network household model, we as citizens 

need to explore ways to amplify such community initiatives and make them inclusive for all. These 

methods will demand both policy changes on a higher level of decision making and local action with 

design. 

Firstly, in order for sharing practices to scale up in the city, “invisible” sharing systems previously 

practiced by friends and neighbours might now need to become “visible” by a larger pool of strangers. 

So, one effect that needs to be considered in the expansion of such sharing systems is their visibility in 

the city and their physical manifestation. A way to move towards such practice would be through the 

use of existing obsolete infrastructure. A good example of such a case study is the micro-library 

within an old phone booth in Lewisham, UK presented in the paper “Design for Sharing”
40

. Quite 

different from other little free libraries that have been trending both in the US and Europe, the 

Lewisham micro-library is a worth-looking at because of the smart use of a previously obsolete 

infrastructure; the public payphones. This means that given the necessary support by the community, 

there is an interrelated physical system already dispersed within the city, that due to the obsolescence 
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of its previous use, it can now be used for the wide replication of a new sharing system across the UK. 

And because unused old payphones exist in most cities, it is something that can be easily replicated in 

other cities too. Secondly, this project started as an individual initiative and was eventually embraced 

by the community. 

Another way to support sharing practices within the city is by the use of existing infrastructure in 

combination to policy incentives. A good example for that is carpooling. Carpooling is defined as the 

act of riding existing privately-owned cars by more than one person at once. Carpooling currently 

happens by chance and based on private initiative. It can be locally supported by the use of physical 

infrastructure, such as signage for dedicated reserved parking spaces at the parking lot of LEED 

buildings
41

. However, such incentives are not enough to promote carpooling on a larger scale.  

A more effective approach to the promotion of carpooling has been the high-occupancy vehicle lane 

(HOV lane) that started in the US around the 1970s-1980s. Here, by reserving one lane out of 

highways and roads of high traffic (through the necessary policy regulation) specifically for 

carpooling, citizens are more prone to carpool with friends, acquaintances or even strangers. Even 

though there is no monetary benefit in the exchange of either the driver or the passenger(s), both 

parties are benefited from carpooling as they will get to their destination faster just by using the HOV 

lane
42

. As such models can be very successful and are actually of minimal costs (the roads and cars 

exist, they only need to be signed as HOV), we understand that the use of policy incentives in order to 

promote a more sharing approach to existing infrastructure and resources can be one of the most 

effective strategies to be used towards the expansion of sharing practices. For example, policy 

incentives could greatly benefit another sharing system that currently exists widely in the US and it is 

not recognized as much by the “hype of the sharing economy”; the shared laundry facilities in the 

multifamily buildings. Most apartment buildings use their basements as shared laundry facilities. A 

system like that could be expanded to the extreme, where having a shared laundry facility in the 

basement is mandatory for an apartment building and incentives could be given to the landlords in 

order for them to have high performance Energy Star appliances. Moreover, through policy incentives 

both in retrofits, or new construction of apartment buildings the provision of such services could be 

offered for free or at least included in the rent. In that way, the residents would be prone to use the free 

shared services rather than buying a private appliance. 

Finally branding and place making are another way to amplify sharing practices within the city, just 

by mere engagement, communication and visibility. Local sharing practices that are organized through 

just the use of internet and social media can become rather exclusive to all ages and backgrounds. 

Moreover, by visibly exposing sharing practices, even when the activity is not there, allows residents 

to engage and learn more easily about specific initiatives that might be taking place within their 

neighbourhood. A great example of sharing that is organized via online paths is Huiskamerkantoor or 

else called Hoffice in Sweden. Hoffice is when home living rooms are used like co-working spaces for 

freelancers or students
43

. This system takes advantage of the excess capacity of a living room large 

enough to host more than one person to work. The visitors might bring cookies or coffee in exchange 

and the system is regulated by an online platform. Even though the network of available living rooms 

that can host people is regulated online, more spontaneous sharing opportunities could take place 

within a neighbourhood, just by adding a “Hoffice-branded” sticker at the entrance of the houses / 

apartment buildings connected to the network. 

These are just some preliminary schemes that can be used in order to move towards the network 

household. Realizing the synergies that occur on all levels, social, environmental and economical, 

when people are sharing is the first step towards making the case for the network household model. 

However in order to achieve an ideal and inclusive model like that, more detailed design and policy 
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schemes will be necessary. More extensive ideas like the ones mentioned above should be applied on 

the ground through extensive engagement processes in order to test viability and success.  

Nevertheless, those design and policy schemes should not be prescriptive or used in non-transparent 

processes to serve other causes. Creating the everyday commons is not something that should be 

prescribed on citizens, but rather create a viable space where such practices can prosper. Often enough 

policy and physical space can be prohibiting for people to share and collaborate in the urban space. In 

such cases transforming laws and using design to allow for sharing practices to take place, will assist 

in the process of turning the network household into a reality.  
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