
It is a much cited fact that the current global population is 
growing exponentially and that, since 2007, over 50% of that 
population has lived in cities. London, as the third most populous 
city in Europe, continues to grow with census figures expected to 
increase from 8.2 in 2011 to 9.3 million by 20211. As a result of 
the city’s rapid growth, combined with the steeply rising cost of 
housing as a proportion of income, we have seen the way people 
live change in recent years. 

More families are divided and no longer live under one roof, on one 
street, or even in one city. With an ever-aging population, there 
are more old people living on their own. The average household 
in London had 3.8 people in 1931, but this figure has been falling 
for decades and is predicted to be 2.3 by 20312. As a result of 
these changes loneliness in cities across the world is becoming 
such a problem that the Japanese have even created a new term, 
“kodokushi”, to describe the many “lonely deaths” that occur in 
our increasingly atomised urban accommodation.

One solution to these problems now regularly proposed in 
London is the concept of ‘co-living’. The idea is you rent a private 
sleeping and bathroom space and share other facilities such as 
kitchens and social spaces. Large schemes, such as the 550-unit 
The Collective in Old Oak, offer gyms, cinemas, restaurants and 
even a disco launderette3. Sharing space in a dense and expensive 
city seems logical: more facilities are made available and take 
less space overall. In those cases of smaller developments, 
occupied by well-organised tenants, it is indeed an innovative 
and interesting proposal that is capable of generating sustainable 
small communities.

However, when communal facilities are provided on the scale of 
the larger schemes, residents lose the incentive to explore the city 
around them. This has a negative effect on the social conviviality 
and economic success of our cities.

If, as the invitations to The Collective say, you can meet you next 
friend, mentor or lover in the on-site disco launderette4, why 
venture outside this establishment? It is also clear this living 
choice is for the affluent – a small demographic of our population 
- with an example rental prices for just 10m2 of space in a typical 
large co-living development being roughly £1000 a month5. This 
is approximately 60% of the current London Living Wage [£1657 
per month]6. To narrow the demographic further, the tenants are 
without children, as the small rooms are not designed for families, 
and usually between 25 and 35 years old [it is normally only 
younger adults wiling to reside with Assured Shorthold Tenancies 
[ASTs]]7. 

People should be encouraged to co-live in their communities – at 
both the scale of the street and in their wider neighbourhoods. It 
should be possible to apply the principles of co-living to ownership 
and permanency, where people naturally form relationships with 
other people because of a connection they have with a place. The 
gym, café, pub, garden and other such spaces are the soil in which 
the seeds of a community grow. This social nutrition needs to be 
available to a wide range of the local population, not just to paying 
clients. There also has to be an option where families can form 
and thrive and all residents can stay for longer if they want to, 
which means the potential for larger owned spaces and different 
tenancies. The mixing of different social demographics must be 
designed into the spaces we inhabit in order for us and our future 
generations to understand how to successfully and considerately 
live with one another.  

A co-living model we support and imagine, therefore, is unlike 
the micro-flat hotels of the recent large co-housing schemes. It 
spreads social spaces across developments, each benefitting from
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WAYS OF [CO]LIVING 
An alternative to the urban enclave

More and more people rent, rather than 
own, their homes. They travel further 
to work and live in smaller and smaller 
spaces.

These developments create urban 
enclaves, a bounded realm in which 
paying guests meet only other paying 
guests.

For co-living to be something positive, the 
concept needs to be applied differently. 



another’s contribution and offering a wide range of accommodation. 
The gym and bar are there, but also the ceramics café, citizen’s 
advice and charity shop, and these spaces can be used by the 
wider community alongside the residents of the development. 
The space that connects them all is a tree-lined street designed 
for sustainable modes of transport, and to support both planned 
and spontaneous social interactions. Affordability is achieved by 
developing at appropriately higher densities. 

Examples of recent developments such as the Vauban District 
in Freiburg, Funenpark in Amsterdam, or our own Rotherfield 
Crescent scheme in Brighton8, create spaces for what we believe 
to be positive co-living while using a design to deal with common 
concerns regarding security and defensible space. The spaces 
between the buildings in these examples are for the use and 
enjoyment of the residents but are also, in a controlled way, an 
invitation to visitors and passers-by to say hello. It is often these 
co-owned extensions to the public realm that create that social 
gestures and solicitations that help neighbours get to know each 
other. If a communal space is sufficiently close, visible and tranquil 
to be able recognise and talk to someone on the street, you have 
made a connection between the private and the public realm. 
With the increasing risks of divisions and loneliness in our society, 
nothing could be more important.
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London is still hugely less dense than 
Barcelona and Paris and, with good 
design and a mature reflection on what 
is an acceptable impact on neighbours, 
developments can offer more with higher 
densities.


