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Introduction

Communitarianism is a social and political philosophy that values the importance 
of communities for the functioning of political life and for the understanding of 
human identity. In contrast to liberal and libertarian philosophers and economists, 
who emphasize personal autonomy, individual rights and opportunities for individual 
development as well as the happiness of the individual, communitarians accentuate 
the common good more strongly and demand a kind of co-responsibility that is 
entirely in line with the famous Kennedy’s quote:

“And therefore, my fellow Americans, do not ask what your country can do for you; ask 
what you can do for your country”2.

Communitarians therefore place at least as much emphasis on the social obligations 
of the individual as on his individual possibilities of development (Etzioni, 2013). 
Hence, communitarism is about more than the passive acceptance of the limitation 
of one’s own freedom by the individual freedom rights of others. Communitarians 
demand active actions for the common good from individuals. In this sense one can 
speak of a “binding freedom”, which must also be oriented towards the interests of 
others and towards the overriding common good. Neither the sentence “One’s own 

1 Institute for Transformation, Housing and Social Spatial Development
2 John F. Kennedy in his inaugural address on 20.01.1961.
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good is everything, the other’s good is nothing” applies exclusively, nor “The good of 
the other is all, my good is nothing”. Rather, it is a question of balancing these two 
ethically equal principles (Wilk, 2011, p. 80 et seq.).

From the communitarian point of view, the life of the individual human being gets 
value and meaning primarily through integration into overarching and inherently 
earlier or historically predetermined communities. In this sense, communitarianism 
is a reaction to the excessive individualism (Bellah, 1985) which, according to the 
communitarians, alienates people from their roots and social references and leads 
them to become more and more selfish. They want to counteract this by reviving old 
and creating new forms of community in order to restore a “good society” in which 
the community forms a counterweight to individualism (Vorländer, 2001, p. 19).

The starting point of a communitarian philosophy was the critical examination of 
the individualistic approach to justice developed by John Rawls in 1971 in his “Theory 
of Justice” (Reese-Schäfer, 2001, pp. 15–24). Rawls had constructed a hypothetical 
“original position” in which society chooses principles of justice without the person 
knowing his individual position in a society. This idea of an unbound or free-floating 
self (“unencumbered self”) is at the center of communitarian criticism. According 
to Sandel, “the liberal conception of the person is not self-sufficient, but parasitic on 
the notion of community it officially rejects” (Sandel, 1992).

Sandel (1998) and Taylor (1989) have argued that liberalism presupposes an idea 
of the individual as existing outside society, rather than acknowledging that individual 
identity is largely constituted by culture and social relations. In this sense, there are 
no generic individuals, but only Germans or Russians, Berliners or Muscovites or 
members of another particular community. According to Hegel in his Phenomenology 
of Spirit from 1807, no one can become truly a ‘self’ in isolation, but only in mutual 
and reciprocal association with others. Hegel’s view can be summed up as follows: 
“The self exists only insofar as it is in relation to other selves, or a community of selves” 
(Slater, 2012). There is therefore no coherent possibility of formulating individual 
rights or interests independently of social contexts (Etzioni, 2013).

Communitarians share a view of community as a culturally cohesive totality 
(Delanty, 1998) bound by social virtues and basic settled values. They understand 
all kinds of human communities, from the family to sports, music, social, cultural, 
recreational or social clubs, self-help groups and voluntary fire brigades to citizens’ 
initiatives and building communities, as potentially creating meaning and identity. 
This also includes space-related social networks and identity communities such as 
the house community in an apartment building, the neighborhood, the quarter, 
the village community, the home town or home village, the home region and the 
“home country” (Saxony, Bavaria, Westphalia, Germany etc.) and possibly even cross-
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national communities like the European Union if they contain common purposes 
and values. Moreover, non-geographic communities such as professional or work-
based communities may be considered as communities in the sense defined above.

These communities are regarded as constitutive for the exploitation of man’s 
natural potential. According to Hegel the individual’s self-realization cannot be achieved 
in isolation from the community. Self-realization of individuals in the community 
is the result of authentic interaction in dynamic relationship networks. The various 
forms of community are deemed to have a stabilizing role in a liberal-democratic 
society – the proverbial “social cement” (Bartlett and Burton, 2003, p. 110).

1. Market failure, merit and communitarian goods

In the following, an attempt will be made to formulate principles of a housing and 
urban development policy that promote lasting and fulfilling social ties among residents 
in the communitarian sense. Such a communitarian program would differ in certain 
essential aspects from alternative programs for housing and urban development policy 
resulting from competing political philosophies. As compared to a liberal-market, 
social-democratic or socialist policy formulation the communitarian concept raises 
awareness of certain additional deficits in the market-based self-control of housing 
and land markets that appear irrelevant or less relevant from the perspective of the 
competing political philosophies. And it recognizes these additional market failures 
as further reasons for political intervention.

1.1. Liberal market housing policy and classical market failure theory

A liberal market housing policy is characterized by an elementary confidence in the 
self-regulatory capacity of housing and land markets3. Housing and urban development 
policy interventions are perceived critically in most cases. In particular, interventions 
in the free price formation on the land, real estate and rental markets are considered 
unnecessary and counterproductive because they impair price functions, i.e., the 
equilibrating, signaling, selection, allocative and rationing function of free prices. 
Price controlling not only prevents the balancing of supply and demand, but also 
impairs the efficient allocation and use of scarce economic resources and in particular 
of land, real estate and investment capital. From a liberal market perspective, supply 
side subsidies also impair economic efficiency. Social housing promotion is therefore 

3 See for example Wissenschaftlicher Beirat beim Bundesminister für Wirtschaft (1982).
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either rejected outright or to be limited to narrowly defined target groups. Transfers 
in cash in the form of housing benefits are given preference over object-related subsidies.

However, even liberal economists do not claim that the market economy left 
to its own devices can always guarantee an optimal market result. Market failures like 
externalities, public goods, restrictions of competition, or asymmetric information 
may occur, and thus government intervention appears necessary to correct the market 
imperfections and restore the optimal conditions of economic efficiency. To be sure, the 
housing and land markets are far removed from the conditions of a “perfect market”. 
However, housing and land are not public goods (the criteria of non-excludability and 
non-rivalry in consumption are not met). They are private goods with varying degrees 
of externalities in time and space (Kofner, 2010).

External effects (“spillovers”) are the consequence of the economic activities of an 
economic entity for the production or consumption possibilities of other economic 
entities – insofar as they are not taken into account by the originator when drawing 
up his business or consumption plans and are not assessed and communicated via 
markets (Just et al., 1982; Rossi-Hansberg and Sarte, 2012, p. 47). Negative externalities 
(“external diseconomies”), which burden other economic subjects, occur particularly 
in the environmental sector. Basic research is regarded as an example of a production 
with positive externalities (“external economies”). External effects are a case of market 
failure which, in principle, can provide a justification for government intervention 
with the aim of internalizing them. In the case of negative external effects, more is 
produced by the polluter than can be socially desirable. The opposite is true for external 
benefits. From a societal point of view, this leads to underproduction. External effects 
also occur in various forms on the housing and land markets:

 § Neighborhood externalities, e.g. external diseconomies from structural designs 
that do not blend into the environment, external economies from maintenance 
and modernization investments (Rossi-Hansberg and Sarte, 2012; Eekhoff, 1987, 
pp. 30–42), or from fire protection investment.

 § Land use externalities: positive or negative externalities due to compatibility or 
incompatibility of land uses, e.g. between housing and commercial facilities (Yang 
et al., 2016, pp. 431–432): positive impact of easy access to commercial services 
on residential environments and property values by promoting convenience and 
reducing travel costs (‘proximity effects’) versus negative effects, such as noise, 
litter, and congestion (‘disamenity effects’).

 § Macroeconomic externalities, e.g. economic productivity losses due to social 
segregation.

 § Environmental externalities: impairment of natural soil functions, e.g. as a water 
reservoir or as a water purifier via land designation as a settlement or traffic area, 
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contribution to global warming due to greenhouse gas emissions resulting from 
the construction or operation of buildings.
However, liberal economists tend to regard market failures caused by external 

effects on the housing and land markets as selective and not too serious.
Apart from external effects, restrictions of competition may also affect the allocation of 

resources. A high local market share of an individual housing company or contract-specific 
investments by tenants (removal costs, tenant fixtures (Matauschek, 2010, p. 59), social 
and psychological adaptation to the surrounding built and social living environment) 
open up monopolistic leeway for the landlord in terms of price and product policy.

However, the extent of this leeway depends on the scarcity situation on the 
respective regional housing market. In an excess supply situation competition forces 
the landlord to keep and attract renters by low rents and attractive offers. On the other 
hand, if there is an excess of demand over supply, there are little competitive pressures 
on landlords to improve conditions or contain rents, because there will always be 
another renter who needs a home.

Another form of market failure is asymmetric information in favor of one market 
side. Such an information gap exists, for example, between a tenant and the landlord 
of a vacant apartment with regard to solvency and willingness to pay or between the 
seller and the buyer of a listed villa with a considerable maintenance backlog (Ambrose 
and Diop, 2018). Sellers will typically have more accurate information about the 
condition of the property itself. For example, they may be aware of possible deficiencies 
in the structure. Moreover, they are likely to possess superior information about 
current local market conditions relating to the economic, social, environmental and 
regulatory dynamics that may affect property values in the neighborhood (Garmaise 
and Moskowitz, 2004, p. 409).

Having dealt with classical market failure theory, there are, however, other deficits 
in the free housing and land markets that can provide additional justification for 
government intervention in these markets. Alongside stability deficits, the basic need 
and merit good character of housing have to be addressed.

1.2. Stability deficits

Stability deficits can result from frictions in pricing on real estate and rental markets. 
In the short to medium term, the supply and demand curves on housing markets 
are determined by pronounced rigidity, so that unforeseen market events such as 
unexpected immigration into a region initially lead to hefty price and low volume 
reactions. The supply of housing reacts only with great delays to these price changes. 
It is more elastic only in the long run. The reason for this is the ‘development time lag’: 
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Investors and private home builders need considerable amounts of time for planning, 
building permit proceedings, construction and marketing of their projects4. Thus, the 
effect of their investment decisions on the market in the form of new housing units 
will only materialize with a considerable time lag.

Economists use the so-called ‘cobweb model’ (Kaldor, 1934) to explain the dynamic 
consequences of supply-side adaption delays. After an initial shock event there is 
a risk of so-called “pig cycles” in the housing markets: “For housing it’s the cycle that is 
persistent. Once the cycle starts, it keeps on going. Like a pebble thrown into a smooth 
pond of water” (Leamer, 2007, p. 3).

And furthermore housing construction plays an important role as a cyclical 
amplifier in Kuznets’ approach to business cycle theory. The Kuznets cycles are long-
term (15–25 year) transport and building cycles (Jadevicius and Sloan, 2010, p. 3). 
They are caused by demographical factors which shape investment expenditure on 
housing and other fixed structures.

Debt and speculation can also play a major role in the business cycle. Debt can feed 
speculation when lenders are willing to lend more on rising asset prices. This role has 
been investigated by Irving Fisher (1933), Hyman Minsky (1986), and others. More 
recently, Cantor and Wenninger (1993) analyzed how the credit cycle leads to a “credit 
crunch”, and how finance and economic activities interact. We thus need to take into 
account the possibility of credit-driven housing cycles triggered by fluctuating access 
to mortgage credit and interest rate cycles.

1.3. Housing as an essential public service

A serious argument for state intervention arises from the existential character 
of housing: housing is a service with basic needs characteristics. Services of public 
interest include ensuring general and non-discriminatory access to existential goods 
and services, including their provision according to the needs of citizens and on the 
basis of defined qualitative and quantitative standards5. There is no doubt about the 
existential character of housing, because the exclusion from this service clearly is 
a threat to existence. Also, safe, affordable, nontransient housing is a key for the access 
to meeting other basic needs (Mulroy and Ewalt, 1996). The State’s responsibility for 
services of public interest generally comprises two aspects: the responsibility for the 
provision of the service and the responsibility to maintain or implement the necessary 
infrastructures for the service provision.

4 The reaction time can get even longer if government regulation causes development bottlenecks, e.g. 
a scarcity of housing land.

5 Definition of Gabler Wirtschaftslexikon (2019).
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The tasks are to be performed by one or more levels of government to be defined 
by law. This does not mean, however, that the state must also provide the service itself 
(guarantee responsibility). It may also entrust the provision of the public services to 
private enterprises.

With regard to the need for housing, the state in principle has a guarantee 
responsibility towards all citizens, but the majority of them can easily obtain adequate 
housing on the free housing market. It is therefore only a question here – measured 
against a need norm to be defined socially (quantitatively and qualitatively) – of 
households with no dwelling at all or households that are undersupplied as a result of:

 § an income not allowing the independent fulfilment of appropriate housing 
conditions,

 § access problems due to discrimination (Makinde, 2014, p. 67),
 § a tight regional housing market with high rents and property prices,
 § or a combination of these factors.

The starting point for the intervention justification are those households whose 
existence is threatened because they are not able to gain access to the housing market 
without support. Their provision with housing as a public service must be based 
on a defined need norm specifying the standard at which the housing needs of all 
people are to be guaranteed. It is essential to establish such a minimum standard of 
accommodation so that no one is favored and state resources can be used in a planned 
manner, but above all because it gives concrete expression to the social idea of a human 
existence. The definition of such a standard is a subjective concept and one which is 
likely to vary through time and place (Barnett and Lowe, 1990, p. 185).

Housing need is a multidimensional concept and its measurement is likely to involve 
a wide range of indicators to be chosen either by social decision makers or according 
to revealed consumer preferences such as absence of overcrowding, equipment with 
basic amenities, or privacy and independence (Barnett and Lowe, 1990, pp. 187–188).

Furthermore, since housing and its location are jointly supplied the question must 
be answered as to whether the definition of qualitative undersupply shall include 
aspects of the neighborhood, for example, the right to housing without segregation6 or 
other minimum requirements relating to the residential location and its surroundings, 
e.g. no concentration of substandard housing, or sufficient play facilities. The location 
and environment of the home can make access to desirable goods and services, jobs, 
education, health, care (Barnett and Lowe, 1990, p. 188), sought-after positions, social 
contacts and fulfilling relationship networks considerably easier or more difficult. In 

6 A  one-sided social mix in  a  neighborhood with an accumulation of disadvantaged people, objectively 
impairs the life chances of its inhabitants through its exclusionary effect (“ghetto without walls”, Hess and 
Mechler, 1973).



46 Stefan Kofner 

this respect, it is also a question of “equivalent living conditions” in space. Theoretically, 
one can even take the view that housing conditions should be the same for everyone. 
The socialist societies followed this principle, according to which the norm of need 
should at the same time be a norm of maximum need.

The obligations for the State arising from the basic need and public service nature 
of housing are complex:

 § The government must take preventive measures to ensure a sufficient supply of 
housing nationwide and regionally via appropriate housing promotion, so that 
market tensions either do not arise in the first place or are at least alleviated as 
far as possible.

 § It must ensure that adequate housing (or access to it) is affordable even for lower-
income households as well as for households with no market income at all.

 § It must provide adequate housing for households which are unable to do so on their 
own because of discrimination or market tension (UNHABITAT, 2009, pp. 29–34).

1.4. Housing as a merit good

Housing can also be regarded as merit good (Oxley and Smith, 1996, p. 11). Merit 
goods are actually private goods, but for certain reasons the result of their market-
based provision is not readily accepted. There is too little demand for these goods 
(e.g. vaccinations, cultural goods) because consumers do not recognize the “true 
benefits” of merit goods. One could argue that households underestimate the role 
of homeownership in sustainable wealth accumulation (with the consequence of 
widespread wealth poverty due to a too low rate of homeownership) or that they 
misjudge the importance of housing location and housing conditions in general for 
their life chances and those of their children. However, the argumentation for a merit 
good character of housing is generally not accepted by market liberals, because it is 
not compatible with the research guiding idea of methodological individualism, 
according to which the basic components of the social world are individuals, so that 
social processes and institutions must always be explained with reference to theoretical 
statements about individual behavior or action.

1.5. Housing market deficits: synopsis

In principle, the following characteristics / deficits of the housing and land market 
can therefore be considered as reasons for state intervention in the market:

 § External effects on the housing and land markets (neighborhood, land use, 
macroeconomic and environmental externalities),
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 § Restrictions on competition,
 § Asymmetric information distribution,
 § Stability deficits,
 § The basic need and public service character of housing,
 § The merit good character of housing.

These special traits of the housing and land markets provide ample arguments 
for special framework conditions in these markets (e.g. protection against dismissal, 
rent control, supply and demand side subsidies, restrictions of building code, social 
milieu protection statutes) in order to correct the socially undesirable results of a free 
market housing environment.

The difference between liberal, social democratic and socialist housing policy 
approaches lies in the evaluation and weighting of the various deficits of housing 
markets. The definition of a minimum need standard offers the greatest scope for 
deviating views for all. In essence, the definition of the need norm for adequate 
housing is concerned with the question of how much inequality in terms of housing 
conditions can still be regarded as acceptable in a society.

1.6. Communitarian goods and housing policy

What is the difference between a communitarian housing and urban development 
policy and liberal, social democratic and socialist policy concepts? A communitarian 
policy concept in this field would emphasize stable and resilient local social networks 
and local human communities as well as strong spatial collective identities. From an 
individual perspective a communitarian housing and urban development policy is 
fostering social wellbeing – “the degree to which we feel a sense of belonging, or how 
connected we feel to others and to our community” (Happy Homes Report, 2017, p. 1) 
and thus positive social connectedness. The Happy Homes Report summarizes the 
research and industry practice that links on-site design, tenure, resident involvement, 
and identity with social wellbeing in multi-family housing in 10 main principles:
1. Doing things together: Residents who have opportunities to do meaningful 

or enjoyable things together are more likely to develop a sense of trust and 
connection (common spaces, recreational and social opportunities that foster 
healthy interactions).

2. Exposure: People who live in spaces that give them a greater sense of control over 
their exposure to others are more likely to build positive social connections (clearly 
delineated private, semi-private and public spaces, housing design promoting 
feelings of privacy).
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3. Tenure: The longer people can stay in their community, the greater the bonds of 
trust and local social connection (design and mix of dwellings meeting residents’ 
current and anticipated needs over time, security of tenure).

4. Social group size: Social group size has a direct influence on the quality and 
intensity of trusting relationships that people develop (gathering of homes into 
clusters and sub-clusters that foster social relationships at various levels of intensity, 
from intimate to casual, regular, close contact with no more than several dozen 
people in semi-private spaces).

5. Feeling of safety. People are more likely to build trusting and meaningful 
relationships in environments that feel safe (accessible places and spaces that 
give a feeling of security, that help people intuitively way-find and interact with 
their environment, collective approaches that allow neighbors to protect and 
take care of the community together).

6. Participation: Residents who are involved in project design and site management 
are more likely to develop a sense of belonging and contribute to their community 
(adequate places for meetings, gatherings and co-creation, meaningful engagement 
activities for every resident during all design stages and in the ongoing preservation 
and maintenance of the area).

7. Walkability: Mixed-use neighborhoods with accessible spaces and connections 
that encourage walking, biking and positive social encounters and a strong 
sense of community, shops and services within easy walking distance on a safe, 
comfortable route.

8. Nature: Access to nature is strongly linked to positive neighborhood relationships 
and trust among community members (interior and exterior spaces offering 
residents sensual experiences with nature, joint improvement and care of green 
spaces).

9. Comfort: People are more likely to engage with others in environments that feel 
pleasant and comfortable (allow common spaces for everyone).

10. Culture and values: People feel a stronger sense of belonging and attachment 
to places that reflect their culture, values and sense of self (differentiation of 
housing units and creation of a unique visual identity for each, opportunities and 
spaces for creativity, cultural and community expression, places that help people 
experience culture and history).
Since free housing and land markets do not necessarily promote good conditions for 

social wellbeing, we have to add further specific communitarian deficits to the already 
long list of deficit characteristics of the housing and land markets. The complexity 
and degree of conflicts of objectives of housing policy are thus tending to increase.
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To be sure, the architectural requirements included in the 10 principles (common 
spaces for meetings, gatherings, recreational and social opportunities, environments 
that feel pleasant and comfortable) require additional space in the buildings and their 
environment and cause additional costs. The question is whether there is any demand 
at all among tenants and owner-occupiers for the corresponding features. Doesn’t our 
housing system have a primary focus on the individual satisfaction of housing needs? 
It is presumably a question of new paradigms in architecture and urban development 
and pioneering projects in promoting social and spiritual wellbeing.

From the communitarian point of view, the emergence, intensification and 
expansion of spatially bound communities should be promoted. From this perspective, 
one of the biggest deficits of the free housing market is that it does not adequately protect 
longstanding milieus and neighborhoods from excessive pressure of displacement 
(principle No. 3). Economic constraints and territorial inequality result in excessive 
demands for the spatial mobility of people, and also have a negative impact on spatially 
bound social networks and communities.

The protection of longstanding social networks can be done, for example, via tenancy 
law regulations, limits to the split of multi-family buildings into condominiums and 
social milieu protection statutes. The idea is to limit incentives for mobility and reward 
sedentariness. The (utopian) goal is actually that no one should be forced to change 
his place of residence for purely economic reasons.

We can call the corresponding jointly produced and non-tradable goods such as 
longstanding supportive, participative, comfortable and accessible neighborhoods 
or the fulfilling community experience from living together in in a jointly planned 
housing project communitarian goods. They foster individual wellbeing, but also create 
a ‘sense of community’ in the sense of a common spiritual good with spillover effects 
for society.

This requires not only security of tenure, but also architectural and urban design 
solutions that meet communitarian ideas. A “new urbanism” (Fulton, 1996) is necessary 
in order to improve the conditions for the emergence of fulfilling social networks, 
spatial communities and collective identities. Urban development policy should thus 
facilitate personal encounters and communication and it should prefer incremental 
organic changes since social wellbeing is not least about stability and reliability of 
the built and social living environment.

However, current urban development policy too often thinks in terms of large 
dimensions, large-scale projects (Huning and Peters, 2003; Simons, 2003) and separate 
functions and tends to neglect the negative effects of excessive urban mobility (Bertolini, 
2012). This kind of urban planning mentality threatens grown neighborhoods and 
urban identity anchors.
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2. Place of residence and social living environment

The experienced housing conditions influence the values and attitudes of people 
and vice versa. This also applies to the appreciation of social bonds and the preferences 
for different forms of community. Anyone who grew up in an old-style kibbutz or 
a grassroots democratic rural commune is certainly very differently shaped by this 
experience than a person who spent his youth in a homestead in the suburbs or a social 
rental apartment in a large housing estate at the outskirts of the city. Dependent on 
their own individual housing experience they all have developed their own independent 
perspective on the connection between housing and community.

The individual place of residence of a person is usually the spatial center of his 
social network, i.e., where he enters into interactive relationships with other people 
who have their place of residence or business close to his place of residence. These 
relationships realize in the form of communication and non-pecuniary mutual 
service relationships. We can call such residentially bound social networks a social 
living environment (in contrast to the built environment). A distinction must be made 
between space-bound social networks and space-open networks such as Facebook.

Figure 1. Concentric ring array of the social living environment

City/Region 

City district

Quarter

Neighborhood

House community 

Dwelling

Source: following Weichhart (1999, p. 2).

The social living environment is concentrically divided into house communities, 
neighborhoods, quarters, districts and cities/regions7. The city can be understood as an 

7 The following explanations of the various levels of the social living environment refer in  part to 
Kompetenznetzwerk-Wohnen.
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organism consisting of interdependent neighborhoods, quarters and districts, with 
the neighborhood being regarded as the fundamental urban unit.

For the members of a house community in an apartment building, the atmosphere 
between the parties and the willingness to help, the informal help and small mutual 
services can form an important basis for their quality of life.

The term “neighborhood” refers to the entanglement of social networks and local 
identities of the resident population in a delimitable area (Schwirian, 1983, p. 84; 
Crow and Allan, 1994, p. 178 f.). This area encompasses more than just the directly 
adjacent properties but less than the quarter, which always consists of several streets.

In contrast to the “district” or “urban district”, the term “quarter” does not designate 
an administrative unit, but a “manageable residential environment” (Kremer-Preiß 
and Stolarz, 2005). Also, a certain familiarity of all inhabitants among each other and 
an emotional connection to the quarter resonate with this term. The size of a quarter 
can vary considerably. The quarter is an important reference point for community 
work and social planning. For older people, the quarter should offer all the essential 
facilities and services of normal everyday life.

The housing market-related definition of districts or urban districts is based on 
a certain homogeneity of real estate values and building structures. These are therefore 
geographic submarkets of the city’s residential real estate market (Falke, 1987, p. 180). 
In large cities, districts are often at least decentralized administrative units with 
limited planning and social administration competences of their own. Depending on 
the size of the city, urban districts can comprise several thousand or several tens of 
thousands of inhabitants, in megacities even several hundred thousand. Due to their 
size, they lack the dimension of closeness and familiarity. At this level, people’s spatial 
ties are thus rather of an identitary nature: “Urban district identity develops through 
the recognition of a residential area as a public space in which fundamental interests 
and problems can be articulated” (Falke, 1987, p. 181). These problems at the district 
level are mostly the result of fundamental processes in the housing markets such as 
decline and revitalization.

Descriptive categories of the social living environment may include the size and 
density of the network, its objectives or functions and the quality of the relationships. 
According to Granovetter (1973), the quality of social relationships ranges from “weak 
ties” to “strong ties”. He cites the amount of time spent together, the degree of mutual 
trust and the amount of services exchanged, as quality assessment indicators.

Another way to describe the intensity, quality and stability of social networks is 
to use the term “social capital”. Social capital can be defined as a bundle of actual or 
potential resources arising from attachment to a permanent social network based on 
social virtues and consisting of more or less institutionalized relationships based on 
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mutual acquaintance, recognition, credibility and trust between individuals and groups 
and benefiting all group members through direct interaction in the form of knowledge 
or help (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Schneider, 2004; Bloze and Skak, 2015).

Thus, a space-bound “community” is a local social network with a large stock of 
social capital. But the concept of community means something more. In sociology and 
ethnology, the term “community” refers to a manageable social group that is clearly 
separated from other groups (e.g. a family, a local community, a clan or a clique) and 
whose members are connected by a more or less pronounced homogeneity, social 
virtues and a “sense of community”8 (McMillan, 1996) over longer periods of time. 
Also, the concept of community “involves the recognition of the value of the person 
as a social being” (Delanty, 1998). Mostly, communities have common goals and share 
common cultural values.

Communities are therefore particularly dense, cohesive and long-lasting social networks 
among a distinct, relatively homogenous and manageable group of people with strong ties 
and a sense of community based on familiarity and common values, and a lot of accumulated 
social capital.

Communities do not  necessarily have to  be spatial, but spatial proximity 
promotes interaction and strengthens the bonds of group members with one another. 
Communitarians are concerned with strengthening and promoting communities.

The quality and stability of a social living environment and thus the individual 
experience of community and collective identity depend on the various factors embodied 
in the 10 main principles cited in section 1.6 (inter alia tenure, architectural and urban 
design, feeling of safety and comfort), but also on the local mix of residents, on the 
mentality of the neighborhood’s residents as well as on locally relevant narratives 
and historical path dependencies. Also important are the opportunities for social 
engagement. This refers to the availability of associations, initiatives and groups 
which, in connection with their specific purposes, also offer community experiences 
or whose main purpose is even the community experience, in the vicinity of the home.

Under favorable conditions with regard to these factors, spatial communities as 
defined above will probably emerge as part of the social living environment. Over the 
course of time, these overlapping communities can create a strong neighborhood or 
quarter identity shared by the majority of residents. Beyond the neighborhood and 
quarter level, relationships with other people are increasingly anonymous. Identity 
ties in the form of district identities or urban identities, regional or national identities 
take the place of personal communities there.

8 The sense of community can be defined as solidarity among the group members in the sense of a feeling of 
togetherness, a feeling of collectivity and mutual attachments (Delanty, 1998).
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3. Community and urban development

Urban development policy influences the intensity, quality and stability of 
social ties in neighborhoods, quarters and beyond, by shaping communication, 
neighborhood and community experiences of people. The urban planning paradigm 
that particularly emphasizes these aspects is called “New Urbanism” (Katz, 1993; New 
Urbanism: Principles of Urbanism).

The basic aim of this neo-traditionalist urban development movement is to influence 
the coexistence of city dwellers by supporting the development of sustainable and 
livable neighborhoods as best as possible. This goal is to be achieved by reactivating 
or preserving the urban (i.e., densely built-up) form of the city with the advantages 
of mixed-use development, short distances and intensive neighborhood experience. 
The conservative model of the movement consists in the historically grown urban 
structures of old towns, in the U. S. also the traditional American small town. The 
counterpart to this vision are the typical suburbs in the U. S. which are characterized 
by homeownership, single-family housing and car commuting rates far above metro 
average. On top of that, there is the one-sided predominance of residential use and 
a corresponding lack of work and supply infrastructure.

Neither does New Urbanism have anything in common with the ideas of the 
Athens Charter. In contrast to the Athens Charter, the essential design principles of 
New Urbanism are functional mix and block edge construction with its semi-public 
interior areas. Large, “inanimate” free spaces between the buildings, as known from 
the large housing estates of social housing construction, are to be avoided.

Communitarianism demands from urban planning that it does not tear apart 
longstanding social networks and collective identity constructions by designing large-
scale projects. Even the construction of a separating traffic axis can potentially destroy 
social networks and promote social segregation. The urban planning nightmare of 
a communitarian are the “area redevelopments” in historically grown city districts 
such as those carried out in West Germany in the 1960 s or in modern China. The 
communitarian focus on the traditional lines of development requires a decentralized, 
incremental and identity-preserving development of the city “from below” in the sense 
of an evolutionary urban development based on many small construction projects 
(Marshall, 2008). Buildings that represent urban identity anchors must be particularly 
protected and preserved or, if necessary, rebuilt.

The mixture of uses requires an urban diversity, i.e., variety instead of monotony 
in the sense of dogmatically executed design principles. So we need not just density 
but also a mix of land uses within neighborhoods. This is often known as ‘density 
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plus diversity’ and includes the small-scale mixing of trade, crafts and art with a wide 
range of housing alternatives according to location, quality and price. The aim is to 
create places that enrich life and inspire the spirit9. Some medium-sized Dutch cities 
like Groningen, Maastricht or Delft may be regarded as embodiment of this urban 
design dogma.

New Urbanism is also about opportunities for encounters in urban space (city 
as “meeting space”). Very important in this context are common spaces and places 
for meetings, gatherings, recreational and social opportunities such as pubs, cafés, 
bookshops, restaurants, bakeries, snack bars, cultural institutions, sports facilities or 
public places that invite people to linger. An increase in the frequency, duration and 
quality of stays in the neighborhood outside one’s own dwelling can be achieved via 
decentralization and functional mixing within a city of short distances, environments 
that feel pleasant and comfortable and via the pedestrian-friendly design of streets 
and squares. The city becomes walkable and city dwellers can reach most daily needed 
urban functions like workplaces, schools, doctors and daily desired utilities, leisure 
and recreation facilities in the vicinity of their place of residence by slow and active 
means of transport including walking, bicycling and public transport. The concept 
of “walkability” is currently correspondingly high on the agenda in urban planning.

By slowing down, the city becomes authentic again for its inhabitants and is 
not any longer experienced predominantly as transit space. The “alienation” between 
the modern city and its inhabitants can thus be diminished.

In relation to architecture, New Urbanism demands an orientation towards 
regional building traditions and materials (Bodenschatz, 2000). In addition, emphasis 
is placed on interaction-promoting design elements such as front porches and well-
defined streets, which are defined by the position of the buildings.

In Poland, the Warsaw district of Miasteczko Wilanów is considered an example 
of the implementation of New Urbanism ideas.

4. Community and housing tenure

The intensity, quality and stability of social ties in neighborhoods as well as in society 
as a whole is influenced not least by the mix of tenures, as the various tenures differ 
considerably in their community orientation. For example, the construction form of 
a homestead per se has little community orientation. Cohousing, on the other hand, 
is characterized by generously proportioned common areas and common facilities, 

9 “Create places that enrich, uplift, and inspire the human spirit“ (New Urbanism: Principles of Urbanism). 



I.2. Outlines of a Communitarian Housing and Urban Development Policy 55

as well as by active resident participation and joint project planning with the aim of 
achieving a particularly lasting and intensive community experience.

Which criteria are decisive for a comparison of the various housing tenures from 
a communitarian perspective? The community orientation of the different tenures is 
certainly at the top of the list. It is not only a question of their institutionally unifying 
effect (opportunities and incentives for participation), but also of their respective 
suitability for the application of community-friendly design principles in architecture 
and urban development. The second, equally important criterion for the comparison 
is the ontological security that is associated with the different tenures.

A dominant assumption in the literature is that ontological security is inherently 
linked to homeownership, whereas private renting is characterized by persistent 
precarity (Saunders, 1990). An important aspect of housing precarity is insecurity. 
Housing insecurity is defined as residents’ limited capacity to determine how long they 
may remain in their home. Their security position thus depends on protection against 
landlord-induced ‘forced moves’. There may be a difference between de jure insecurity 
and de facto insecurity, however. Tenants may feel secure despite a low level of legal 
protection if they have a benevolent landlord and ample resources or vice versa10.

From a communitarian perspective not only the actual duration of residence counts, 
but also the sense of security. Ontological security includes permanency, stability and 
continuity, as well as the ability to make changes contributing to a sense of control 
and creating a  ‘comfortable’ home environment. A high level of de jure security is 
presumably a prerequisite for ontological security (Morris et al., 2017, p. 656; Hulse 
and Milligan, 2014, p. 640).

Security is thus a subjective concept. It depends not only upon regulation, but 
also upon individual economic and social capital and also on the scarcity situation 
at the regional housing market.

4.1. Private renting

From a communitarian point of view, tenants must be protected from the effects of 
local displacement processes if this exerts considerable pressure on them to leave their 
place of living. First and foremost, their spatial and economic position is endangered by 
economically motivated dismissals and rising rents due to high immigration of higher-

10 A survey of Australian long term renters (Morris et al., 2017) has shown the renters who found the de jure 
insecurity of private renting most challenging and stressful were single parents in low-rent areas dependent 
on government benefits. Their paucity of economic and social capital meant that finding viable affordable 
alternative accommodation if required to vacate, was extremely difficult.
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income groups (gentrification, Lees et al., 2013) as well as due to costly modernizations 
(Voigtländer, 2018) or splits into condominiums (Handschuh and Cohen, 1974).

However, a corresponding tenancy policy is not possible without considerable 
social costs. It goes hand in hand with a split in the housing market between insiders 
and outsiders and other negative side effects such as incomplete market clearance, 
high search and information costs and insufficient choice for housing seekers, poor 
matching between housing needs and consumption, wasteful use of the housing 
stock, impairment of incentives to maintain, renew and expand the housing stock and 
misallocation of scarce investment capital. There are such clear conflicts of objectives 
with other housing policy objectives that policy alternatives should be considered.

The current tenancy laws in Germany offer comparatively good – if not perfect 
– protection against displacement11. The tenants are quite well protected from arbitrary, 
motiveless dismissals, conversion of their apartment into a condominium, as well as 
from surprising rent increases. Where necessary, the federal government’s socially 
oriented housing codification can be supplemented locally by social milieu protection 
statutes with more far-reaching intervention options. The enactment of such a statute 
can contribute to maintaining the existing composition of the resident population 
and to preventing the expulsion of long-established parts of the local population from 
their ancestral quarters. In the areas designated by the municipality, the dismantling, 
alteration or change of use of buildings requires a permit. The split of buildings into 
condominiums can also be subject to approval.

Despite these possibilities for intervention private renting is not an ideal tenure 
from a communitarian perspective, because it lacks the binding power and resilience 
associated with owning a home. In addition, it is very costly to create a legal framework 
that effectively protects tenants from crowding out tendencies and at the same time 
keep the undesirable side effects of the regulation at a minimum. Furthermore, the 
participation and involvement of tenants are difficult to organize and it will hardly be 
possible to activate all tenants. As a rule only social landlords like housing associations 
engage in such activities.

From the perspective of urban development policy the tenure of private renting 
has the advantage that it permits a sufficiently high level of building density, especially 
in the form of apartment buildings. This is a prerequisite for urban quarters characterized 
by dense and heterogeneous development in the sense of New Urbanism. The desired 
heterogeneity is certainly encouraged by fragmented ownership structures as a result 
of the dominance of small private landlords in a quarter.

11 For details about the legal hurdles against gentrification of neighborhoods in Germany see Kofner (2009).
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On the other hand larger residential development complexes provide the 
opportunity to include common spaces, recreational and social opportunities in 
built environments that feel pleasant and comfortable. But here, too, the question 
arises as to whether there is a corresponding demand and willingness to pay on the 
part of tenants. It seems unlikely that private investors would be willing to make the 
additional investments in multi-family buildings and their built environment, since 
they consider that additional public or common areas would reduce the profitability 
of their project.

4.2. Classic homestead

From a communitarian point of view, living in one’s own home is a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand, a homestead is associated with a high degree of spatial cohesion 
and economic resilience. In almost every study that has included tenure as an explanatory 
factor of residential mobility, homeowners were found to be much less likely to move 
than renters (Rossi, 1955; Speare et al., 1975; Clark and Dieleman, 1996; Leuvensteijn 
and Koning, 2000; Dieleman, 2001).

In terms of economic resilience and economic resources, homeowners are much 
better positioned than tenants. In the Euro area, the median net wealth of all households 
is EUR 104,100. However, there are significant differences between homeowners 
and tenants: the median of net assets of the group of mortgage-free owner-occupier 
households amounts to EUR 226,700 (encumbered residential property EUR 144,300), 
but the group of tenants has only a median of net wealth of EUR 8,900 (ECB, 2016, 
p. 118). The figures are similar in Germany. In the U. S., according to the Federal Reserve 
Survey of Consumer Finances, the net assets of homeowners in 2013 were $ 195,400, 
while those of tenants were only $ 5,400.

Property ownership is the cornerstone of private wealth everywhere in the Euro 
zone and also in Germany. There is also a very striking correlation between the level 
of homeownership and the evenness of the wealth distribution. Obviously, a large 
proportion of tenants do not have sufficient economic resources that could provide 
them a sense of security despite the legal uncertainty of their current tenure.

The comparatively high degree of spatial cohesion and economic resilience of 
homeownership is all the more true in a regulative environment where rental housing 
is only associated with limited tenant protection. Living in one’s own house then 
offers a long-term perspective that cannot even remotely be achieved with a rented 
apartment. And the prospect of a long time of residence at the current location 
without the risk of being displaced is seen as a prerequisite for people investing 
considerable time in building social networks in their residential environment. This 



58 Stefan Kofner 

argument, however, depends on the lower fluctuation rate of homeowners, which 
varies considerably by international and interregional comparisons and over time 
(Mulder and van Ham, 2004). Differences in the transaction costs, access to mortgage 
credit, the homeownership rate, and the individual equity position as a consequence 
of the housing cycle, among other things, are presumably responsible for this (Caldera 
Sánchez and Andrews, 2011).

On the other hand, one reason for deciding to live in a detached single-family home 
is, in many cases, the increased need for privacy, for spatial and social separation, which 
reduces the possibility of spontaneous encounters and frees one from the obligation 
to show too much consideration for neighbors in the personal lifestyle. Thus, the “ideal” 
tenure would have to combine long-term ontological security with architectural and urban 
planning designs that promote community building.

As a construction form, the classic homestead has only a limited community 
orientation. The isolation of the inhabitants / families associated with a homestead 
can be alleviated to a certain extent by community-promoting architectural elements 
(e.g. terraced houses in block edge buildings) and a built environment with places 
for meetings and communication. However, in this respect condominium ownership 
is a more suitable tenure, since it also takes into account the quality of the built 
environment in common ownership.

Apart from these design aspects it is often argued that homeownership per 
se promotes the development of social capital. Bloze and Skak (2015) have constructed 
two indices on the basis of data from a Danish survey on living conditions conducted 
in 2000 (sample size 7,602 persons, response rate 66 percent): a “total social capital 
index” and an “index of local social capital”. The total index includes the following 
11 indicators:

Going to meetings in your spare time Participation in public hearings
Do charity work in one’s spare time Participation in demonstrations
Political party membership Participation in non-partisan political meetings
Membership in a youth organization Contact with politicians
Membership in a cultural association Contact with the media
Policy support 

The index of local social capital, on the other hand, is based on the variables, 
such as neighbor as a friend, borrowing items from a neighbor, member of a school 
board, member of the parents’ council, member of a kindergarten and participation 
in local elections.

Homeownership was not statistically significant for the total social capital index. 
In contrast, the influence of this tenure on the local social capital index was clearly 
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positive. The authors argue that owners invest more in social capital that complements 
the value of their assets and less in other types of social capital.

Ditkovsky and van Vliet have thereupon examined government initiated mixed 
developments in Israel where renters and owners have contractually identical 
privileges and duties. The analysis indicated clearly that owners were more strongly 
represented both in building and neighborhood committees. The authors concluded 
that “it is probable that homeownership in and of itself is a factor which independently 
contributes to a greater concern with and involvement in the residential environment” 
(Ditkovsky and van Vliet, 1984, p. 347).

A methodological problem with these and other studies is that the distinction 
between only two tenures is rough and does not take into account the type of 
construction and the built environment.

4.3. Condominium ownership

Condominiums essentially involve individual ownership of a specified unit 
in a housing project and common ownership of certain ancillary spaces, facilities 
and services. Each condominium owner holds a legal title to a specific housing unit 
including a proportionate share of the common area. The control and management by 
the Home Owners Association is primarily confined to the common areas (Mittelbach 
and Ebin, 1975, p. 170).

A condominium project can comprise a project of attached single family homes 
on their own lots clustered together and surrounded by commonly owned open 
spaces, walkways and other facilities. Alternatively, many condominium projects are 
in multi-storied structures akin to apartment houses with individual ownership of 
the separated apartments and common areas including primarily hallways, lobbies, 
garage space, etc. (Mittelbach and Ebin, 1975, p. 171).

Condominium ownership is a tenure that forces individual condominium 
owners to cooperate and also provides a legal framework for this. This inevitably leads 
to a network of formalized relations that also include a democratic element. The functions 
performed by the Home Owners Associations in condominiums are not unique but 
are analogous to other community and neighborhood organizations. In principle, they 
are a form of local micro-governance of commonly owned areas in private housing 
developments (Mittelbach and Ebin, 1975, p. 171). Under ideal conditions ownership 
and management of common areas in condominium housing can be an opportunity 
for self-government on a small scale. It also offers a possibility of developing fulfilling 
relationships among the participants and potential social benefits (Mittelbach and 
Ebin, 1975, p. 179). Some of the potential social benefits of condominiums would be 
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derived from the working methods which are more likely “personal, contractual and 
based on democratic organizational forms which stimulate trust and the development 
of personal and group resources” (Turner and Fichter, 1972, p. 195).

The intensity, quality and stability of the relationships within a condominium owners’ 
association are promoted by a limited group size. The costs of decision making in small 
projects are lower and voluntary cooperation may be sought in arriving at common 
area solutions (Mittelbach and Ebin, 1975, p. 177). A positive impact on social relations 
can also result from the joint planning and development of the residential project 
(cohousing, see below) as well as from a community-promoting design of the architecture 
and its built environment. On the other hand, an “off the peg” condominium complex 
developed without the participation of the future residents, with 50 or 100 apartments 
and only a small proportion of communal areas, probably does not provide a good basis 
for fulfilling social relations and cooperation among the condominium owners.

Also, from a communitarian point of view, the establishment of condominium 
ownership in existing buildings is a double-edged sword. If tenants are financially 
unable to buy their apartments, they are threatened with eviction. The spatial and 
economic position of tenants can thus be endangered by splits into condominiums 
(Handschuh and Cohen, 1974) and this is especially the case on tight housing markets.

In comparison with individual homeownership, condominiums also have the 
advantage of spatial cohesion and economic resilience and ontological security on 
their side. On top of that, they offer better opportunities for democratic and solidarity-
based cooperation and the conditions for a community-friendly design of the project 
and its built environment are also better.

Compared with private renting condominium ownership represents resilience 
and security to a much higher degree and is also associated with less regulation, 
red tape and allocative losses. Because of the common ownership the institutional 
preconditions for lasting and fulfilling social relationships are better. The conditions 
for a community-oriented project and built environment design are also superior.

4.4. Social housing

Social rental housing construction is the promotion of new residential developments 
or modernization investments in the existing housing stock reserved for needy target 
groups via low-interest loans and, sometimes also grants. In return, the investor has 
to comply with price and occupancy obligations. Social housing allows projects to be 
tailored to the needs of the target groups.

The degree of security is relatively high for social tenants in terms of dismissal 
protection and protection against sudden rent increases. In many German states 
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there is not even a rent surcharge if the household has grown beyond the applicable 
income limits.

However, since the element of joint planning, development and construction is 
lacking, the achievable community orientation in social rental housing construction 
is limited. It may be possible, however, to try to involve the future social tenants 
in the project planning process and thus create community-, purpose- and inhabitant 
oriented-social housing projects.

With regard to participation social housing providers often unfold much more 
activities than private landlords. Tenant involvement may include tenant representation 
in boards, committees and panels like excellence committees or complaints panels, 
collaboration in area panels or tenant (and residents) associations, focus groups like 
disability forum, equality, or high rise living forums, participation in tenant conferences, 
etc. The participation and involvement of tenants are somewhat easier to organize 
in social housing than in private renting. As a rule only social landlords like housing 
associations engage in such activities. The social tenant, however, remains in a passive 
role of the person being cared for whereas from a communitarian point of view an 
active commitment to the community is required.

Social rental housing permits for a sufficiently high level of building density, especially 
in the form of apartment buildings. Since New Urbanism requires a heterogenous 
mix of land uses in densely-built neighborhoods, large-scale developments of the 
Athens charter style occupied only by social tenants are clearly inadequate. Instead, 
social housing should be distributed on a small scale in the urban area. The design 
should not come off the peg and should also support the heterogeneity of the built 
environment.

In theory, it should be easier to include pleasant and comfortable common spaces, 
recreational and social opportunities in the built environment in social housing 
development complexes since effective demand and profitability do not have such 
a paramount importance as in private rental developments. Individual architectural 
elements of community-oriented housing can be promoted with the funding 
instruments, but it rarely happens in practice. One example is the social housing 
subsidy in the federal state of Rhineland-Palatinate, which, in the case of subsidized 
housing projects, provides the possibility, under certain conditions, that one of the 
subsidized apartments may be intended for communal use by the house community. 
Here, social housing promotion offers fine-tuning possibilities that do not exist 
in private renting developments.

A possible alternative to social rental housing would be the promotion of property 
measures via social housing subsidies. In certain federal states of Germany, far more 
ownership measures are promoted than rental dwellings. The focus of funding could be 
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shifted away from single-family homes towards manageable condominium complexes 
built according to community-oriented design principles – if possible in conjunction 
with elements of joint planning and development by future residents according to the 
model of cohousing.

All in all, social rental housing has the advantage of a high level of security in itself. 
In principle, it also offers the possibility of implementing community-friendly design 
and participation and involvement of the residents. However, the practice of social 
housing leaves much to be desired. In particular, far too little is done to free social 
tenants from their passive role in the system. Also, social housing is not a suitable 
tenure for broad strata of the population.

4.5. Cooperative housing

Collaborative housing (CH) is an umbrella term to encompass a wide variety 
of housing forms with different degrees of collective self-organization including 
cooperatives and cohousing communities (Czischke et al., 2020, pp. 3, 6). The term 
suggests that collaboration among residents as well as between a community of 
residents and external stakeholders in housing provision represents one core aspect of 
all different models (Vestbro, 2010; Fromm, 2012). In this sense, the term collaboration 
stands for coordinated action towards a common purpose. Common attributes include 
a high degree of social contact between the residents and the presence, to different 
extents, of shared goals and motives in relation to the housing project (Czischke 
et al., 2020, p. 7).

In cooperative housing, the residents own a share in the project with the right 
to occupy a designated unit. A housing cooperative is a business and value community 
that benefits its members. The benefit for the members is not a high capital dividend, 
but a lifelong right of residence at a fair rent. The cooperative idea unites the idea of 
self-help with that of solidarity in the group. Moreover, an assumption is that other 
goals would be met through cooperative housing including: decreased dependencies; 
increased economic, social and personal development and self-determination; 
dismantlement of paternalistic and oppressive structures; and so on (Turner and 
Fichter, 1972, p. 195).

Housing cooperatives have the presumption on their side to promote the sense 
of community, neighborhood cohesion, cooperation and stability of milieus, because 
they are designed for long periods of residence and participatory co-determination. 
A number of studies from different countries support this thesis12. Compared to other 

12 See the overview of relevant studies at Crabtree et al. (2019, p. 17).
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tenures, cooperatives provide stronger social networks and support as well as better 
relations among neighbors.

A study conducted in Canada in 2003 found that residents of cooperatives reported 
a higher level of social support than residents of other forms of community housing 
(Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2003).

A study of nearly 500 buildings in New York that were transferred by the city 
to different legal forms compared the results in the buildings transferred to cooperatives 
with those transferred to other legal forms (community groups, private landlords 
and local housing authorities). The result was that the residents in the newly formed 
cooperatives were more satisfied in several fields than those in the other three forms. In 
the field of social capital, this was the case with regard to participation, the willingness 
to assume responsibility and the strength of and commitment to prosocial norms 
(Saegert and Winkel, 1998).

Members of housing cooperatives in the U. S. feel they have greater social capital and 
stronger support networks, while in Norway cooperative members use a community 
app to help each other with tasks such as picking up mail and running dogs. Residents of 
rental housing cooperatives in Australia and Canada report a strong sense of community 
and a sense of home, security and neighborhood (Crabtree et al., 2019, p. 11).

The advantages of cooperative housing are probably best achieved in small, 
manageable cooperatives in which the members of the cooperative live together as 
neighbors. Furthermore, cooperative housing is an ideal tenure in terms of ontological 
security and participation, because the comrades have a permanent right of residence, 
they can democratically co-determine according to the principle of one man one vote 
and also the cooperative bodies such as the board of directors and the supervisory 
board are filled with cooperative members.

The community orientation in cooperative housing is further strengthened if the 
residential properties are planned, developed and built together and the architecture 
and the built environment are designed to promote community. In this respect, the 
housing cooperative is a suitable final legal form for co-housing projects.

4.6. Co-housing (Baugemeinschaften)

Co-housing is defined as a specific collaborative housing model, implying stronger 
links between people. This concept is in line with the original Danish Bofaelleskab 
concept, which puts emphasis on “sharing common areas, making decisions in non-
hierarchical processes, living and interacting socially, and doing things together” 
(Falkenstjerne Beck, 2020, p. 4). Cohousing initiatives are context-dependent, but 
they share four fundamental common principles:
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 § a dimension of visions and values (sharing common ideas on how to live),
 § an organizational dimension,
 § a social-relational dimension (importance given to the social architecture) and
 § a spatial dimension (the physical layout of the building is designed for social 

interaction).
Therefore, according to Falkenstjerne Beck, cohousing is different from other 

“established” types of housing provision because it is considered by the author, citing 
Jarvis (2015, p. 102), as “a living arrangement”, which “represents more than simply 
an alternative system of housing: the social dimensions reveal a setting and system 
that cultivates an intentional negotiated ethos of sharing”.

In concrete terms, cohousing is a grouping of people who are willing to plan, 
develop and build their housing project together for individual and at the same 
time community-oriented self-use. A co-housing project aims at a communal, self-
managed and participative form of housing with the aim of permanently promoting 
interactions among the members of the community and developing a strong sense 
of community. The architecture is designed to promote social relations. A co-housing 
settlement consists of individually used private residential units and common facilities 
(e.g. common kitchen, common room, common garden, guest room, laundry room, 
day care center, library, workshop, fitness room).

The residential project Casa Nostra with 12 condominiums in a central location in 
the city of Schwerte, which has been awarded by the Association of German Architects, 
is an example of a corresponding manifestation of the community idea in co-housing:

“We want to expand our current way of life in a joint housing project. We find 
different characters, talents, attitudes and lifestyles exciting. We have fun in lively 
community, without wanting to limit the right to individuality of others” (from the 
exposé of the assembly).

The architecture of the object includes space for community life as well as for the 
privacy of the individual. The entrance area and the gallery developments arranged 
around the central residential courtyard offer a variety of opportunities to stay and 
meet. A common room is available to all residents for group meetings, parties or the 
accommodation of guests13.

The legal form of a co-housing project depends on the project’s implementation 
phase. After completion of the apartments, the property is either cooperative or 
individual condominium ownership. This means that co-housing as a tenure provides 
for a high degree of security.

13 See: Casa Nostra – Ein Schwerter Wohnprojekt. Postwelters Partner.



I.2. Outlines of a Communitarian Housing and Urban Development Policy 65

From a participatory perspective, with these decentralized small communities, 
initiative and cooperation among the members are promoted at the same time. 
The community experience refers to joint planning, building and living together 
in a manageable community of like-minded people. At the same time, the development 
of social capital associated with such building communities can extend beyond the 
community itself (Ruiu, 2015).

People create their own homes together. Therefore the co-housing community can be 
regarded as an ideal communitarian form of living. In this respect, it is the model by which the 
other tenures should be measured.

4.7. Apartment-sharing community

An apartment-sharing community (“Wohngemeinschaft” or “WG” in German) is 
a joint tenure in which several independent persons, who are usually not related 
to each other, live together in one dwelling without having a common household. As 
a rule, each member of the community has their own room and central rooms such 
as the bathroom, kitchen and, if necessary, the living room are shared. This type of 
residential community is not explicitly regulated in the German Civil Code. Therefore, 
different rental contract designs are possible:

 § A main tenant and subtenants,
 § Several main tenants in one rental agreement,
 § Individual rental agreements with each resident.

A distinction is made between purpose WGs and non-purpose WGs, which are 
a conscious decision for this form of living and way of life among partners who often 
already know each other.

As a tenure an apartment-sharing community is particularly important for 
younger people, e.g. students, trainees and young professionals. In addition, there are 
WGs of single parents who support each other in childcare, multi-generation flats, 
senior citizens’ WGs and “Plus WGs” for people aged 50 and over who do not need 
external help to live. With these WGs, cost savings are less in the foreground of the 
motivation to join or establish them. More important motives are often the prevention 
of loneliness in old age and premature institutional care as well as the possibility 
of mutual support.

Today, the apartment-sharing community is still predominantly a transitional 
tenure with an emphasis on the first phase of the residential life cycle. As a tenure, 
the WG has the advantage of cost sharing on its side. This is offset by a considerable 
loss of privacy and seclusion. However, this can also be seen as an advantage and can 
even be the decisive factor for joining a WG. The apartment-sharing community offers 
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the opportunity to continue to practice social behavior and tolerance after leaving 
the parental home. Both are important key qualifications for working life and living 
together in a family.

4.8. Co-living

The so-called “Co-Living” is a special form of shared housing with self-contained, 
furnished apartments and individual tenancy agreements for each resident (Davies, 
2015). The number of members is significantly larger than in a traditional apartment-
sharing community. In addition, the co-living properties are usually equipped with 
various communal facilities such as fitness areas, gardens, pools, roof terraces, laundry 
rooms, yoga rooms, libraries and often work spaces. If the objects also contain common 
work spaces, they are hybrid living and working communities. The tenure of co-living 
is primarily aimed at younger, mobile urban target groups such as exchange students, 
interns, students, start-up employees or freelancers. It is designed for flexibility and 
comfort, and the average duration of residence is comparatively short. Nevertheless, 
the community aspect is very important in this tenure:

“Residents of a co-living house… are open-minded and interested in meeting and 
working with other creative people and their visions. It is important for residents of 
co-living communities to support and motivate each other. At best, they share common 
interests. Another advantage of co-living is that the creative young residents, although 
they like to work a lot, are never alone. Co-Living is a modern and successful way of 
living together. The aim of Co-Living is to develop a worldwide network so that young 
people who want to work creatively can feel at home everywhere”14.

4.9. Community and housing tenure synopsis

We can arrange the different tenures according to their respective security and 
community orientation in a two-dimensional portfolio. While apartment-sharing 
communities and co-living combine a high level of community orientation with a low 
level of security orientation, the opposite is true for traditional owner-occupied homes.

From a communitarian point of view, tenures like Cooperative housing and 
Co-housing that combine long-term security and community orientation at the 
same time are ideal. Ontological security supports the long-term nature and stability 
of social relations. If such hybrid forms of housing are widespread in a neighborhood, 

14 See: Co-Living: Die zeitgemäße Wohngemeinschaft.
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then the social relations within this neighborhood may also stabilize (Ruiu, 2015) 
and a balanced neighborhood identity may develop.

Figure 2. Security and community orientation of different tenures
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Conclusions

This paper attempted to examine the viability of communitarianism as an 
overarching housing and urban development paradigm that can compete on an equal 
footing with other paradigms such as liberalism or socialism in terms of practical and 
feasible policy recommendations. It is open for debate, whether such overarching 
paradigms are necessary at all. The alternative would be to examine individual 
problems without an overarching political-philosophical context. This would lead 
to inconsistent recommendations and an inconsistent policy that would also be 
difficult to communicate.

Admittedly, the theoretical and empirical basis for the recommendations given 
here to housing and urban development policy is still relatively weak. There is still 
a considerable need for research with regard to the links between different tenures, 
features of buildings and the built environment and the development of social capital. 
Some of the relevant studies only deal with individual tenures or the differentiation 
between the tenures considered is too rough. Apart from that, there is a need for 
interdisciplinary research. It is not entirely clear how the architectural and urban 
development characteristics of buildings and neighborhoods will impact local 
communities when combined with different tenures.
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A communitarian housing policy with the aim of promoting social cohesion should 
presumably create considerably more new residential developments as cooperative 
or co-housing projects (e.g. by awarding concepts, giving preferential treatment 
to co-housing when awarding urban plots of land, offering advice). Accordingly, the 
focus of homeownership formation would shift away from individual ownership 
towards condominium or cooperative ownership.

An attempt could also be made to give more weight to community-oriented tenures 
in the housing stock. This could be done, for example, by spinning off cooperatives from 
existing public or private housing companies or by other group privatization models.

Social housing promotion should favor community-oriented home ownership 
over individual ownership. The promotion of social rental housing should, as far as 
possible, be made more participatory and community-oriented.

Where are the intersections and contradictions between the competing political 
philosophies? The fundamental differences of a communitarian versus a liberal housing 
policy are obvious. The communitarian approach requires intervention in free pricing, 
additional regulation and intervention, as well as targeted subsidies. The difference 
between a communitarian and a social democratic policy, on the other hand, lies in the 
different emphasis of the relationship between property ownership and security. Social 
democrats generally try to ensure collective security through high collective tenant 
protection standards and many social housing schemes. Their concept of community 
focuses on large relatively equal social collectives, while communitarians are much more 
concerned with small and local communities, especially in their diversity. Accordingly, 
security of housing in manageable communities must be ensured at this level.

From an urban planning point of view, it would be most important to strengthen 
the urbanity of cities where it has been lost. Our cities and neighborhoods must be 
revived as local multifunctional places of encounter, communication and cooperation.
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