
Why? Getting involved in local outdoor spaces can help us to feel part 
of a community, feel good about ourselves and improve the environment. 
However, communities face challenges negotiating planning and policy 
frameworks, finding resources and ways of working together. This research 
documents and shares solutions used by existing communities actively 
involved in shared outdoor spaces.

How? I visited 4 UK cohousing sites where residents design, use and 
maintain shared outdoor spaces. I volunteered on workdays, went on 
walking tours, interviewed residents and designers, and analysed photos and 
documents.

              Scan QR code to email me!

1. Shared intentions
2. An evolving vision
3. Value in diversity 
4. Self-selecting group 
5. A ‘steady core’
6. A manifesto
7. Policies & agreements
8. Picture in many ways 
9. Signposting
10. Open channels 
11. Whole group consensus 
12. Smaller working groups 
13. Having a say
14. Communication training 
15. Decision logging
16. A learning project 
17. Pooling resources 
18. Communal workdays 
19. Individual know-how
20. ‘Individual enterprise’ 
21. Self-build in stages
22. Quick fixes 
23. Trial-runs & mock-ups 
24. Reuse & repurpose

25. Rewilding the garden
26. An allocated budget 
27. A cottage industry 
28. Growing produce
29. Composting
30. The unwritten rules 
31. Creative play 
32. Celebrations & traditions 
33. A shared meal
34. Connecting to nature
35. Being alone
36. Personalise
37. Networks & hubs 
38. Online platforms 
39. Learning from peers
40. Family & friends
41. Good neighbours
42. Point of contact 
43. Hiring out 
44. Resident – experts 
45. Open days
46. Neighbourhood events 
47. Hosting 
48. Taking part in research

49. Living in the city
50. Housing cluster 
51. Restricting cars 
52. Central green
53. Central utilities & storage 
54. Shared landmarks 
55. Commonhouse spill-out 
56. Open gateways 
57. Public access 
58. Small private plot 
59. Permeable buffers 
60. Leftover space 
61. Wilderness 
62. Pocket retreat 
63. Dedicated play area 
64. Moveable furniture 
65. The noticeboard 
66. Signs, instructions & labels
67. Get to know the group
68. Expanded scope
69. Technical advisor 
70. Group facilitator
71.  Go-between
72. Design for adaption
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60. Leftover spaces

DESIGN OF SPACES

An area of the site that is yet to be developed for 
temporary uses and future adaption. Developing 
the site in stages [21] is often required due to limited 
budgets, time and resources, leaving areas of the site 
undeveloped. These spaces can be temporarily used 
for celebrations [33], play [31], experimentation [23] or 
storage [53]. Overtime, leftover spaces can be adapted 
to make room for new ideas as the group vision 
evolves [2] or left to create a ‘wilderness’ [35,61]. 
Consider intentionally leaving spaces undeveloped 
at the design stage so there is opportunty for it to be 
adapted in the future [72].
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24. Reuse & repurpose

CREATING RESOURCES

Reusing materials and equipment found freely on-

site or locally. Reusing and repurposing materials and 

resources found on the site or in the local area reduces 

the impact on limited budgets [26] and supports a 

sustainable ethos [6] to reduce material waste. This 

could include setting up a central composting system 

[29], getting free things from neighbours [41] and 

websites [38] or using scrap materials for ‘junk play’ 

[31]. Be aware that collecting free materials requires 

additional storage, so agree withing the group [11] 

whether the material is needed and how it will be 

stored [53].
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32. Celebrations & traditions
USING SPACES

Festive events to acknowledge group or individual 

resident identities, achievements, or milestones. 

Creating and maintaining shared landscapes is made 

up of lots of small achievements over a long period 

of time [21]. It is easy to forget what has been 

achieved or feel there is not enough time to enjoy 

it. Events to celebrate achievements or milestones, 

acknowledges the efforts of the group, reinforces a 

sense of community identity and makes time for fun. 

Birthdays, weddings, harvests and bonfire nights, 

bring together family, friends [40] and neighbours [41] 

around a shared meal [33] on the central green [52], 

commonhouse spill-out [55] leftover spaces [60] or 

shared landmarks [54].
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21. Self-build in stagesCREATING RESOURCES

Building some elements of the site bit-by-bit, using 

the skills within the group and learning on the job. 

Residents with gardening and building skills [19] or a 

willingness to learn [16] may prefer to build elements 

of the outdoor spaces themselves. This can save on 

the costs of hiring someone else [43] and personalise 

[36] the space, but is likely to take longer and in stages. 

It is unrealistic that all parts of the site can be built at 

the same time, so focus time and resources on one 

project at a time. Completing one area of the site 

before moving on to another [60], provides a space 

the group can use in the meantime.
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72. Design for adaption
FOR RPACTITIONERS

Leave space in the design for residents to build, 

adapt or personalise the site to suit their skills and 

interests. Residents are often involved in building [21] 

and maintaining [18,22,25,28] of shared landscapes, 

creating many unknowns for the practitioner and 

the design of the site. Get to know residents [67], 

their interests and capabilities [19] in building and 

maintaining the site so you can create a plan that 

outlines the permanent or essential parts, such as 

buildings and planning requirements, as well as space 

for temporary, experimental or self-built suggestions. 

Create plans for different purposes and let residents 

use drawings and models as tools to design and 

develop the site themselves [8].
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25. Rewilding the garden

CREATING RESOURCES

A low-maintenance approach to gardening that 

encourages wildlife and a ‘natural-looking’ space.  

Newly built outdoor spaces or inherited overgrown 

gardens can be energy and time-intensive to maintain, 

particularly when other construction projects  [21] 

take priority. Groups can adopt low maintenance 

approaches to reduce the energy needed to maintain 

spaces [23] in leftover areas [60] where it is preferable 

to have more naturalistic landscapes [61]. Groups can 

be inspired by permaculture principles to make the 

productive landscapes work efficiently or leave areas 

of lawn uncut as meadow. Rewilded spaces allow 

residents to feel a connection to nature [34] and fit 

with shared intentions [1] around ecology.
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2. An evolving vision
ESTABLISHING A VISION

A shared vision that evolves to reflect the changing 

views and members of the group. Over time residents 

may leave or join the community, family structures 

change, members are born and grow older. The 

shared views, values and interests of the community 

[1] also evolve to reflect these changes. Residents 

need opportunities to suggest adaptions to the vision 

that reflect a change in views and avoid a feeling that 

‘things are set in stone’. An evolving vision can be 

achieved by holding repeated ‘visioning days’, ‘annual 

away days’, regular policy reviews [7], open channels 

of communication [10] and by enabling individual 

proposals [13].
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22. Trial-runs & m
ock-ups

CREATING RESOURCES

True to scale, in-situ prototypes and testing out 

ideas to get the ball rolling. New
 ideas [2,13], such as 

getti
ng chickens or building a new

 bike shed [21], can 

be controversial, diffi
cult to visualise or com

plicated 

to w
ork out how

 it w
ill function in practice. M

ock-

up proposals at a one-to-one scale on-site [8] or trial 

new
 policies and w

ays of using space before agreeing 

to them
 perm

anently [23]. Prototyping allow
s the 

com
m

unity to m
ake an inform

ed decision [11] on 

new
 ideas and adapt their size, location or other finer 

w
orking details [16]. Exam

ples include borrow
ing 

chickens on a trial basis or m
arking out the location 

and m
ass of new

 storage buildings or raised beds.
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31. Creative play
USING SPACES

Creative and unexpected ways of interacting with 

the site by adults and children. Adults 
and children 

find ways to
 be creative and play in all, a

nd sometimes 

unexpected, sp
aces. P

lay is i
mportant fo

r re
sidents t

o 

socialise
 with others, 

learn about th
eir s

urro
undings 

[16], c
onnect w

ith nature [34], u
se their im

agination 

and express 
identity [36]. Driveways can become 

racetracks, 
overgrown shrubs harbour dens [61] 

and scrap materials r
eused [24] fo

r ‘ju
nk play’. O

pen 

spaces can be used for m
any different activities, s

uch 

as clim
bing, yoga or si

nging. W
hen play conflicts w

ith 

other uses, consider creating a dedicated play area 

[63], q
uiet sp

aces fo
r re

treat [6
2] and set out ru

les and 

expectations fo
r how spaces can be used [30].
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What? I documented 72 solutions describing the ways residents and 
designers develop a vision, make decisions, create resources, work with 
others, use and design spaces, in a deck of cards.

1.  Gather site plans & documents

2.  Map patterns you already use

3.  Discuss what works and what         
     doesn’t

4.  Identify gaps and problems

5.  Map new patterns

Game #1: ‘Pattern mapping’

1.  Write down a problem or                                              
     challenge

2.  Deal all the cards to the group

3.  Each choose a pattern that ‘best-          
 fits’

4.  Discuss how they could be                 
 applied

Game #2: ‘Best-fit’

1.  Write down two opposite               
      tensions

2.  Put a piece of string between

3.  Put ‘resolving’ patterns on string

4.  Connect related patterns

5.  Discuss how they could be           
 applied

Game #3: ‘Balancing’
Pattern card 

games for 
community housing 

landscapes.

Want to know more?

Visit: tinyurl.com/patternposter

Aimee Felstead
The University of Sheffield, Dep. of Landscape Architecture          
    alfelstead2@sheffield.ac.uk

64. Moveable furnitureDESIGN OF SPACES

Unfixed outdoor furniture that can be reconfigured  

or cleared away for different activities. The central 

green [52], commonhouse spillout [55] and other 

leftover spaces [60] accommodate a range of activities 

and events [32,46], but are routinely used for eating 

outdoors together [33]. Moveable chairs, tables and 

play equiptment can be reconfigured for outdoor 

eating, meetings and other activities, or cleared 

away when larger open spaces are needed. Gazebos, 

umbrellas and other temporary covers facilitate 

outdoor distanced gatherings. Set aside an allocated 

budget [26] to maintain and replace furniture over 

time. 
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