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ABSTRACT
The paper focuses on differences and similarities between two types
of intentional private residential communities: cohousing and gated
communities. The academic debate is dominated by the view that
cohousing and gated communities are completely different
phenomena in terms of aims, goals, nature and characteristics.
However, I do not find these opinions entirely convincing: hence,
in this paper, I shall discuss some of their weaknesses with regard
to the (alleged) differences between cohousing and gated
communities in terms of the reasons guiding the choice of the
community, openness of communal spaces and the speculative
nature of the projects. Some critical perspectives in terms of
public policy are introduced in the last part of the paper.
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1. Introduction

According to many authors, cohousing is a highly distinctive and positive phenomenon
(see for instance: Crabtree (2006), Fromm (1991), Jarvis (2011), Jarvis and Bonnett
(2013), McCamant, Durrett, and Hertzman (2011), Meltzer (2005) and Scotthanson
and Scotthanson (2005)) which helps counteract some trends in urban neo-liberalism
such as socio-spatial polarization, marketization and individualism: ‘Cohousing [… ] pro-
vides an answer to the rise of hyper-individualism and the breakdown of community’ (Lie-
taert, 2010, p. 578). See also Fromm (2012):

[Cohousing communities] can model good neighbouring: successfully mixing residential
incomes [… ]; stabilizing a vulnerable or marginalized group [… ]; introducing a different
residential population into a building or neighbourhood [… ]; [increasing] involvement
within communities in volunteerism and local politics. (pp. 387–388)

For these various reasons, cohousing is seen as antipodal to some varieties of home-
owners associations (in particular gated communities, but also, for instance, executive
communities and retirement communities), which are most widespread in the US, but
exist in some European countries as well. In fact, private residential communities of
these kinds are mainly interpreted as by-products of increasing levels of social division,
privatism, enclavism and fear (see, among many others: Atkinson and Blandy (2013),
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Atkinson and Flint (2004), Blakely and Snyder (1998), Blandy and Lister (2005), Davis
(1990), Le Goix (2005) and Low (1997, 2001)).

The view that cohousing and gated communities are antipodal phenomena is very well
represented by a paper recently published in ‘Sociological Inquiry’ by Ruiu (2014), in
which the author conducts a literature review on the differences between cohousing
and gated communities. A large part of her paper is devoted to rejecting certain theses
that I have asserted in two previous papers (Chiodelli, 2009, 2010).

Ruiu’s literature review is extensive and thorough, and her reasoning is convincing in
several respects. Nevertheless, generally speaking, her interpretation of cohousing (as well
as the interpretation currently dominant in the academic debate) has, in my opinion, some
major weaknesses—and, on some points, it seems to be grounded on a rather ‘ideological’
stance which lacks empirical evidence supporting it. Therefore, in this paper, I shall con-
tinue my academic argument with Maria L. Ruiu. I hope that this will be something more
than a sterile and introverted debate between Ruiu and myself: in fact, the phenomenon of
private residential communities is of great importance, very controversial and in need of
much more research and analysis. Moreover, as said, Ruiu’s viewpoint is paradigmatic of a
very common interpretation of cohousing communities. It is for this reason that, by reply-
ing to Ruiu, I hope to make a valuable contribution to the international debate on cohous-
ing and gated communities—as well as on other forms of intentional private residential
communities.

To this end, the paper is structured as follows: in Section 2, I summarize Ruiu’s main
thesis and arguments on the differences between cohousing and gated communities; in
Section 3, I highlight what are, in my opinion, the main weaknesses and fallacies in
Ruiu’s analysis (evidence from the Italian case is provided in the last paragraph of the
section in order to support my reasoning); in Section 4, I discuss some ideas and critical
perspectives on policy implications which ensue from my viewpoint on cohousing and
gated communities. The last section sets out my conclusions.

2. Differences between cohousing and gated communities: Ruiu’s Thesis
and argument

In this section, I highlight the main thesis of Ruiu’s paper, and I summarize her principal
arguments in support of it.

Ruiu’s main thesis is that ‘the comparison between cohousing and gated communities
suggests more differences than similarities’ (Ruiu, 2014, p. 329). In her opinion, these
differences derive from five main elements.

First, the role represented by security in terms of reasons for choosing the commu-
nity, and the way in which security is achieved. According to Ruiu, in gated commu-
nities, security is ‘the “star” around which the system revolves’ (Ruiu, 2014, p. 329), and
it is achieved in particular through explicit surveillance systems (gates and fences,
closed-circuit televisions, security patrols, etc.). By contrast, in cohousing communities,
security is the result of dense and close social connections among residents (a kind of
social control à la Jane Jacobs, according to Ruiu), not the product of some ‘external’
object or device.

Second, the degree of closure to the outside. In gated communities, facilities and
common spaces are available only to residents—they are ‘privatized public spaces’
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(Ruiu, 2014, p. 325) tending ‘to produce social exclusion because they do not make avail-
able facilities for outside’ (p. 326). By contrast, in cohousing communities, activities and
spaces are ‘open to the outside to encourage the integration within the wider context’
(p. 329).

Third, the sense of community. In gated communities, ‘the development of the sense of
community is not a primary aim, but it could be a secondary result consequent to the
proximity of people’ (Ruiu, 2014, p. 330). Therefore, the residents are more linked with
‘the feeling of being part of a “club” rather than a “community”’ (p. 328). By contrast,
since cohousing settlements are intentional communities, residents decide to settle there
precisely because of their desire to live in a close-knit community.

Fourth, the genealogy and nature of the community. Gated communities are the result
of ‘the speculative market system that produces top-down logics’ (Ruiu, 2014, p. 329). In
contrast, cohousing is ‘outside of any speculative logic’ (p. 327).

Fifth, values embedded in the community. Gated communities are characterized by
values such as privacy, exclusivity, refuge and separation from the ‘Stranger’. In con-
trast, cohousing rests on the concepts of sharing, mutual help and consensus among
residents.

Ruiu recognizes that some similarities exist between these two kinds of communities.
However, it seems that, in her opinion, these similarities are superficial and secondary.
For instance, Ruiu admits that both types of community tend to exclude the poor
because of the costs of accessing housing units, which are generally higher than those
of traditional housing (because they provide residents with several facilities and
common spaces, the cost of which is incorporated into the price of the housing unit).
But, according to her, when considering this fact, it is not possible to ignore the different
forces (speculative in the case of gated communities, non-speculative grass-roots in the
case of cohousing) that produce these communities: it seems to be that, in her opinion,
exclusion of the poor is intrinsic to the concept of a gated community, whilst in a cohous-
ing community it is the involuntary and accidental by-product of financial constraints.
Another similarity that Ruiu mentions is the fact that both kinds of communities are regu-
lated by internal (private) agreements—for instance, regarding the use and management of
shared spaces. However, in Ruiu’s opinion, the aim of these rules is different: it is a purely
functional aim in gated communities, a way to promote social life inside and outside the
community in cohousing settlements.

To sum up, according to Ruiu, cohousing and gated communities are profoundly differ-
ent in terms of aims, goals and development, even if ‘it is possible that some cohousing
examples can be similar to the gated communities model, and vice versa’ (Ruiu, 2014,
p. 330).

3. Similarities between cohousing and gated communities: a reply to Ruiu

3.1. A taxonomical analysis of private residential communities

Before analysing the points in Ruiu’s reasoning that are not entirely convincing, a speci-
fication is necessary—also because an interested international reader may find it difficult
to access the two above-mentioned papers on which Ruiu’s argument rests (Chiodelli,
2009, 2010) because they are written in Italian (however, an insight into my ideas on
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the cohousing phenomenon can be obtained from a paper recently published in English:
Chiodelli & Baglione, 2014).

Even if Ruiu is quite correct in reporting the theses expressed in Chiodelli (2009, 2010),
her pivotal statement that ‘According to Chiodelli, gated and cohousing communities
cannot be distinguished’ (Ruiu, 2014, p. 324) is not completely accurate. In fact, my
thesis is rather different: I maintain that cohousing and gated communities are two differ-
ent objects from many points of view (therefore, they are quite well distinguishable);
however, in my opinion, they can be regarded as parts of the same phenomenon, that
of private residential communities, because they share constitutive characteristics. By
‘constitutive characteristics’ I mean institutional and organizational features, such as,
for instance, their legal (private) status, the rules governing everyday life, the existence
of a mechanism of resident selection and restrictions on the use of communal services
by people from outside the community.

These features can be deemed necessary because the existence, specificity and function-
ing of these private residential communities rely on them. Also to be stressed is that, even
if there are wide differences among private residential communities in different contexts
(for a review on differences among cohousing communities in European countries, see for
instance Tummers, 2015), I think that these features can be considered as characterizing
the majority of these communities across different countries.1 By private residential
community I mean a private settlement in which ‘a residential association [… ] provides
collective goods for a membership of residents [… ]. Such associations are governed by
real-estate contract law and by their internal private rules, such as conditions, covenants,
and restrictions’ (Foldvary, 2002, p. 273).2

There are many types of private residential communities. Apart from cohousing and
gated communities, there are, for instance, retirement communities, that is, residential
communities intended for elderly people (McHugh, Gober, & Borough, 2002; McHugh
& Larson-Keagy, 2005), and religious communities, such as the Ave Maria community
in Florida, which was founded for the principal purpose of establishing an all-Catholic
residential community (Bollinger, 2009). (For further types of private residential commu-
nities, see for instance Blakely and Snyder (1998).)

The constitutive characteristics of cohousing and gated communities can be recognized
in the following five elements (Chiodelli & Baglione, 2014): (i) communitarian multifunc-
tionality (they offer community facilities and services in addition to more traditional
private residential functions); (ii) constitutional and operational rules of a private
nature (they are governed by a corpus of private laws that are accepted unanimously by
the community’s components to assure its specificity and functioning); (iii) residents’ par-
ticipation and self-organization (inhabitants are involved in the everyday management of
the community); (iv) residents’ self-selection (the association governing the community
can select residents and decide who has access to community areas and services; this pre-
rogative is due to the private nature of the association and of community space); (v) value
characterization (residents often share some kind of value or preference).

To make this point clearer, I suggest thinking of cohousing and gated communities in
terms of a ‘taxonomy’. We could say that cohousing and gated communities—together
with other kinds of private residential communities—belong to the same ‘family’, that
of the so-called contractual communities, that is, territory-based organizational forms
(tied to a specific tract of land) which members join on the basis of a contract unanimously
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underwritten, and in light of the benefits it will guarantee them, for instance in terms of
services (Brunetta &Moroni, 2012). They also belong to the same ‘species’, that of residen-
tial contractual communities (or private residential communities), that is, a contractual
community with a main residential function. (Not all contractual communities have a
main residential function: this is the case, for instance, of shopping centres, land trusts
and marinas.) However, they differ in terms of ‘varietas’3 (see Table 1) (just as a Jack
Russell Terrier and a German Shepherd both belong to the family of ‘Canidae’ and to
the species of ‘Canis familiaris’, but differ for instance in terms of size and breed and
are, therefore, clearly distinguishable from each other, even if they are both dogs).

The difference between cohousing and gated communities rests on specific nuances of
their constitutive characteristics; for instance, the quality and quantity of the communal
services provided (in gated communities, they are intended more to provide security
and protect privacy; in cohousing communities, they are intended more to enhance com-
munal life), or, the mechanisms for residents’ selection (which in cohousing settlements
are based primarily on informal processes aimed at exploring the values of applicant
co-housers, whilst in gated communities they rest on the ability or willingness to pay
for residential association fees and communal services).

The fact that cohousing and gated communities share their constitutive characteristics,
and differ only in terms of certain superficial and secondary features has significant con-
sequences, which I will argue in the following sections.

3.2. Some analytical weaknesses in Ruiu’s reasoning

Ruiu’s reasoning is well structured and convincing in several parts. However, there are
some imprecisions relative to the description and analysis of cohousing and gated commu-
nities that I would like to stress. It is because of these imprecisions that Ruiu’s thesis
appears somewhat unconvincing.

In this section I focus on three main imprecisions.
The first concerns the main reason why a person chooses to live in a cohousing or in a

gated community. In some cases it is probably true that, as Ruiu states, a person chooses to
live in a gated community mainly for security reasons, and in a cohousing community
because s/he is looking for communal life and close-knit relationships with neighbours.
However, this does not seem to be an idea shared by the entire academic community,
nor a general rule supported by strong empirical evidence. For instance, with reference
to gated communities, Glasze, Webster, and Frantz (2006) state that:

The spread of privately governed and secured neighbourhoods has been associated with a
growing local security problem [… ]. However, the empirical bases for these assumptions
have been for a long time rather superficial. [… ] Security is only one of the services the

Table 1. Taxonomy of private residential communities.
Taxon Name

Family Contractual communities (or private communities)
Species Residential contractual communities (or private residential communities)
Varietas (x) Cohousing

(y) Gated communities
(w) Retirement communities
(z)…
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residents want and usually in conventional and private neighbourhoods it is packaged up
with other services. Locational choice can be made on the basis of subjective evaluation of
bundles of civic goods. (pp. 1–2)

A similar point concerning the diverse reasons why the residents choose to live in a
gated community is also stressed, among others, by Lee and Webster (2006), Manzi
and Smith-Bowers (2005), Moroni (2014) and Nelson (2005). Walks (2014), in his
survey on the preferences that induce people to move into gated communities instead
of non-gated communities in Canada, finds that

The three most important reasons that distinguish between moving into gated or non-gated
communities relate to the demand for space for empty-nesters to retire and downsize, the
demand for collective services and maintenance-free living and the demand for security
and safety, generally in that order, with the prominence of each factor dependent upon
local context. (p. 62)

Setha Low (2003), too, in her research on gated communities in the US, received a
diversity of responses to her questions about the reasons for moving into a gated commu-
nity from the residents whom she interviewed. To sum up, according to several authors
and field research, insecurity and fear are not the only reasons (and often not the main
ones) for choosing a gated community.

Just as gated communities can be chosen for a variety of reasons, it may be that also
cohousing is chosen for many reasons other than the attraction of communitarian
values: for instance, for functional reasons (e.g. because of the services that cohousing pro-
vides), or because it is preferred to have people of a specific kind as neighbours—since the
selection of residents assures a certain homogeneity in residents’ values, attitudes and pre-
ferences (co-housers are generally environmentally friendly, politically progressive and
well-educated) (Bresson & Denèfle, 2015; Meltzer, 2000; Rogers, 2005; Williams, 2008).
In fact, there is a scarcity of accurate and extensive field and quantitative research on
the factors that induce people to move into cohousing communities. There are very few
studies of this kind. One of them supports Ruiu’s thesis: Esther Sullivan (2015), in her eth-
nography of the cohousing community of Sunrise Place (Austin, Texas), finds that
members of the community are strongly attracted by communal life. However, we lack
similar works on other cases, and more precise and extensive surveys on the motivations
of co-housers (Sullivan’s work too is ‘just’ an ethnography, and not a survey), in order to
formulate a general rule on the factors attracting people to cohousing communities. This is
why I think that it is at least hasty to maintain that, as Ruiu does, in (‘all’) cohousing com-
munities the development of a strong community and mutual exchange are primarily the
aims and main motivations of the inhabitants when they decide to move into the commu-
nity. For instance, as I will argue in the next section, this is certainly not the case of ‘all’
Italian cohousing communities.

A second imprecision concerns closure to the outside. As I have previously mentioned,
according to Ruiu common facilities and spaces are available only to residents in gated
communities, but they are open to use by people who are not members on the community
in cohousing settlements. However, in this case too, the real situation seems to be more
nuanced than the one described by Ruiu. Not only in gated communities, but also in
cohousing communities, communal spaces and services (e.g. the communal laundry,
kitchen or orchard) are paid by, dimensioned on and maintained by residents (see the
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examples from Italy in the following section); it is, therefore, quite normal for them to be
used almost exclusively by residents. Then, even when these spaces and facilities are open
to the outside, they are ‘selectively’ and ‘temporarily’ open (not whatever service or space,
and not whenever), and the rules of access and conduct of external users are decided dis-
cretionally by the community (On limits to homeowners associations’ right to select and
regulate residents and visitors’ access and behaviour, see for instance: Alexander (2002),
Ellickson (1982), Rahe (2002), Rubenfeld (2002) and Strahilevitz (2006).)

At this stage, it is worth stressing another issue concerning communal spaces in private
residential communities. These spaces are defined as public or semi-public by several
authors (see for instance: Jarvis (2011), Ruiu (2014) and Sargisson (2000)). However, it
does not appear correct to talk of public or semi-public spaces in the case of communal
spaces within both cohousing and gated communities: they are indubitably ‘private’
spaces—more precisely, we could label them ‘complex private spaces’:

making such cases ‘complex’ as such is not simply the joint use of a given space by several
individuals, but chiefly the fact that there is a (private) contract in force, a binding agreement
endorsed explicitly by members, that establishes the entitlements and duties pertaining to the
use of the space in question. (Chiodelli & Moroni, 2014a, p. 169)

Note that it also seems to me incorrect to speak of the privatization of public space with
reference to the development of residential private communities (and of gated commu-
nities in particular), as some other authors do (see for instance: Kohn (2004) and Lang
and Danielsen (1997)). What happens in private residential communities is that some pri-
vately owned spaces are open to a certain number of people (the members of the residen-
tial community): this is a form of collectivization of a private space. But there is no
privatization (i.e. subtraction) of any (previously) public space (on this topic, see: Ben-
Joseph (2004) and Moroni and Chiodelli (2013)).

To sum up, the point is that what differentiates cohousing from gated communities
with reference to common spaces and facilities is the ‘degree’ of openness of some of
those spaces (in some specific cases) and the specific rules of access and conduct enforced,
but certainly not their (private) nature. According to Manzi and Smith-Bowers, we should
properly refer to these spaces as ‘club goods’, as conceptualized by Buchanan (1965):

like private goods, [the club good] had excludable benefits but was allocated through groups.
This allowed the club members the enjoyment of the benefit but was unlike the private good
which is limited to the individual or shared by all in the case of the public good (Manzi &
Smith-Bowers, 2005, p. 347).

(On club goods and private residential communities, see also Webster (2001)).4

A third imprecision relates to the genealogy and nature of the communities in question.
Even if it is true that gated communities are the result of the speculative market through a
top-down logic, the nature of cohousing projects as grass-roots bottom-up initiatives,
argued by Maria L. Ruiu, does not seem to be the norm. Indeed, only in a minority of
cases are cohousing projects directly developed by the future residents. In the majority
of cases, a traditional housing developer is involved. The developer can work in partner-
ship with the future residents, or can be the sole promoter of the project. This is true not
only for the US (see Williams (2005a, 2008)), but also for Italy (see next section). As a con-
sequence, it is hardly the case that ‘cohousing is outside any speculative logic’ (Ruiu, 2014,
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p. 327). Note also that the mere fact of being extraneous to a speculative logic does not
necessarily imply a specific and indisputably positive outcome (such as, for instance,
enhanced cohesion, tolerance and sustainability), as Ruiu seems to imply: there are a
number of grass-root movements and organizations that are extraneous to a speculative
logic, but are nevertheless not at all ‘positive’ or ‘desirable’ (consider, for instance, the
case of white supremacist associations). At the same time, an organization or a community
built and managed according to a speculative logic can have some desirable features or
outcomes (as in the case of land trusts5; see also the next section with reference to the
case of public amenities and services offered by the private residential community of
San Felice, Milan).

In my opinion, in light of these and previous reflections, it is possible to state that
cohousing and gated communities are more similar (or, at least, less different) than
might be thought—and argued, for instance, by Maria L. Ruiu. An important consequence
of this thesis is the following: cohousing communities may run the risk of sharing with
gated communities some of the problems that are often stressed with reference to the
latter. For instance, gated communities (and private residential communities in general)
have often been accused of fostering segregation, homogeneity and social exclusion
(Blakely & Snyder, 1997, 1998; Caldeira, 2000; Lang & Danielsen, 1997; Le Goix, 2005;
Low, 1997, 2001).6 However, if we admit that this is true for gated communities, it may
also be true for cohousing. Consider for instance, as shown by some authors (Bresson
& Denèfle, 2015; Williams, 2008), that co-housers tend to be homogeneous in terms of
affluence, education and race. This is the result, among other factors, of the principle of
residents’ self-selection: notwithstanding co-housers’ good intentions towards diversity
and integration, the idea of creating a close-knit community naturally leads to a search
for affinity with residents in terms of preferences, values and attitudes (Meltzer, 2005;
Rogers, 2005; Williams, 2005b). Then, because the openness to the outside seems to be
more declared than practised, cohousing communities may also run the risk of fostering
isolation and separation from surrounding areas.7

3.3. An overview on some Italian cases

A brief analysis of the case of Italy is useful for clarifying and supporting some of the pre-
vious points. Private residential communities in Italy are less common than in the US and
in some Scandinavian countries, and the phenomenon is more recent. Nevertheless, the
analysis of some Italian cases is interesting: in fact, it shows that, also in a country
where only a limited number of private residential communities exist, a variety of cases
have already emerged. As we shall see, this variety contradicts some of Ruiu’s assumptions.

In Italy cohousing is a very recent phenomenon. The first case of an accomplished
cohousing community dates to around 2010 (‘Urban Village Bovisa 01’, in Milan).
Since then, a dozen other cohousing projects have been completed (for an in-depth analy-
sis on some cohousing projects in Italy, see Baglione (2011), Baglione and Chiodelli
(2011), and Durante (2011)).

To be stressed is that the first case of cohousing in Italy—and a number of the other
projects undertaken in the following years, such as ‘Cosycoh’ in Milan; ‘Terracielo’ in
Rodano, Milan; and ‘Cohlonia’ in Calambrone, Pisa—has been executed by Cohousing
Venture (now NewCOh), a private firm specializing in the promotion and construction
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of cohousing projects. Hence, these cohousing projects are developer-led ventures: in
many cases, the company has promoted and developed the project and has looked for
the residents ‘ex-post’ the physical definition of the project (hence, the participation of
residents is limited to everyday management of the community); adopted in certain
cases has been a partnership model whereby the private firm has worked together with
a core group of funder residents (as in the case of ‘Urban Village Bovisa 01’). Generally
speaking, the inhabitants of these projects are mainly young professionals (such as
designers, journalists, consultants, psychologists, teachers and architects), single people
or families with children. Communal services in the settlements are reserved for their
use alone. Community life is important in all these cases; but, at the same time, some com-
munitarian aspects that are typical, for instance, of cohousing communities in Northern
Europe, such as a collective daily meal, are not present.

In Italy, cohousing communities closer to the ‘ideal-type of cohousing’—self-pro-
motion of the project by future residents, strong participation and communitarian life-
style, and openness to the outside—exist, but they are rarer. One of them is
‘NumeroZero’ in Turin. It has been promoted by CoAbitare, a non-profit association,
as a fully resident-led case: the group of future residents was created ‘ex-ante’ the physical
completion of the project; they managed all the phases of the project (they were also
directly involved in some activities of the building phase) and currently they are fully
involved in everyday management. ‘NumeroZero’ is in a small apartment building
(eight housing units) located in the Porta Palazzo neighbourhood in Turin, a problematic
area largely inhabited by poor immigrants and subject to a number of public regeneration
policies: this location is an integral part of the cohousing project, because ‘NumeroZero’
aims at contributing to the area’s rehabilitation. Indeed, its residents want to foster
close interaction with the neighbourhood and, therefore, offer some services to their
neighbours (such as a nursery and a ‘gruppo di acquisto solidale’—a purchase group
which buys products at wholesale prices on behalf of all the residents; they are often
fair trade and organic products). Nevertheless, ‘NumeroZero’s’ communal spaces (a multi-
functional room, a gym, a warehouse, a laundry, a terrace and a courtyard) are not usually
open to use by non-residents.

What this brief overview on two Italian paradigmatic cohousing communities makes
clear is that some of the characteristics that, according to Maria L. Ruiu and other
authors, are typical of ‘all’ cohousing communities are not always present or distinctive
—at least in the Italian case: for instance, we can state that in Italy cohousing is not
outside any speculative logic; on the contrary, in many cases it is promoted by a private
(speculative) firm. Moreover, only in a few cases are some communal spaces (a minority
of them) open to the outside.

If we continue our exploration of the Italian context and analyse San Felice, one of
the (few) communities that can be labelled a “gated community” in Italy, once again we
can identify features that are not compatible with Ruiu’s analysis (some cases similar to
San Felice in the Milan area are ‘Milano 2’, ‘Milano 3’ and ‘Borgo Vione’). San Felice is
a private residential settlement located in an area of 600,000 square metres just outside
the eastern municipal border of Milan; it is part of the metropolitan area of Milan,
about 10 kilometres from the centre of the city and some hundreds of metres from
the villages of Segrate and Limito (for an in-depth analysis of the case of San Felice,
see Beretta and Chiodelli (2011)). It was built in the 1970s, by a real-estate company
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(Beni Immobiliari Italia). Today almost 4500 people live there. The settlement is com-
posed of around 2000 housing units and a number of retail shops (such as a supermar-
ket, restaurants, bars, bakeries, clothing stores, hairdressers and banks). Some
communal spaces and services also exist in the neighbourhood: a kindergarten, a
library, a church, sports fields, parks and playgrounds. The homeowner association
managing San Felice also provides the settlement with street cleaning and lighting,
snow removal and green areas maintenance. The entire settlement is walled; the only
entrance is controlled by private security guards, who also patrol the internal areas.
However, a number of features that contradict the stereotypical image of a gated com-
munity (and Ruiu’s depiction) must be noted. First, although there is a patrol station at
the entrance to the area, access is free and unchecked during the day. Then, some of
the communal services are also open to the outside. This concerns not only shops,
which have numerous customers from the surrounding villages, but also, for
instance, the library and the church. In fact, the library was established and is
managed voluntarily by the residents of San Felice. However, it is open to everyone:
some years ago the homeowners association decided to make the library part of the
network of Milan’s public libraries, so that its books can be borrowed by all residents
of the Milan province. The church was built privately by the developer, but was sub-
sequently donated to the Roman Curia. Consequently, it is now open to the general
public—and the same applies to the cinema that the Curia later built on church
premises.

Therefore, even if San Felice has many characteristics usually associated with gated
communities, it is not isolated from its surroundings or inaccessible from the outside.
Paradoxically, it is far more open and accessed from surrounding areas and it offers to
the public more relevant services (a library, a church and a cinema) than many Italian
cohousing communities.

4. Discussion: some open questions towards policy

Ruiu’s literature review mainly concerns the descriptive-analytical side of the cohousing
and gated communities issue. However, I would like to mention here some open questions
and critical perspectives regarding policy that are implied by my viewpoint, since I am
convinced that the role of public authorities in the development of cohousing commu-
nities is very problematic and needs further exploration. The policy issue related to
private residential communities is particularly important with reference to Europe,
since many European countries have only recently begun to experience the phenomenon
of cohousing (and, more generally, of private residential communities) and to enforce
public policies in their regard.

Ruiu’s reasoning seems to imply that public authorities should actively promote
cohousing communities. This is claimed by several authors, such as Lietaert (2010) and
Williams (2005b). They argue that public support of cohousing settlements is justified by
the public benefits (allegedly) provided by cohousing communities: they would make com-
munal facilities available to the outside, produce new semi-public spaces and promote civic
engagement, mutual respect and sustainability. Note that, in some European countries,
public institutions already directly or indirectly support the development of cohousing
(Brenton, 1998; Williams, 2005b). This is, for example, the case of Germany, where
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twenty-six municipalities were found to be supporting cohousing projects. The support
ranges from simple offers, like a website with information about local housing companies
or other interested persons, to more comprehensive approaches with the provision of
special funding or building plots. (Ache & Fedrowitz, 2012, p. 405)

See also the case of Italy: some Italian municipalities are beginning to promote cohous-
ing (for instance, the Municipality of Bologna through the project entitled ‘Dalla rete al
cohousing’ (‘From network to cohousing’)).

However, from my point of view, public support for cohousing seems to be, at the least,
“hurried”. There are several reasons for this. I mention two of them.

First, I think that public support cannot be justified in terms of the public benefits
provided by cohousing communities, simply because, as I have argued in this paper,
we lack strong empirical evidence concerning the ‘necessary’ connection between
cohousing and specific positive externalities that could be considered publicly relevant.
Some of the (alleged) positive features of cohousing communities (for instance, the
offering of communal services and spaces to the surrounding neighbourhoods)
depend on the contextual characteristics of the specific project, and do not automatically
ensue from the fact that the settlement is labelled ‘cohousing’. As we have seen in the
case of Italy, these features characterize some cohousing communities, but not others.
Can we find other publicly relevant reasons for publicly supporting cohousing? I am
not sure.8

A second problem concerning public support for cohousing communities is this: if it is
decided to finance cohousing communities, how can it be decided what exactly cohousing
is for? As Tummers (2015) stresses, cohousing is often used as a generic term covering a
variety of cases. For instance, is it possible to define as cohousing a residential project pro-
moted by a private (profit) developer, in which a limited number of private communal
spaces and services are provided for the exclusive use of residents (this is the case of
several cohousing settlements in Italy), and, as a consequence, would it deserve public
support?

To sum up, this suggests that not only from an analytical but also (and in particular)
from a policy point of view, the phenomenon of cohousing is more controversial and pro-
blematic than is assumed by many of its supporters. Hence more caution would be desir-
able before implementing public policies for cohousing promotion.

Before concluding this section, a last point related to the policy issue should be
stressed. The main thesis of this paper is that cohousing and gated communities
share constitutive characteristics and hence can be seen as varieties of the same
phenomenon. A logical consequence of this thesis in terms of policy is the following:
cohousing and gated communities should be treated in the same manner by public
authorities—at least in our liberal-democratic societies, in which formal equality of
all citizens before the law is a fundamental principle and, hence, should tightly bind
public actions. As a consequence, if we want public policies that support cohousing,
we must accept equivalent policies that support all the other kinds of private residential
communities (since, as I have argued, there are no strong, shared and undeniable pub-
licly relevant reasons for an exception to the principle of equal treatment). I suspect
that many supporters of policies for cohousing communities might be rather uncom-
fortable with this idea.
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5. Conclusions

In this paper, I have stressed some weaknesses in some common views on the differ-
ences between cohousing and gated communities; I have done so by replying to a lit-
erature review recently published on this topic by Ruiu (2014). Ruiu’s main thesis is
that cohousing and gated communities are two very different phenomena: despite
the fact that there may be some similarities in certain specific cases, generally speaking
they exhibit marked differences in terms of aims, goals, nature and characteristics.
However, as I have argued, this viewpoint suffers from some weaknesses and inaccura-
cies. The three main ones are the following. First, the fact that there is no strong empiri-
cal evidence to support the assertion that gated communities are chosen mainly for
security reasons, and cohousing communities mainly because of a preference for
communitarian values. On the contrary, several authors oppose the view that gated
communities are chosen mainly for reasons to do with security and safety—their
opinion is supported by some surveys on residents’ motivations for moving into a
gated community. At the same time, even if we can presume that communitarian
values play an important role in the choice of a cohousing community by its residents,
there are no accurate surveys and quantitative research with which to weigh up the
different motivations of these residents.

Second, the fact that the openness of cohousing communal spaces and services to the
outside may be more alleged than effective. My research on cases of private residential
communities in Italy shows that there is no linear correlation between the type of residen-
tial community and the degree of openness of communal spaces.9 Indeed, in some cases,
cohousing communal spaces are restricted to the exclusive use of residents, as usually
happens in the case of gated communities.

Third, the fact that it is not true that cohousing is outside any speculative logic; on the
contrary, in many cases cohousing communities are promoted by (speculative) real-estate
developers—sometimes in partnership with future residents, sometimes not.

These points undermine Ruiu’s thesis that there are constitutive and major differ-
ences between cohousing and gated communities. Of course, many differences exist.
However—and this is one of the main points of my argument—they are mainly ‘epider-
mal’ differences. These may be important from the individual viewpoint of a prospective
resident who wants to choose among a range of private communities; they are surely
important from an analytical point of view (in particular from a sociological or an eth-
nographical perspective); however, it would be difficult to consider them as ‘publicly’
important and, therefore, as grounds for promoting public policies supporting
cohousing.

To sum up, I think that, despite our different views, Maria L. Ruiu, myself and all the
scholars working on cohousing communities could (and should) agree on the following
point: since the alleged positive and negative externalities of cohousing settlements
(and, generally speaking, of private residential communities) are not supported by incon-
trovertible empirical evidence, more research on the matter is needed and, at the same
time, more caution is necessary in the field of public policy.
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Notes

1. Among non-constitutive features there are, for instance, some architectural or psychological
characteristics. These are certainly important from an analytical viewpoint (or from the point
of view of a person who decides to buy a house in one of these communities). However, they
appear to be of secondary importance in regard, for instance, to analysing their externalities
on the surrounding areas, or to deciding a public policy. It is for this reason that I do not con-
sider them in this paper.

2. Different names can be found in the literature to denote this phenomenon. Among them: home-
owners associations, common interest communities, intentional communities, privately gov-
erned communities and contractual communities.

3. ‘Varietas’ is one of the last rungs of the taxonomical ladder. Distinctions among elements in the
‘varietas’ category are sometimes not very clear – this is why ‘varietas’ is not considered by the
most rigorous systems of taxonomical classification.

4. Another related point should be stressed. The simplistic reduction of ownership to only two
models (the private one and the public one) is insufficient when dealing with many urban
issues: urban reality is far more complex. It is therefore better to break these two models
down into a set of subcategories, each characterized not only by different forms of control
and management, but also by different rules of access and conduct (see Chiodelli & Moroni,
2014). This implies, for instance, that not all the private spaces are closed and exclusionary
(i.e. are characterized by a high degree of restriction of access and conduct). This is, for instance,
the case of common spaces in many private residential communities, which may be open to a
large number of people. At the same time, not all the public spaces are completely open (i.e.
without restrictions of access and conduct); on the contrary, some of them are characterized
by severe restrictions of access and behaviour (indeed, in certain cases, we could say that they
are more exclusionary than some private spaces). On this topic, see for instance: Blomley
(2009), Ellickson (1996), Moroni and Chiodelli (2014), Teir (1998) and Valverde (2005, 2009).

5. For a discussion on land trusts, see, among others: Brewer (2004), Eizenberg (2012), Hodge and
Adams (2012), and Logan and Wekerle (2008).

6. For a different view on this point, see for instance: Manzi and Smith-Bowers (2005), Salcedo and
Torres (2004), Walks (2014), and Webster (2001).

7. These arguments have been developed in more detail in Chiodelli and Baglione (2014).
8. In my opinion, the intentions and declared values of residents cannot be taken into consider-

ation to justify any kind of public support. Even if the declared values of co-housers (e.g.
mutual aid, solidarity and sustainability) are good and desirable, they are not sufficient for
grounding a public policy.

9. See also Sullivan (2015) on the spatial insulation and physical closure of the Sunrise Place
cohousing community in the US.
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