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Abstract This article explores the socio-spatial interactions of a micro-community in a
cluster-house concept apartment. The apartment has been designed for retreat and co-
living by mehr als wohnen housing cooperative in Zurich, Switzerland. The methodology of
investigation is a qualitative case study, through which housing narratives of three residents
as representatives of this communal household are analyzed. In addition, on-site visits and ob-
servations, document analyses, and desktop studies are conducted. The originality of the
research is in its approach of examining a micro-society through the residential community’s
authentic stories, which are in the context of normal times and the COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings reveal that the social bonds of the studied cluster cohousing community are signif-
icantly maintained through the intermediate zones of the cluster-house arrangement. This
socio-spatial interaction has activated the potentials of social innovation and housing resili-
ence in an urban context. The research also highlights points of conflicts and insights for future
cluster-concept apartment developments.
ª 2021 Higher Education Press Limited Company. Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf
of KeAi Communications Co. Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

This article examines cluster cohousing as a form of
collaborative housing with a focus on Central Europe
through a socio-spatial approach. In recent decades,
climate change concerns and the resulting adaptations to
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develop sustainable housing, coupled with urban gentrifi-
cation caused by rising rents and excluding low-income
tenants, evolving lifestyles, and more recently, the role of
housing in a time of a pandemic, have emphasized the need
for innovation in creative integrated dwelling types. The
paradigm shift in social values and processes have further
services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of KeAi Communications Co. Ltd.
reativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:maryam.khatibi@polimi.it
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.foar.2021.10.002&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2021.10.002
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/20952635
www.keaipublishing.com/foar
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2021.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2021.10.002


M. Khatibi
resulted in a revolution in urban housing and architecture,
which compel people to rethink of housing as a spatial and
social cohabitation in dense urban settings. Such challenges
have widened the scope of urban housing in order to
analyze and accommodate problems, to develop new con-
cepts, methods and approaches, to question old assump-
tions, and to arrive at novel solutions. The range of spatial
designs that include both personal and collective spaces as
hybrid spaces, have provided a potential for testing inno-
vative collective housing models, which accommodate
various living forms and create social inclusion in the
collaborative housing practice.

Collaborative housing with a “strong social dimension” is
an umbrella term that encompasses all international vari-
ations and a wide range of housing typologies, in which
housing practice is inhibited collectively (Fromm 2012:
364). Lang et al. (2018) and Czischke et al. (2020) address
the need for further research in the conceptualization of
collaborative housing practices. Moreover, Herdt and Kraye
(2019: 33e36) in their research on mapping and analyzing
micro-living and cluster housing in Switzerland, Germany,
and Austria, call for further research in various aspects of
these collective housing practices. Schmid (2019a: 21)
highlights that the cluster apartments that emerged in the
1980s and became established in the 2010s, initially meant
to depart from the “isolation of families.” However, today,
such apartments are considered an efficient approach to
manage living space and correspond to changing lifestyles.
This essay, therefore, is an endeavor to make the spatial
and social interactions of a cluster cohousing setting more
visible, such that the collective spaces of the cluster-house
concept apartment are understood as housing areas, which
are determined by its residential community and not by one
person and one family. Although generalization of the
result is not the aim of this research, the case study is
considered a micro-community for a testing ground of
future cluster-concept apartment developments.

Mehr als wohnen housing cooperative in Zurich has
developed 11 cluster-house concept apartments in Building
A in Hunziker Areal, Zurich North in 2015. The residential
members of each cluster-concept unit form one associa-
tion, who rents out and shares the semi-private spaces of
the unit collectively. Although the communal spaces of the
apartments are designed for normal use, the COVID-19
pandemic has interfered with the socio-spatial interactions
of the studied cluster cohousing setting. This paper dis-
cusses the intentions of the micro-community who lives in
this collaborative setting, the socio-spatial dynamics of a
cluster-house concept apartment, and the lessons that can
be learned for future cluster cohousing developments. This
paper argues that the non-monofunctional intermediate
zones of collaborative housing have the capacity to facili-
tate the social and spatial needs of a community. The
points of conflicts do not devalue, but offer solutions for
future well-informed design decisions.

2. Cluster cohousing as a form of collaborative
living

Cluster design creates a collaborative space and lifestyle,
in which social, design, and organizational aspects are
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incorporated. In their book Cluster Cohousing Revisited,
Fromm and de Jong (2021: 165) argue that although
“design, social relations, and organization” have been key
features of strong collaborative communities, “too few are
evaluated for effectiveness.” Cluster apartments are
housing typologies that combine small private flats with
communal spaces. Residents of shared living spaces only
have a private room or a small private flat with its own
small bath and cooking niche (Lafond and Tsvetkova, 2017).
Today, the search for a new housing typology has led to the
emergence of cluster-house concept apartments that
consist of one very large unit with a living area of between
250 and 400 square meters (Müller, 2017). A cluster-concept
apartment has a number of small studio apartments or
“sub-units” (Schmid 2019b: 233) of about 20e35 square
meters, each one with a bedroom and a small kitchen,
organized around a larger shared living area with a large
common kitchen. Cluster-concept apartments, therefore,
provide housing arrangements that combine the autonomy
of private dwellings with advantages of community living.
In a discussion of cluster residential development in the
USA, Whyte (1964: 11) puts forward that:

“The cluster idea is ancient; what it calls for, simply, is
grouping the house more tightly together and using the
land thus saved for common greens and squares. It is the
principle of [.] the medieval village, it is, in fact, the
basic principle of community design since we first star-
ted building several millennia ago.”

Clusters offer the following advantages (Whyte 1964:
29e31):

� “The affordability of the cluster; since cluster produces
more houses for the available money.

� The group-living aspect of the cluster; since the cluster
provides a rich community life through the democratic
self-government of the homeowner association and
helpful neighbors.

� A clear separation between the public and the private
spaces, since cluster offers privacy.”

Prytula et al. (2020), whose research has mapped 33
projects with a total of 82 cluster apartments in Central
Europe, have stated that cluster-concept apartments are
young but are dynamically expanding as an urban phe-
nomenon in Europe. Among at least 33 identified housing
projects with cluster apartments in the German-speaking
region of Europe in 2018, eight projects are located in
Zurich and its surrounding area, six in Berlin and its sur-
rounding area, and four in Vienna (Prytula et al., 2020). As
previously mentioned, cluster-concept apartments create
new typologies that promote flexibility and communality,
because smaller private sub-units are assembled around a
communal large living room. Therefore, it is crucial to
consider that in a cluster-concept apartment, the private
space is accessed through the common large living spaces,
which are an integral part of the complete unit (Prytula
et al., 2020). However, the private rooms of a cluster-
concept apartment function independently, and they are
equipped with their own bathroom and, optionally, a
kitchen. Consequently, communal spaces such as the living
room, common kitchen, and dining space in a cluster-
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concept apartment function as an integral unavoidable
space of a cluster design. Residents of a cluster apartment
associate this form of living with self-organized coexistence
and the collective use of communal areas consciously and
permanently (Schmid, 2019a; Prytula et al., 2020). This
dynamic distinguishes cluster cohousing from other forms of
co-living arrangements, such as student homes, retirement
homes, or nursing homes, which are primarily purpose-
oriented, often temporary, and are structured and regu-
lated by supporting organizations.

3. Theoretical framework

Fromm (2012) has identified that although collaborative
housing has been adopted by a limited part of the popula-
tion, it offers potential for residents’ socialization and for a
modelling community in the neighborhood. “When people
own and/or control their own housing and when they do
their own labor, they enjoy it more, take better care of it,
the urban environment in which it is placed improves, and
it is more economical from every point of view” (Kowaluk
2019: 83). According to Czischke (2019), the reappearance
of collaborative forms of housing are further nurtured by a
pursuit for an environmentally and socially sustainable way
of living, by which solidarity within the community is
fostered. Although collective living since the Industrializa-
tion Revolution has been mostly rooted in economic moti-
vations, political motivations influenced them in the early
20th century; in the 1970s, the social motivations for
communal living appeared as a significant “means of
expressing flexible social relationships, increasing partici-
pation, and attaining a sense of community (Schmid 2019b:
19e21). In Zurich, to address the contemporary housing
challenges, the new projects of housing cooperatives are
based on the principle of participation and group dynamics:
“Their motto is ‘to do, develop, participate, share’, in
order to create a rich and self-managed life” (Hofer 2019:
034).

Kienbaum (2015) argues that the idea of sharing in
housing can be viewed not only as a social challenge but
also as an architectural challenge; hence, in each individual
situation, the relationship between the personal space and
the shared environment needs to be determined in a new
way. According to Schmid (2019c), collective living is a
socio-spatial interaction, which varies according to eco-
nomic, political, and social circumstances. In addition, it is
regulated by cultural norms. Initially, Dutch structuralists
Herman Hertzberger and Aldo van Eyck proposed termi-
nology for semi-public/semi-private zones, such as inter-
mediate spaces, where both social and structural aspects of
housing are viewed as crucial (Hertzberger and van
Vlijmen, 1995: 15; Schmid, 2019d). As cluster apartments
provide the access to shared and private living spaces,
recalibrating the relationship between private and collec-
tive spaces, the handling of space from public to private
space is the challenge of space design, interactions, and
management.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic created physical and
social isolation, which challenged the collective settings of
the collaborative housing practice. Alraouf (2021) has re-
flected that crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have to
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be understood as opportunities for assessment and reflec-
tion for contemporary cities, particularly because the
housing stock is a part of urban and social fabric. Further-
more, in their research on SällBo collaborative housing in
Sweden before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, Arroyo
et al. (2021) highlight the value of common spaces in
facilitating the social integration of inhabitants. The same
authors in their study recognize social connection (Ager and
Strang, 2008) as a key factor for social integration of
different groups of people living in a communal setting.
Arroyo et al. (2021: 82) have quoted from Ager and Strang
(2008) that the connections between the people of the
same group are social bonds, whereas social interactions
among different groups are social bridges, and social links
connect individuals into the governmental services. This
paper, then, by focusing on residents’ intentions and socio-
spatial interactions of the studied cluster cohousing unit,
attempts to explore the dynamics, potentials, and limita-
tions of this micro-community, where collective spaces are
ruled by the community and opportunities of interactions
are facilitated spatially. Negotiating personal and collec-
tive limits and balancing private/communal spheres within
a community are continuous processes of learning and dis-
cussion, which are pursued in this investigation. Moreover,
this study is informed by lived-experiences of the cluster
cohousing community.

4. Method

The main method is a qualitative case study research (Yin,
2014), in which empirical data are gathered through sto-
rytelling in housing, on-site visits, and descriptions, desktop
and documents analyses, and collecting maps and photos
that helped capture particularities. The online semi-
structured interviews of residents who participated in the
case study are conducted as storytelling in housing. As a
result, three full stories have been collected, recorded,
transcribed, and coded. The collections of data as stories
aimed to understand the lived experiences of the buildings’
residents in detail. In the process of recording the first
story, it was unfolded that the studied cluster cohousing
community interprets itself as one household, and each
individual tells the story of the residential community.
During 2018e2020, Prytula et al. (2020) conducted an
overarching study of cluster apartments, mainly in German
speaking countries, by analyzing the social, spatial, and
economical aspects. They mapped the cluster flats statis-
tically, in which cluster flats of mehr als wohnen are also
studied. Prytula et al. (2020) conducted a visit to the south
unit cluster-concept apartment on the fifth floor of building
A in mehr als wohnen before the COVID-19 pandemic,
whereas the current study involved a visit to the north unit
cluster apartment of the same floor during the second
COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in February/March 2021 in
Switzerland. Informed by the previous research, the
approach of the present research has been to focus on the
activities of one micro-community. Kurtz (2014: 16) points
out that although the storytelling approach involves in-
stances of asking questions, it is different from asking
direct questions, because “asking people to tell [their]
stories can get a more authentic result than asking them
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direct questions.” Stories and storytelling as data sources
are considered “creative paths toward social engagement”
(Moezzi et al., 2017: 1). In reference to architecture and
built environment, architect and educator Marco Frascari
has written that architecture offers a narrative potential in
order to “engender [.] fabulous buildings” (Emmons et al.,
2017: 2).

However, stories are less used in the buildings and their
occupants’ level (Day and O’Brien, 2017: 14). In their
research on energy-efficient behavior, Day and O’Brien
(2017) apply stories from building occupants to reveal un-
intended design issues. The story-based data and narratives
have helped them understand why certain design strategies
were working or not working, and they concluded that
“stories are typically more memorable to occupants, de-
signers, and owners” (Day and O’Brien, 2017: 19).
Furthermore, although stories normally refer to something
verbal, images and spaces can also be interpreted as stories
and story-making (Broms et al., 2017; Moezzi et al., 2017).
In this manner, authentic practices, which occur inside the
buildings’ spaces are being emphasized. To generate stor-
ies, Broms et al. (2017) have conducted three workshops, in
which participants were asked to form stories from their
daily lives. The stories were recorded and later transcribed
by the researchers. Hagbert and Bradley (2017: 241) also
studied the notion of the “sustainable home” by adopting a
narrative research approach, which focused on narratives
of sustainability in relation to housing. In addition, the role
of residents was explored by conducting in-depth in-
terviews with several households in Sweden.

Throughout this study, the stories and practices of
everyday life in housing spaces are understood as rich
narratives, which emphasize the role of residents and their
references to the organization of space in normal times and
during a crisis. The guiding questions for collecting the
stories and later coding the narratives take into consider-
ation (1) the intentions of the community for collective
living, (2) space (re)arrangements and (re)negotiations in
normal times and during the COVID-19 restricted period and
(3) the modification of contacts and interactions inside the
community and with the neighboring units before and
during the confinement. The three cluster cohousing stor-
ies, collected from two single occupants and one married
occupant who is the parent of a young kid, are recorded
during February and March 2021. They represent the
housing story of one residential community as one house-
hold, who has settled and lived together for six years up to
this date. Moreover, on-site visits and investigations to the
whole project of mehr als wohnen have been in progress
from March 2018 by the researcher to observe the actions
and interactions of the residents. However, the COVID-19
pandemic limited access to the project from March 2020.
The researcher’s on-site investigation and visit to the res-
idential community of the studied cluster-concept apart-
ment unit resumed in March 2021. Although the COVID-19
restrictions limited access to the project, the wide time
interval between the first and second lockdowns in
Switzerland allowed observations and data collection in
1 The vision of a 2000-W society aims to reduce the current 6000-W p
(Hugentobler, 2017).
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relation to the changes and developments over time.
Further, the collected primary data have been coupled with
secondary data from literature study, library and desktop
studies.

5. Background of mehr als wohnen housing
development and the case study in Zurich

Zurich City has 12 urban districts, which are called
Stadtkreise (city districts), and the plot of mehr als wohnen
project is located in Hunziker Areal in District 12 of Zurich
North (Fig. 1).

The mehr als wohnen (More than Housing) project began
on the 100th anniversary of the non-profit housing devel-
opment in Zurich in 2007. The plot of land, which is an
industrial wasteland area, has been leased from the city of
Zurich by mehr als wohnen. This largest cooperative hous-
ing complex was constructed from 2007 to 2015 in Zurich
North, with the first inhabitants arriving in fall 2014
(Hugentobler et al., 2016). Mehr als wohnen project takes
its place in the long history of Swiss housing cooperatives,
which have been rejuvenated since the 1990s. Here, the
objective of the more than 50 Zurich non-profit housing
cooperatives was to create a mixed-use urban ensemble for
1400 occupants by forming a system of paths and open
areas between 13 closely spaced free standing buildings,
bringing an urban character to the quarter and as the
result, a city district rather than an estate is created
(Andreas et al., 2019). As a result of the dialogue among
five architectural offices, mehr als wohnen project has
provided a total of 370 rental flats with 160 diverse floor
plans, in which residents are given access to housing and
also to the city, preventing the trend toward urban segre-
gation (Hugentobler et al., 2016). Moreover, per capita
floor space per resident was reduced to reach the goal of
the 2000-W1 society in Switzerland (LaFond and Tsvetkova,
2017). Furthermore, mehr als wohnen has built 11 cluster-
apartment units with 324e400 m2, each for up to 12 resi-
dents in building A of Dialogweg 6 of the project. The
cluster-house concept apartments of mehr als wohnen are
understood as the spatial translation of the vision of hous-
ing cooperatives for collaborative living in Zurich.

5.1. Case study: a cluster-house concept apartment
in building A, mehr als wohnen project

Building A in mehr als wohnen project by Duplex Archi-
tekten is a 6-story building, which contains up to two
cluster-concept apartment units on each floor. Its ground
floor is used as a workshop for disabled people and as a
cluster-concept apartment unit (Fig. 2; Table 1).

A vertical circulation of stairs and an elevator shaft
separate the two cluster units on each floor. This vertical
interior circulation is designed as an open stairway within
an atrium, which gives a horizontal extension to the cluster
apartments. The floor plans of the cluster-concept apart-
ments are characterized by generous communal areas for
er capita energy consumption in Switzerland by two-thirds by 2050



Fig. 1 Location of mehr als wohnen project on Zurich City’s map with three images of building A (Source: Author).

Fig. 2 Ground floor plan (left) and a typical floor plan (right) of cluster-house concept apartments in building A, Mehr als wohnen
project, Zurich (elaborated by the author on the basis of architectural drawings by Duplex Architekten).
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kitchen-dining and living spaces, surrounded by private sub-
units arranged like individual satellites, each equipped with
a small kitchenette (TeeKüche: tea kitchen), as well as a
shower and toilet. In contrast to conventional apartments
that each offer living functions such as sleeping, living,
195
cooking, and sanitary units within the apartment sepa-
rately, the cluster-concept apartment units in building A
share several functions that enable the collective areas to
be regulated by users. The entrance of each cluster-
concept apartment unit opens up to the staircase space



Table 1 Building A in mehr als wohnen project, Zurich
(Source: elaborated by Author based on: Hugentobler et al.,
2016: 66 and 96; LaFond and Tsvetkova 2017: 84;
Hofmeister, 2018: 036).

Year of completion: 2015

Floor area: 6883 m2

Housing area: 3944 m2

Other useable area: 418 m2

Accommodation: 11 cluster flats
5 � cluster flats: 400 m2

6 � cluster flats: 324 m2

Sheltered workshop: 380 m2

Gallery: 38 m2

Construction period: 4 years
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on each floor, in which a shared laundry room is built for
both cluster units of that floor. The collective spaces of a
cluster-concept apartment are of central importance,
because private and semi-private spaces come together in
these spaces, which are often about extended circulation
and access areas (Prytula et al., 2020).

The current case study with 10 inhabitants (aged be-
tween 30 and 44 years old and a very young child) encom-
passes eight individual sub-units for singles and couples,
which are situated on the fifth floor of building A in the
north unit. From the total 400 m2, 150 m2 is allocated to
shared semi-private spaces, including the kitchen-dining
area, living room, a common wardrobe, a guest bath-
room, a common storage room, two shared balconies, and
other shared semi-private corners. The usage and degree of
access of each space are regulated by the decisions and
actions of the residential community in accordance with
their needs and circumstances (Fig. 3).

6. Findings and discussion

6.1. Intentions of the community: social cohesion
catalyzing social innovation

Cluster cohousing is understood as an affordable urban
housing setting, which has integrated the autonomy of
private housing spaces with access to communal spaces,
while providing an efficient participatory apartment hous-
ing arrangement in an urban context (Stories [01; 02; 03]).
Although the intention of the mehr als wohnen cooperative
in renting out the cluster-concept units to elderly people
failed in the opening of the project, the renting process of
the cluster flats got concluded rapidly and competitively
when the units became available for non-elderlies (Story
[01]). In 2015, residential communities and the represen-
tative persons of each cluster-apartment unit were formed
and chosen on the basis of the residential requirements of
the communities. Requirements such as communal cooking,
communal dining, collective washing and cleaning in the
shared spaces, and gender diversity have been central to
the studied cluster cohousing community (Stories [01; 02]).
The intentions of the residential community are signifi-
cantly based on two key themes of collaboration, namely,
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socialization (Fromm, 2012) and participation (Hofer,
2019).

I had always been very happy in communal places (Story
[01]). For me, the social aspect was the primary driver
for seeking this apartment (Story [02]). It is nice not to
live alone and especially it is efficient to live this way.
You share duties, stuff, living room and time together
(Story [03]).

Residents’ stories reveal that sharing of space and re-
sources have added a sustainability value (Czischke, 2019;
Sinning, 2021) to this form of cohabitation. Cluster housing
contributes to ecological, social, and economic gains in the
housing sector and sustainable urban development by
reducing the amount of space used by individuals (Prytula
et al., 2020).

My motivation for communal living was not exactly sus-
tainability. However, given that the people that I live
with care a lot about sustainability and protecting the
environment, I became more conscious of my choices.
For example, we order food and vegetable from sources
that are regionally, ecologically, and biologically grown.
I would not make the effort to look up for local vege-
tables myself, but I love that I have imbibed this practice
of my flat mates, and I can join and participate (Story
[01]).

I am convinced that living in larger groups is more effi-
cient and more economical. You have less space and less
square meter per person and you can share lots of things
together such as the kitchen (Story [02]).

Food is an important aspect. We have quite low food
waste per person, because we can buy or order in large
amounts, which are normally more efficient. We have a
vegetable cooperative here that I think it would be
difficult to do for a very small [conventional] household
(Story [03]).

Living as one household without familial bonds in a
cluster cohousing setting has provided the platform of
change in social relations among inhabitants. The impor-
tance of the sense of belonging to a community is empha-
sized in the stories of inhabitants by emphasizing the
phrase together, repeatedly. Scholars highlight that the
new forms of co-living combined with the new forms of
working, such as digitalized ways of working, have the
purpose of finding “like-minded people” (Schmid, 2019e:
273) and a family of choice (Zemp et al., 2019: 7). The
emerging social and spatial forms of cohabitation that
catalyze the potentials of social innovation in the case
study are facilitated by forming housing associations among
those who are responsible for their own occupancy.

6.2. Intermediate zones: flexibility of space
facilitated by a culture of (Re)negotiations

Intermediate zones (Hertzberger, 1995) have facilitated
spatially the social interaction among inhabitants. The



Fig. 3 Floor plan of the cluster-house concept apartment on the 5th floor of building A, north unit, Scale 1:400, mehr als wohnen
project, Zurich (Source: Author).
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interactions in the collective semi-private and semi-public
spaces of the mehr als wohnen project shape the shared
housing social life of residents. Changing social circum-
stances such as modes of working, types of households, and
emergencies such as the pandemic, cause private/public
boundaries to be constantly renegotiated: “we have these
common spaces that you need a common ground to be built
upon” (Story [03]). According to Arroyo et al. (2021), well-
connected and accessible communal spaces facilitate both
planned and spontaneous encounters of a collective-living
setting. Moreover, borders of privacy need to be designed
to be more flexible and openly accessible than other areas,
depending on the particularities of the communal setting
(Schmid, 2019d). The connectivity and open accessibility of
semi-private/semi-public spaces of the case study involve
the interplay of physical design and inhabitants’ negotia-
tions, whereas intermediate zones function as areas for
communication. Communication from the semi-private
space of the cluster flat to the semi-public spaces of the
vertical staircase and the opposite cluster unit is facilitated
even visually through the high glass window of the
communal kitchen (see Fig. 4).
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I like that we can see the staircase; we can see people
outside and also people can see us as the neighbor
through the kitchen. So, I like this transparency. We do
not feel like we are separated, which is normally the
case in regular apartments (Story [01]).

The stairway is really big with a lot of light coming in and
we also have windows toward the stairway. So we have
the light coming in from the center of building and not
just from outside (Story [02]).

I like the openness of the cluster unit, because the large
windows with access to the staircase create the contact
with the other unit (Story [03]).

According to Prytula et al. (2020), the contribution of
cluster housing is considered an important social experi-
ence resource for resilience in urban development. Peters
and Halleran (2021) argue that layouts of the apartments,
which are adaptable to multiple usage, will become vital to
the livability aspect of apartment housing design in the
post-COVID-19 era. Accordingly, the residential community



Fig. 4 Floor plan of the cluster-house concept apartment in mehr als wohnen project in Zurich with images of a view of the
stairway from the common kitchen’s glass window and the interior vertical stairway between the two units (left) (Source: Author);
Images of the music corner before the COVID-19 pandemic (up right) (Source: Residents) and during the COVID-19 pandemic
(bottom right) (Source: Author).
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of mehr als wohnen have modified the communal spaces in
accordance with their needs and conditions during the
COVID-19 pandemic: “[.] because of COVID-19, I am not
using the coworking spaces [of the public sphere] now”
(Story [03]).

We used a space as a music corner; we have musical
instruments and a sofa, and it was like a second living
room. With the lockdown, many of us moved to a home
office, and the music corner turned to an office (Fig. 4).
We have two or three desks and people work there
during the day, so they do not have to work inside their
rooms. In the kitchen’s dining area, we brought a table
from the balcony and we created a little bit more dis-
tance between one another (Story [01]).

In the communal living room, moreover, the coaches
have been moved to one side to create an empty space
for yoga activities (Story [02]).

A large east terrace that is called the breakfast balcony
by its users, extends the communal kitchen-dining space
outward. A small narrow terrace called the dinner balcony
by the residents extends a communal corner of the apart-
ment and allows a narrow exit for two private sub-units.
The shared semi-private spaces of the cluster-apartment
unit are appreciated by its residents: “the large living room
can sit around 15 or 20 guests, we can sit in the kitchen-
dining space with the same number of people around the
table during big dinners and brunches, and when the
weather is nice, the balcony can accommodate 10 to 15
people” (Story [02]). Although the interactions between the
neighboring cluster-concept units were significantly
decreased and reorganized online during the COVID-19
198
lockdown, one resident shared that “it was for sure an
advantage to live in a community during the pandemic: we
had a lot of social contacts during lockdown inside our
cluster [unit]. It was also challenging with the same com-
bination of people that might create conflicts. Still, I think
the advantages outweigh the disadvantages” (Story [03]).
The acceptance of guests were limited considerably during
the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the inhabitants have
redefined and used the shared semi-private spaces of the
living room, kitchen, dining room, and balconies inten-
sively, which have also led to points of conflicts.

6.3. Conflicts: socio-spatial points of disagreements

In 2015, when cluster cohousing initiated in Building A of
mehr als wohnen project, the inhabitants had to form their
own associations and self-manage their cohabitation ac-
tivities. Conflicts and issues, which arise over time due to
different conditions, need to be addressed and (re)solved.
Yet, “conflict can be informative” by addressing those as-
pects that require attention (Fromm and de Jong, 2021:
142). Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic crisis is viewed
as an opportunity (Alraouf, 2021) to address the adequacies
and inadequacies of housing settings. The inhabitants
report that “the bedrooms are too small for an office”
(Stories [01] and [03]).

We are looking at this pandemic situation as temporary,
which means that we do not see the music corner as a
permanent working space. We were hoping that the
pandemic will be over and we did not expect it to last for
12 months. For a permanent home office, the home of-
fice space now is not really closed. If we are cooking in
the kitchen, talking and watching movie in the living
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room, then working will be difficult. [.] People who are
using the common space as an office are using a common
space that needs to be shared by everybody, yet they
are occupying this collective space. This is an issue, but
it is temporary. You need to be tolerant. There are two
issues: noise that may disturb the people who are
working and using a collective area as an office (Story
[01]).

Another resident suggested that “it would be nice to
have a door or something [for separating this temporary
office area], but generally it is nice that the collective
space is being used now as we have a lot of common space.
It works fine” (Story [01]). This point of conflict and dis-
agreements for using semi-private spaces, which are not
particularly designed for a home-office function, highlight
the need for the functional flexibility of shared semi-
private housing spaces. Semi-private spaces must be pro-
moted by the possibility of using sliding doors and flexible
elements that facilitate the separation of interconnected
housing spaces. Discontent from the communal kitchen
facilities and its space is a recurring theme in the stories.

The kitchen is too small for us who are always cooking
together and sharing our meals. The cooking area is
small. We wouldn’t really need the tea kitchens in the
clusters. The large fridge in the main kitchen would be
better as we do not need these small fridges [in the
private sub-units]. This is something that takes space in
the clusters and now we cannot really modify them
(Story [03]). We are nine adults and a child. The installed
furniture and space in the common kitchen are small for
our cooking activities (Story [01]).

Correspondingly, a study of two innovative cooperative
projects in Switzerland and Germany, identifies that
application of adequate kitchen amenities in collective
housing settings reduce the potentials of conflicts regarding
the organization of shared spaces (Zalomaikina, 2020).
Furthermore, activities such as cooking and eating
together, which use collective spaces and housing coordi-
nation, are categorized as social bonds, social bridges, and
social links under the umbrella term social connection,
which activate social interactions (Arroyo et al., 2021). The
process of social interaction in the semi-private spaces of
the cluster cohousing setting is an outcome of the suc-
cessful cooperation and the social glue of the residential
community.

The efficiency of the communal kitchen also depends on
the flat shares in different apartments here. The flat
share below us cook together once a month, whereas we
cook together every lunch and every dinner. In our
cluster, everybody who moved in was required to be
willing to cook and eat together. For the other flat share,
it has not been a requirement and they ended up with
people who don’t want the practice (Story [02]).

There is a theme that there are cluster flats in this
building that some of them worked and others did not.
At the end, it was decided that it was the group of
people living there, who are important. So if you have a
community of people, who can live together, they can
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make something out of this space and make the space
functional (Story [03]).

Furthermore, the success of collective housing projects
must be measured by the outcomes of the actual functional
phase, because the contributions or contradictory interests
of the residential community determine the success or
failure of the project (Schmid, 2019b). The non-efficient
use of the social infrastructure (Arroyo et al., 2021)
needs “social renovation,” which can be facilitated by
outside supporters “who are not part of the community
[and] who could assist in assessments” (Fromm and de
Jong, 2021: 182). The researcher(s) who visited the south
cluster unit of the fifth floor also reported that the indi-
vidual tea kitchens seem rarely used (Prytula et al., 2020:
64). Studying the north cluster unit reveals that the inten-
sive use of the communal kitchen is the reason for the non-
application of the private tea kitchens. Moreover, the pri-
vate tea kitchens do not have stoves, because of the fire
regulations of the building.

We do not use them as kitchens. We have a kettle to
make some tea. They are not really kitchens (Story [01]).

In our case, we think the small fridges [of private tea
kitchens] are a waste of resource. It was better to put
them in some specific flats instead of all flats to create a
more adequate [common] kitchen (Story [02]).

We would not really need the tea kitchens in the clusters
(Fig. 5) [even with the very young kid]. The larger fridge
in the main kitchen would be better as we do not need
these small fridges (Story [03]).

The narratives of the socio-spatial interactions of this
cluster cohousing setting are decoded in accordance with
the hierarchy of space from private to intermediate to
public spaces, incorporating the concept of social connec-
tion as social bonds, social bridges, and social links (Fig. 6).

Residents of the case study were not involved in the
initial design process of their cluster-concept house; thus,
they pose questions regarding the excessive use of concrete
for the ceiling of the semi-private spaces. By contrast, the
exterior space of the housing project was designed by
landscape architects and were executed through a partic-
ipatory process with residents after their occupation
(Boudet, 2017). However, the housing narratives show that
although residents of the case study went outside for oc-
casional walks during the COVID-19 restrictions, they did
not use the project’s public spaces in particular: “we did
not use it explicitly. We went for walks but not certainly
that space [exterior public space]” (Story [03]); “There is a
lot of concrete outside, not much green unfortunately”
(Story [02]).

Furthermore, one key finding of this micro-scale study is
that, acknowledged by the contribution of mapping and
large-scale studies of collaborative housing, and the fact
that they provide the conceptual and analytical ground,
inform the further research, and make the big picture
available, however, aforementioned studies need to be
complimented by small-scale studies in the emerging
research field of collaborative housing. The reason is that



Fig. 5 An unused tea kitchen of a private sub-unit in the
cluster-house concept apartment, mehr als wohnen project,
Zurich (Source: Author).
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each residential community as a micro-community, experi-
ences its own particularities and is governed by its own re-
quirements and rules. Therefore, the outcomes of the usage
phase of the same layout of the collective settings might be
various stories. Nonetheless, a committed community nur-
tures the identity of the collaborative housing culture.
Fig. 6 Decoded housing narratives, built upon the th
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7. Conclusion

This study has explored the socio-spatial interactions of a
cluster-house concept apartment as a micro-community by
investigating the rich narratives of its residential commu-
nity. Established in 1907, housing cooperatives of Zurich
have experienced a long history of growth, decline, and the
rejuvenation period from the late 1990s up to the current
time. Collective forms of housing are, on the one hand, the
result of the “inward densification” strategies in Zurich
(Gmür 2017: 27); on the other hand, they reflect the socio-
cultural environment of the city that can absorb the inno-
vative concepts. Alternative residential concepts of the
new generation of housing cooperatives are viewed as op-
portunities to respond to complex challenges of the society
(Boudet, 2017), while Zurich has turned to be a laboratory
for new housing typologies (Hofer, 2019) and young co-
operatives are at the forefront of innovations (Hugentobler
et al., 2016).

The cluster cohousing practice of mehr als wohnen
project has unfolded smaller groups (in the case study 10
inhabitants) into a larger housing complex. The analyses of
the decoded housing narratives reveal that the intermedi-
ate zones that embody social infrastructure of the apart-
ment house have activated the potentials for social
inclusion and social innovation. The socio-spatial dynamics
of the setting are significantly reinforced through the in-
between zones of the apartment house. Although the col-
lective activities catalyzing social bonds have been resilient
to a crisis (COVID-19 pandemic), the communal activities
categorized as social bridges have experienced partial
inflexibility. The use overlap quality of intermediate zones
are constantly reinterpreted and renegotiated by their
residents, offering participatory skills to the residential
community, which could not be achieved individually.
Points of conflicts such as the functional resilience of
communal spaces, application of construction materials,
eoretical and conceptual frameworks of the study.
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better-equipped communal kitchen installations, and (in)
efficiency of private tea-kitchens are highlighted to inform
future collaborative projects. The analyses reveal that the
social link is strengthened through the empowerment of
micro-communities, who are formed through housing as-
sociations. Each housing association, in the context of this
study, attracts members by setting its own regulations in
regard to the age, gender, and social diversity, coupled
with the defined collective activities particular to that
community, which, in turn, is expected to generate a
different socio-spatial outcome. Eventually, these new
forms of collaboration, which are enabled by the bottom-up
approaches, have been recalibrated by the top-down in-
centives of the housing cooperatives in Zurich.
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Birkhäuser, Basel.

Hugentobler, M., 2017. Switzerland. In: Pareja-Eastaway, M.,
Winston, N. (Eds.), Sustainable Communities and Urban Hous-
ing: a Comparative European Perspective. Routledge. Taylor &
Francis Group, London, pp. 203e224.

Hofer, A., 2019. Utopian pragmatism, grass-roots urban move-
ment rejuvenating the Swiss housing cooperative tradition. In:
Ledent, G., Salembier, Ch, Vanneste, D. (Eds.), Sustainable
Dwelling: between Spatial Polyvalence and Residents’
Empowerment. Drifosett Printing SA., Brussels-Belgium,
pp. 023e047.

Hofmeister, S. (Ed.), 2018. Affordable Housing: Cost-Effective
Models for the Future. DETAIL, München.

Kienbaum, L., 2015. The concept of sharing on the history of
community-oriented housing. In: Becker, A., Kienbaum, L.,
Ring, K., Cachola Schmal, P. (Eds.), Bauen und Wohnen in
Gemeinschaft: Ideen, Prozesse, Architektur: Building and Living
in Communities: Ideas, Processes, Architecture. Birkhäuser
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