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2 Places in common 

Twelve years ago, I moved to Sheffield from the rural midlands to study Landscape Architecture. 

Other places on the shortlist where Edinburgh, Nottingham and Lincoln, but something about 

Sheffield made it my top choice. It was the city’s understated traits; a proudness in its industrial 

heritage, a down-to-earth friendliness, enduring working-class values, village-like familiarity, and a 

national park a stone’s throw away, that made me want to live and work in Sheffield many years 

later. You may have had a similar experience of discovering a place that has special meaning to you, 

so why am I telling you this? I am trying to put into words the subtle qualities, the things you can’t 

quite describe or put your finger on, that you associate with a particular location and make you feel 

a sense of belonging to a place and community. 

 

These qualities, though somewhat vague, have one thing in common; they describe a physical 

space, such as a park, street or city, and its connection to a human experience, culture, activity or 

identity. The connection between our environment and us is at the crux of distinguishing what 

‘place’, as in ‘a meeting place’ or ‘a sense of place’, means. ‘Places’ are spaces that hold meaning for 

people and create an opportunity for interaction between each other and their surroundings. The 

places that we have in common, therefore, have the potential to bring people together in the same 

space through shared experience. 

 

 ‘Placemaking’ is a term used to describe the deliberate creation of space to strengthen the 

connection between people and their environment. Placemaking puts value on community 

involvement in place, social interaction and improving quality of life. However, successful 

placemaking is more than a one off event or design, and requires an ongoing process, a reaction 

and response, between people and space. In other words, when a place is ‘made’, it continues to be 

altered, adjusted and added to over time by the 

opinions, activities and interactions of people. 

‘Place-keeping’ is a term used to describe this 

long-term view of maintaining the benefits of 

places for people over time, in a way that is 

responsive to ongoing change and adaption. 

 

If you are a cohousing resident you have, 

perhaps knowingly or unknowingly, taken part 

in a process of placemaking and place-keeping. 

Cohousing residents typically play an active 

role in the ‘making’ of the places in which they 

live, through direct involvement in the design, 

construction, maintenance and occupation of the site. If you are a prospective cohousing group, 

you may be wondering how you can strengthen the connection between people and place in your 

community. Based on the Project for Public Spaces principles for placemaking, below is a summary 

of the key ideas that may be of use to both new and existing cohousing communities. They are a 

starting point for how to incorporate those subtle and hard-to-pin-down qualities in shared spaces 

to make a place that reflects the aspirations and identity of a cohousing community. 

 

 

‘Cohousing residents 

typically play an 

active role in the 

‘making’ of places 

they live’ 

https://www.pps.org/article/11steps
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Community expertise 
Residents are experts in the places that they live and the kind of places they want to live in the 

future. Identify the talents, assets, knowledge and aspirations that you collectively hold at the 

beginning of your project. To identify the strengths of a place and areas to focus on improving, try 

filling in ‘The Place Standard Tool’. 

 

Focus on creating places for people 
Shared spaces should make everyone feel welcome and comfortable. Create a range of 

opportunities within these spaces that other residents can occupy, rearrange, interact with or 

personalise to establish a strong sense of community identity. The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities by Jane Jacobs and The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces by William H. Whyte are 

useful reads on creating places for people. 

 

Partner up 

Make partnerships with experts, organisations and networks to utilise their knowledge, skills and 

connections. Importantly, a partnership differs from a traditional client-profession relationship in 

that the decision making responsibilities are shared, and negotiations and trade-offs enable a 

community-led vision. Potential collaborators include lawyers, developers, design professions, 

engineers, local councils, national networks, organisations, other cohousing groups and 

neighbourhood groups. 

 

Learn from others 
Visiting established cohousing sites identifies what works and what does not. Look for how these 

projects have evolved over time and how they have adapted to suit changing needs. Closer to 

home; understand the local context, talk to neighbourhood groups and make the most of what is 

already there. 

 

A shared vision 

A placemaking vision reflects the character, activity, pride and identity of a community. Establish 

the principles and visions you have in common. 

 

Lighter, quicker, cheaper 

Places are complex and evolve over a long time, so you don’t have to get everything right first time. 

What can you achieve right now with the resources you already have? Short term and temporary 

improvements are experiments that can be refined over time. Read more about the Lighter, 

Quicker, Cheaper approach. 

 

Connect things together 
Link together elements, activities and people to stimulate interaction between each other and the 

environment. Put shared facilities in the same place to promote interaction or make spaces and 

elements multipurpose to encourage creative use of space and so that different activities can 

https://placestandard.scot/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/86058/the-death-and-life-of-great-american-cities-by-jane-jacobs/9780679644330
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/86058/the-death-and-life-of-great-american-cities-by-jane-jacobs/9780679644330
https://www.pps.org/product/the-social-life-of-small-urban-spaces
https://www.pps.org/article/lighter-quicker-cheaper
https://www.pps.org/article/lighter-quicker-cheaper
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happen at different times. A Pattern Language by Christopher Alexander provides useful solutions 

for designing places by connecting ‘patterns’ together. 

 

Expect obstacles 

Inevitably, there will be conflicts and contradictions when taking into account different opinions, 

negotiating planning frameworks and design standards, and staying within budget. Don’t let 

obstacles undermine your ambition--start small, make incremental improvements and be willing to 

adapt, change and improve the design. 

 

A place is never complete 

Places and people are always changing. Prepare to adapt spaces to suit new needs and consider the 

long-term process of governance, maintenance and management. Place-keeping is an essential 

part of the placemaking process. For more information about place-keeping visit ‘The Place-

keeping Group’. 

 

 

Aimee Felstead is a Landscape Architect and ESRC funded PhD student at the University of Sheffield, 

supervised by Kevin Thwaites and Nicola Dempsey. Her research involves visiting cohousing case 

studies in the UK to understand the ways in which residents get involved in placemaking. If you wish to 

contact her about placemaking or her research you can email alfelstead2@sheffield.ac.uk. 
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Contact Community Led Housing 
 

Web: 

CommunityLedHomes.org.uk 

 

Tel: 

020 3096 7795 

 

Twitter: 

@CommLedHousing 

 

Facebook: 

facebook.com/groups/CommunityLedHousing 


