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IN A WARM SUMMER AFTERNOON A GROUP IS gathered in a circle on a shady patio. Some are young parents, some are elders, some are in middie years. Munching ginger snaps and drinking lemonade, with all eyes focused on budget sheets and a pile of architectural renderings in the center of the circle.

"We've got 50 percent of our houses filled," says an earnest young woman. "The bank says they'll give us our construction loan as soon as we've got 70 percent presold. So," she looks around slowly, "how are we going to attract six more households with down payment money--fast!"

This is a typical scene near the midpoint of the cohousing development process. Throughout the entire process, but especially at this point, a cohousing group needs to have a critical mass of people, and more significantly, people who can raise enough money.

How do cohousing communities attract people and money?

Marketing strategies

In pockets of intensive cohousing development (for example, Northern California, Washington's Puget Sound, Colorado's Front Range, Massachusetts, and North Carolina), marketing a new cohousing community is often a matter of just getting the word out. In most other regions, however, a new cohousing group must first educate people about what cohousing is and how it can benefit them.

The early stages of marketing a cohousing community typically start with discussions among friends. As in most forming communities, the initial small group needs to agree on their collective vision for their future community and put it down on paper. This vision document will enable them to show newcomers what they are planning to do. It will explain more clearly what cohousing is about and help curious newcomers decide if it's right for them.

At this early stage it's important to create a membership/marketing plan and a committee to implement it. The plan should identify those groups of people most likely to be interested, along with a strategy to reach them.

Marketing cohousing is not like selling a traditional home because a future cohousing resident first needs to make six fundamental decisions:

1. Do I like the cohousing concept?

2. Do I like the area or location of the future community?

3. Do I like the people in this group?

4. Do I like the homes (and the site plan and the common house)?

5. Is the price right?

6. Can I wait until it will be completed?

These six factors don't carry the same importance for every future resident. For some, the mere fact that it's a cohousing project is the overriding factor; for others the location and price determines everything.

In the very early stages of marketing a cohousing community, all you can offer potential members is the group's vision and the positive aspects of the cohousing concept. For some that's enough to get them excited and involved. Others need to know much more, such as location, final purchase price and floor plan, to remain involved over time. During the duration of the development stage of the project, some people will join and some will leave.

Cohousers find innovative ways to get the word out. Takoma members at a parade in Washington, D. C.

For potential members with past experience living in community, the important deciding factors may go much deeper, such as, for example, the group's commitment to the consensus decision-making process, or whether the group shares a common environmental ethic. And for new people without any previous community experience,

This is playing in the big leagues. the deciding factors might include the group's agreements: Are they compatible with their own values and lifestyle? As the questions get answered, the confidence of potential members grows.

As the group of future neighbors builds stronger social bonds with one another-building the social community-they can address other issues that arise more easily because of the underlying connection formed with one another.

Most cohousing groups put together an information packet that typically explains the cohousing concept, the group's current stage of development, how new people can participate, and who to contact for additional information. As the community gets closer to completion, the information packet will become more complete. I have seen hefty final packets which included member bios, site plans and building designs, meeting and decision-making information, lists of committees or work groups, unit pricing, and option lists.

Groups often use advertising to help get the word out. According to Chris Hanson in The Cohousing Handbook (Hartley Marks, 1996), cohousers typically are "proactive" people with "a higher than average level of education" and are "interested in improving their quality of life." Another observer states they are often "driven by a very specific set of principles and values." Thus a group's advertising campaign needs to pass on a significant amount of information without feeling too disorganized or too slick. It should be straightforward and personal. Cohousers tend to appreciate and expect honesty, integrity, and a supportive community culture.

So where exactly can these people be found? Good marketing strategies include posting fliers at recreational centers, health food stores, bookstores, and churches (especially Unitarian churches and Quaker meeting centers); taking out classified and small display ads in local papers and magazines; making presentations to local social, environmental, and religious groups; publishing articles in the local papers and specialty magazines and newsletters; getting interviewed on local radio and, when the group has something visual to show, local television stations; setting up booths at crafts fairs, Earth Day celebrations, and other "home grown" events; creating a Web page and linking it to the Cohousing Network's and the FIC's web pages; and advertising in the Cohousing Journal and Communities magazine.

The role of national advertising is growing as the cohousing concept becomes more widely known. Also growing numbers of people wanting to relocate are looking for cities with forming cohousing communities as an important relocation criterion.

Over the years that I've assisted cohousing communities market their projects, I've noticed that very rarely do just one or two advertising methods fill a community. More typically, later arrivals learn about the project from several sources in a short period of time.

In the total build-out model of cohousing development, construction can rarely begin until at least 70 percent of the future residents have signed a sales contract with the builder and have prequalified with a lending institution. Because of this, as a project nears the time of construction, the marketing effort sometimes needs to be increased so the project won't be held up due to a lack of members. At this point, some groups feel the need to bring in a marketing professional. It is crucial that any marketing person the group brings in really understands the spirit of cohousing and the specific vision of this particular group. If not, the professional may attract a higher percentage of new residents who are not as committed to the project.

Because of the need for a diversified marketing strategy, a potentially long marketing period, and the possibility of needing to hire traditional real estate professionals at the end, it is suggested that a cohousing group allocate about three to five percent of their project budget for marketing. If it turns out that they don't need to spend that much, the remainder can be redistributed to the residents as discounts. This can be a strong motivation to find new members on their own.

Getting Financed

Even though a few cohousing projects require little or no assistance from a bank, the vast majority end up needing a significant construction loan in addition to the traditional permanent financing of each resident's mortgage.

From the eyes of a lending institution, a cohousing project is just another multimillion dollar residential real estate development. (Not that there is anything little about it. This is playing in the big leagues by people who probably never imagined doing this in their wildest fantasies.) In order for a bank to take a cohousing group seriously, the group needs to look organized and professional. The bank's loan committee will want to see professionally completed construction drawings, contracts with future buyers, comprehensive legal documents, and extensive budgets for the project and for the Homeowners Association.

When a project is underway-with secure land, at least 50 percent of their members prequalified for a loan, and at least preliminary designs on paper-it is time to begin the process of finding a lending institution to assist with the development and construction financing. If the group is working with a professional developer, that person might take responsibility for this. If not, the group should select the one or two members who feel comfortable explaining the project to a banker-people who can help to lend credibility to the project. This will probably mean putting on a suit and being prepared to talk in the language of finance.

Even when a bank does agree to provide a loan for a project, it will rarely provide more than 80 percent of what's needed. The residents themselves must provide the remaining 20 percent (which can range from a few hundred thousand dollars to over a million dollars), unless they have a development professional helping them, in which case they can share the risk between them. The money is often raised through "membership" fees, as well as through down payments, which can range from a few percent to over 20 percent of the purchase price of the home.

Group members who are able to make this kind of financial investment typically become very committed to the project-since they now have a significant amount of money at risk. If additional challenges arise later in the development process, this additional commitment is often what helps hold the group together.

Since most cohousing groups are striving to make at least some of their homes "affordable," they can use a number of strategies, such as seeking grants from local, state, and federal governments. More often, afFordability is achieved by building smaller homes with more standard designs.

After the members have contributed what money they are able, it is often necessary to search out some additional money. Sometimes members of the community, friends, or relatives are able to loan the project money in exchange for a below-market interest rate. Since cohousing tends to attract socially conscious people, there does exist a growing pool of investors who are interested in supporting cohousing even at a lower rate of return.

Because financing a cohousing community follows fairly traditional methods, the development will not be allowed to stray too far from a typical planned community in terms of design and construction. The more atypical the project, the harder it will be to obtain financing from a bank. Depending on what is normal in any given region, such features as parking placed at the edge of the site, attached dwellings, clustered homes, and a large common building might make local lenders wary. I often advise groups to avoid more than three "unusual" features such as these in their project.

Since building a multimillion dollar real estate project is usually not high on the skills list of cohousing participants, it is essential to create a strong group of future residents who can both market and help fund their community. As anyone involved in cohousing can attest, this involves a tremendous amount of work, but the community's resulting high quality of life and sense of connection are well worth it.

LEFT. Banks view a cohousing project as just another multimillion dollar residential real estate development. Members of Pleasant Hill Cohousing work on their site plan.

BELOW. Usually 70% of the housing units must be presold before construction can begin. Author Zev Paiss at Nomad Cohousing groundbreaking, 1996.

Zev Paiss is the Executive Director of the Cohousing Network (www.cohousing.org) and the Director of Project Development for Support Financial Services, a cohousing consulting and financial services company. He lives with his wife and two daughters in Nomad Cohousing in Boulder, Colorado. Contact. zpaiss@ earthlink.net, 303-413-9227.
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