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Part 2: 
Design Tactics

Whilst not a set of ‘rules’ by which to design a new form of 2-for-1 
or 3-for-1 infill on single allotments, the design tactics presented 
here point to the embedded design thinking, logic and decisions in 
the four housing tests that follow in Part 3. They are the types of 
design and amenity considerations a proponent might put forward to 
a Design Review Panel and an approval authority when a cohousing 
scheme is being assessed on its merits.
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Adaptability

Room separation is provided not by fixed walls but by soft 
infrastructure; joinery which can either extend to the ceiling to 
maximise storage and separation, or can stop short to increase light 
and ventilation levels while giving the increased sense of space that a 
continuous ceiling can provide.

Timber floors on joists provide opportunities for flexible power runs 
within the building’s floorpate and the addition of new floor-fixed 
power outlets, while removable skirtings can flexibly power the 
perimeter, allowing outlets to be moved or added.

Windows that are at least as wide and high as a door and extend to 
the floor provide high light levels and external views when sitting in 
a chair or lying on a bed. They also allow a simple connection to an 
extension by removing the glazing and frame, thereby avoiding messy 
reworking to the affected walls.

Circumstances change. Houses sometimes need extending, while 
interiors require renovating or replacing over time due to domestic 
wear and tear or changing occupant needs.

The new housing additions in each of the four schemes have been 
designed to adapt to future needs as easily as possible. Hard 
infrastructure - those components of a house that are fixed and 
difficult to change - is limited to bathrooms and plumbing stacks.

door-sized windows
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hard infrastructure: plumbing and electrics

soft infrastructure: joinery

adaptable house
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Memories Over time, we accumulate memories in multiple forms, such as 
furniture pieces, photographs, pictures, and collectibles. In previous 
research undertaken for Office for Ageing Well, we heard that the 
housing of these memories can become increasingly difficult for 
older residents. Participants in the Innovations in Social Housing 
project described that as they age and inherit items from family and 
friends, the storage and display of these pieces becomes increasingly 
important but comes with the challenge of how to adequately 
accommodate these additional items in a small dwelling.14

Whilst small, each new dwelling has been designed with some form 
of ‘slack’ space, where possible - room within the dwelling that 
anticipates potential occupation.15 By locating windows and doors to 
the sides of spaces, rather than in the centre of walls, blank wall space 
is created for loose furniture and wall mounted items. Storage, which 
can take the form of cupboards or open shelves, is maximised with 
this memory-keeping in mind.

By treating the open floor plan as a series of discrete spaces with a 
degree of separation, loose furniture can act as a spatial divide whilst 
still maintaining good circulation.

‘slack’ space for memories
14. Madigan, D. (2017). Innovation in 
Social Housing 90 Day Project: Design 
Principles Report. Adelaide, University 
of South Australia.

15. Slack Space is a concept described 
by Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till 
(2007) in Flexible Housing. London, 
Architectural Press.
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StorageA pitched roof serves multiple purposes: it helps provide contextual fit 
in a neighbourhood with established older homes and is a ready-made 
surface for solar panels.

It also provides valuable roof-space storage.

If framed traditionally, using rafters and ceiling joists in lieu of roof 
trusses, roof spaces can be occupied. The inclusion of a pull-down 
attic ladder, which can be fitted with handrails for safety and even an 
electric motor for increased ease of use, allows for both regular and 
occasional use of the space.

Residents with reduced mobility or concerns over safety might use 
the attic with the assistance of a carer, relative, friend or neighbour 
who can rotate seasonal storage for them. An example is winter 
and summer clothing, which can be stored in tubs in the attic when 
not required day-to-day in a wardrobe. Similarly, keepsakes that are 
important for the resident to retain but may not need to be on hand in 
the home can be safely stored in the attic to provide peace-of-mind 
that they are protected and comfort that they are nearby.

Each of the design proposals assumes that seasonal attic storage 
is provided over each bathroom and bedroom, thereby significantly 
increasing the livability of these small footprint dwellings.

Additionally, each shared space (such as laundries) provides shared 
storage for all residents. The success of these assumes an agreed 
usage system across the residents to ensure equity and functionality.

attic spaces over bedrooms and bathrooms;
generous volumes over living spaces 

attic storage
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Accessibility Although this project is targeted at independent living for older 
residents of a variety of ages, participants in the codesign workshop 
voiced a clear preference for housing that could anticipate either 
temporarily or permanently affected mobility. An example is a resident 
who has hip replacement or knee surgery and recuperates at home 
with a walker or rollator for several weeks before transitioning to 
improved mobility with the reduced support of a walking stick. In such 
a scenario, a home designed to be fully compliant to the Australian 
Standard for Access and Mobility (AS1428.2) may prove temporarily 
useful, but a spatial over-provision in the long term.16

The downsized dwellings of this project therefore seek to allocate 
such additional space more prudently. Whilst not designed to 
AS1428.2, the homes have been designed to the spatial requirements 
of the Livable Housing Australia (LHA) Design Guidelines,17 which 
strive to create more functional and responsive housing as occupant 
needs change over time. LHA’s liveability is measured over three 
levels: Silver, Gold and Platinum; with an organisational goal of seeing 
all new housing in Australia designed to the Silver level by 2020 - the 
year of this project.

All of the renovated and new housing of the Cohousing for Ageing 
Well project is designed to the Gold level, with the common house 
and backyard dwelling of the Extra Large scheme achieving the more 
generous sizings of the Platinum level. The designs see greater 
mobility and access than might generally be found in market housing, 
with the layouts avoiding unnecessarily designing for high needs while 
acknowledging the fact that safety and movement in and around the 
home can become compromised as we age.

a fully accessible 
bathroom to AS 1428.2, 
showing minimum 
overlapping circulation 
zones for a shower and 
toilet, with overall internal 
dimensions and corridor 
space

facing page: the minimum 
circulation zones of 
the four Cohousing for 
Ageing Well schemes, 
designed to Livable 
Housing Australia’s Gold 
or Platinum standards

16. Standards Australia (1992). AS 
1428.2 Design for Access and Mobility 
- Part 2: Enhanced and additional 
requirements - Buildings and facilities. 
Sydney, Standards Australia. A fully 
compliant home requires not just a 
larger bathroom, as shown above, 
but increased circulation and door 
clearance spaces throughout, including 
externally.

17. Livable Housing Australia (2017). 
Livable Housing Design Guidelines, 
4th Edition. Forest Lodge, New South 
Wales, Livable Housing Australia.
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CHAW bedroom:
LHA Gold

CHAW kitchen
(or laundry):
LHA Gold

CHAW bathroom:
LHA Gold

CHAW bathroom:
LHA Platinum

CHAW kitchen
(or laundry):
LHA Platinum

CHAW bedroom:
LHA Platinum
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Private and 
Public

Embedded in the designs is an attitude towards balancing the 
requirements for privacy with those of engagement.

Positive interaction - a staple of cohousing developments and a 
driving reason why people choose this form of living - is achieved by 
creating central landscape elements that act as a fulcrum around 
which the housing can be sited. Living areas are strategically placed 
off these gardens to create strong connections between inside and 
out and to provide passive surveillance across the site.

Decks and paved areas are provided to encourage sitting outdoors 
and incidental contact between neighbours. If a resident who would 
normally have blinds open during the day suddenly has them shut, 
or they have not been seen outside for a while, a neighbour might be 
prompted to knock on their door to check on them.

Bedrooms, however, obviously benefit from a greater level of privacy. 
This can become even more important as the dwelling gets smaller. 
In a one bedroom home the bedroom itself can become an important 
second living space: a place to sit and read or somewhere to rest 
during the day without sleeping. Replacing a larger bed with a 
single bed can allow for a desk or table, doubling the function of the 
bedroom to a study or hobby space.

With this in mind, bedrooms are oriented away from the large common 
gardens but are given large windows (and sometimes doors), with 
views of and access to more private outdoor spaces.
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Finding 
Space

Getting 
Along

When renovating older houses, it is not uncommon to cut large 
openings in existing walls to combine spaces. This can be done 
without affecting the ceiling lines, which also enables an opening to be 
filled in the future in order to reinstate the original rooms. Done in this 
manner, the legibility and identity of the original rooms is maintained. 
This opening-up tactic can be employed successfully for hallways. 
Typically no narrower than 1.2m (4’), often 1.5m (5’) and sometimes 
as wide as 1.8m (6’), these opened hallways add significant space 
to what can otherwise be a tight floor plan, enabling improved 
function and easier movement. An opening in an external wall - often 
undertaken to add an ensuite bathroom to a room being used as a 
bedroom - provides the opportunity to create a kitchen or new entry, 
unlocking the potential for a house to be divided.18

One of the key factors in successfully implementing infill housing is 
managing the increase in utility areas necessary for any home. The 
consideration and organisation of rubbish bins, clothes lines and 
sheds during the design process becomes increasingly important as 
densities on a site increase.

While it is possible (and indeed likely) that many residents will 
choose to locate bins, washing lines and sheds next to their individual 
dwellings for both convenience and a sense of ownership, each of the 
four schemes includes a deliberate strategy around either dispersing 
these elements across the site, or consolidating them in a single 
location. In each case, consideration is given to screening rubbish 
bins and washing lines from view whilst maximising garden space, 
generating ease of access and avoiding disadvantaging one dwelling 
over others due to its proximity to or distance from these utilities.

Including the strategic location of these spaces in a whole-of-site 
design approach is crucial to the success of the overall infill design 
concept and a major factor in helping residents avoid unnecessary 
conflict.

18. These opening up concepts, and 
their capacity to significantly unlock 
possibilities for infill housing in the 
established suburbs, is diagrammed 
and defined as ‘porous rooms’ in 
Chapter 3 of Madigan (2016) Alternative 
Infill, pp 152-239.
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Shared 
Gardens

8m Zones

The project’s premise that the backyard and housing mass are 
redistributed across the allotment requires a whole-of-site strategy in 
relation to:

 - building separation that allows for existing trees to be retained and/
or for new deep soil areas to be created;

 - dwelling separation and floor plan distribution for privacy;

 - pedestrian movement through the site to ensure equitable and safe 
access to facilities and garden areas;

 - parking disposition in order to minimise the impact of cars while 
remaining practical;

 - the location and (where necessary) screening of rubbish bins and 
washing lines for discrete yet easy access.

Together, a targeted strategy that designs these outdoor spaces 
holistically with the housing can help mitigate concerns over more 
dense and proximate living.

Eight metres has been determined as a sound benchmark for building 
separation in the project. From a spatial perspective, it sits within 
the 8-12m dwelling separation zone found to be ideal in large formal 
cohousing schemes.19 Given the single allotment schemes of this 
project are substantially smaller than the multi-allotment sites of 
established cohousing schemes, 8m strikes the right balance for 
privacy and amenity.

Eight metres also provides an appropriate deep soil zone for a mature 
medium or large tree of up to 12m high and with a canopy spread 
of 8m. This allows for the retention of an existing mature tree or the 
planting of a new large tree.20 Where space is limited, permeable 
paving and decking can assist in movement around the site without 
compromising water levels in the soil.

Importantly, the garden spaces created by adhering to an 8m rule 
create proportions large enough for a variety of gardens, at the 
residents’ discretion. Activities such as mowing, planting, watering 
and tending provide opportunities for individual and group activity, 
coupled with residual spaces for outdoor living.

the shared garden of
the Medium CHAW scheme

19. Durrett, C. (2009). The Senior 
Cohousing Handbook: A Community 
Approach to Independent Living. 
Gabriola Island, New Society Publishers, 
pp 144-145.

20. The 8m separation accords with 
DPTI’s deep soil zone requirement for 
the provision of medium and large trees 
at maturity, as stated in the Draft South 
Australian Planning and Design Code.
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PetsBeyond the amenity that generous landscaped spaces can provide, a 
large shared garden opens up the opportunity for companion animals 
that may otherwise not be possible in smaller ‘courtyard’ gardens.

Pet ownership has been demonstrated to be significantly positive for 
the health and wellbeing of people over 60. In extreme circumstances, 
pet ownership can reduce suicide risk, while the day-to-day ownership 
responsibilities of feeding, exercising and grooming a pet contributes 
to physical and emotional wellbeing.21

The provision of a consolidated large garden allows for pets that 
might otherwise be given up in a transition to downsized or retirement 
accommodation. In the scenarios of this project, one can imagine 
an example where a dog might legally be owned by the occupant(s) 
of one dwelling, while the companionship and responsibility benefits 
are shared across all residents; an arrangement well-suited to older 
people for whom individual pet ownership might be highly desirable 
but impractical outside of a cohousing relationship.

the shared Common House and garden
of the Extra Large CHAW scheme

21. The work of Dr Janette Young, 
Lecturer in Health Sciences at the 
University of South Australia is a 
valuable resource for issues around the 
positive relationship between ageing 
and pet ownership.
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