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F
or some, aging means staying 

in their own home and making 

accommodations for the physical 

realities of growing older. For others, 

it’s downsizing to a smaller home or apartment. 

For one particular group of Tulsans, cohousing is 

the best approach.

Simply put, cohousing means living in an 

intentional neighborhood that combines private 

homes with shared spaces to foster a sense of 

community, safety and belonging. While the idea 

originated decades ago in Denmark, it’s steadily 

growing in the United States where there are 

now more than 160 communities, with another 

150 under development. Here in Oklahoma, 

Stillwater’s Oakcreek cohousing community 

opened in 2012. An innovative group of men 

and women are now creating a similar community 

of their own in Tulsa. Planning is well underway 

for Heartwood Commons, a 55+ neighborhood 

built to promote connection and successful aging. 

Heartwood Commons sits on 4.8 acres 

near 71st Street and Riverside Drive and will 

eventually include around 30 homes designed 

with an eye toward sustainability and energy 

efficiency in order to decrease utility costs and 

environmental footprint. Future residents have 

an active role in developing the project, with the 

help of a cohousing consultant and a team of 

architects. 

Suzy Sharp, Claudia Vandiver and Jan Owen 

are among those individuals actively involved 

in creating their future neighborhood, while 

sharing the cohousing message with potential 

residents. Vibrant and engaged, the women talk 

enthusiastically about the benefits they have 

already received from the creative process itself – 

new friendships, a like-minded community and 

the satisfaction that comes with making your own 

decisions about your future.

“Everyone in the group takes on a volunteer role 

with the number of teams that we have,” explains 

Sharp. “The teams are how we get the work done 

that’s needed to create the community. My role is 

team leader for the marketing and membership 

team. Nobody is paid except our consultant and 

architects. It’s completely grassroots driven.”

All three women have seen the value of 

community and relationships in their own lives, 

and they think cohousing will help create and 

support that for its residents.

“Everybody says ‘age in place,’ and usually what 

they mean by that is the home they’re currently 

in. I would suggest that the ‘place’ is really the 

important part. Having a place where you’re 

surrounded by people who care about you and are 

looking out for you as you are for them – having 

that kind of community in which to grow older is 

the ‘place’ where you want to be,” Sharp says.

Owen agrees. “I think many people believe it's 

the idea of moving and getting into a physical 

location that is the big, helpful thing,” she 

remarks. “But really, the most helpful part is the 

relationships that we’ve made, and going forward 

it won’t really matter where we are as long as we’re 

together. It matters, but it’s less important than 

our relationships.”

According to Sharp, the organizing group is 

currently comprised of 40 percent couples and 

about 60 percent females, ranging in age from 60 

to 90. Vandiver, who serves as the point person for 

the legal and finance team, has a background in 

accounting. She and her husband, Larry, are both 

planning their move together. Although, Larry 

was reluctant at first, according to Claudia, he’s on 

board now. 

“At this point, he’s in with both feet,” Vandiver 

laughs. “He’s really excited about it.”

Cohousing communities like Heartwood are 

a balance of community and privacy. Individuals 

own their own homes while having the option 

to interact with other residents in shared spaces 

like recreation facilities, open green areas and 

walking paths. Residents at Heartwood will 

be able to choose from a number of home 

models, which will be clustered around a shared 

space. Heartwood’s common house will feature 

communal amenities like a kitchen and dining 

area for group meals, as well as guest rooms for 

visitors. 

“Once you move in, you can customize your 

home all you want,” Sharp explains. “You’re 

purchasing your home in a community, and in 

many ways, it’s like a condo association in the 

sense that you buy your home and you own a share 

of the common properties. What’s different is that 

the group is involved from the very beginning in 

decisions about creating the community and what 

it’s going to look like.” 

For Vandiver, cohousing fits her definition of 

successful aging.

“We’re not trying to take the place of a nursing 

home or even assisted living facility, although 

there will be things that we know we would be 

willing to do for each other to help us stay here 

longer,” she explains. “The idea is that we stay 

active and social, and those are two things that 

help you stay healthy a lot longer. One of the real 

goals is to help us live active, healthy lives longer 

so that, perhaps, we never need that assisted living 

or that nursing home.”
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more information  
 or email greencountrycohousing@gmail.com.

The concept of “aging in place” 

popular. Opting to live in a 
community of your choice as 
you age is an attractive idea. 
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