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A  N O T E  B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic‐
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex‐
amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

A B S T R A C T

Before most people govern a budget at work, they have governed a fridge. A shared flat at twenty, a
marriage at thirty, a family car, a joint account, a parent's care in later life, a house that three siblings
inherit: each of these is a commons in Ostrom's precise sense. More than one person draws on it. It can
be overdrawn. And the cost of overuse falls, sooner or later, on everyone who shares it. Households are
also where the commons is hardest to name, because naming it can feel like a breach of the love it rests
on. Nobody wants to be the person who suggests rules for the kitchen. So household commons are of‐
ten run as open access with goodwill: anyone takes what they need, nobody watches, and nothing hap‐
pens on overdraw until something happens all at once, usually late at night.
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The first commons anyone governs

Before most people govern a budget at work, they have governed a fridge. A shared flat at twenty, a mar‐
riage at thirty, a family car, a joint account, a parent's care in later life, a house that three siblings inherit:
each of these is a commons in Ostrom's precise sense. More than one person draws on it. It can be over‐
drawn. And the cost of overuse falls, sooner or later, on everyone who shares it.

Households are also where the commons is hardest to name, because naming it can feel like a breach of the
love it rests on. Nobody wants to be the person who suggests rules for the kitchen. So household commons
are often run as open access with goodwill: anyone takes what they need, nobody watches, and nothing
happens on overdraw until something happens all at once, usually late at night.

Santa Anna's Ecstatic Economics describes what that arrangement costs the body of each person inside it. It
names the feeling at the root of most money quarrels:

the possibility that there won't be enough, that you'll fall behind, that the ground beneath your
financial life could give way.71

It also says, carefully, what it is not claiming:

People  living  in  genuine  material  deprivation  need  material  resources,  not  consciousness
shifts.72

This chapter honours both sentences. It is not financial advice and it does not tell anyone how to invest or
what to buy. It is about the arrangements by which people who share money, time and property look after
what they share. The claim is this: a household commons is governed well by the same loops as any other,
made smaller, gentler and more frequent; and the gentleness is the design, not a softening of it.

The joint account

The commonest household commons is a shared account. Two or more people pay into it and draw from it;
its condition is its balance; its overuse shows at the low point of the month.

A composite,  built for teaching, with every figure set for illustration. Two partners, Ana and Sam, have
one joint account into which both salaries are paid. Ana earns somewhat more; Sam works fewer paid
hours and does more of the unpaid work of the house. Neither has ever said what each may spend without
asking. Both are careful, and both have, privately, begun to keep score: Ana of Sam's spending on a hobby,
Sam of Ana's on clothes. Twice in the past year the account has touched zero in the last week of the month,
and both times the conversation has happened at eleven at night, with a bank notification as the opening
line.
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Read against the principles, the account has no boundary on what each person can draw (1B), no sense loop
except the bank's own alarm (4), no first response short of a quarrel (5), and no place to settle a disagree‐
ment except the moment of discovery (6). Nobody has ever proposed a rule, so nobody has ever changed
one (3). It is Gordon's fishery for two.

What Ana and Sam do, over a month:

The membrane. They agree what the joint account is for: the household's shared costs, a buffer for the
shared future, and an amount each month that each of them may spend on anything at all, without asking
or explaining. The last is the most important line. It gives each a private boundary inside the shared one,
which removes most of the reasons to keep score.

The proportion. They talk, for the first time, about what each puts in. Ana's salary is larger; Sam's unpaid
hours are larger. They decide that what each puts in is the sum of both, and that their personal amounts
will be equal. Another couple might decide differently; principle 2A says the rule must fit the household,
and principle 3 says the household decides.

The sense loop. Every Sunday morning, for fifteen minutes, with coffee, they look at the account together.
The delay between overspending and both of them knowing falls from a month to a week, and the know‐
ledge arrives at a calm hour rather than by alarm.

The reflex. They agree the first response to an overspend is a question, asked on Sunday, not a reproach,
asked at once: the account's lower than we thought; do you know why? Usually the answer is ordinary.

The repair. They agree that money disagreements belong to Sunday morning, not to the moment of discov‐
ery. If one of them notices something midweek, they write it down and bring it to Sunday.

The learning. They agree to look at the arrangement itself every three months and change what no longer
fits.

After three months, in the composite, the account has not touched zero, and neither of them is keeping
score. The figures are illustrative. What changed is not that either became more careful. It is that neither
had to guard.

That last point is the one Santa Anna's book makes about the commons in general, and it is truer of a mar‐
riage than of a pasture: where shared things are well kept,

The body relaxes into the felt sense of being held by something larger than the individual.73
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Time and the work nobody counts

The second household commons is time, and with it the work of keeping a house: cooking, cleaning, laun‐
dry, appointments, remembering birthdays, noticing that the milk has run out. This work draws on a re‐
source, each person's hours and attention, and it maintains another, the household's daily life.

It is the household version of the documentation commons in Chapter 6: everyone benefits, and the care is
used up by those who benefit without contributing. The zanjera principle from Chapter 7 applies directly.
Those who draw more from the household's daily life should, in some proportion, give more to keeping it.
A household where one person does most of the noticing has an unbalanced 2B, whatever the division of
the chores on paper.

A simple practice helps. Once, for a week, each adult writes down every piece of household work they do,
including the invisible ones: planning, remembering, noticing. At the end of the week, the lists are com‐
pared, on a calm evening. Most households find the lists surprise both people, in different directions. The
comparison is the sense loop. What the household then decides is its own, which is the point.

Children can join the commons as they grow, and the door in principle 1 matters here: a household that
tells a twelve-year-old when they will join the rota, and what they will gain by it, has given them a way in
rather than a wall.
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The house three siblings inherit

The third household commons is the hardest, because it is held by adults who no longer live together and
who bring decades of family history to it. A house inherited jointly, a holiday cottage, a family plot of land:
these are commons in the strictest sense, governed, usually, by nothing at all until a dispute arrives.

A second composite, built for teaching. Three adult siblings inherit their parents' cottage by the sea. One
lives an hour away and uses it most weekends; one lives abroad and comes for two weeks each summer; one
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cannot afford the share of repairs and rarely goes. The roof needs replacing. Nobody has agreed how costs
are shared, how weeks are allocated, or what happens if one wants to sell.

The cottage is Törbel's alp, and the siblings need Törbel's answer: a rule that ties each person's use to some‐
thing each holds and can see. The rule they reach, in the composite, has four parts.

First, the calendar: weeks are allocated each January, by rotation, so that every sibling has the best summer
weeks in turn over three years, as the Alanya fishers rotated their best spots. Second, the proportion: run‐
ning costs are shared by weeks used; the roof and other repairs to the fabric, which preserve the asset for
all, are shared equally, with the sibling who cannot afford a full share contributing labour or deferring
their share against any future sale. Third, the regular meeting: a call every spring, an hour, to settle the cal‐
endar, the costs and any disagreement. Fourth, the door and the exit: written terms for how a sibling may
sell their share, to whom first, at what valuation method, and how a sibling's children may later join.

The fourth part is the one most families never write, and the one that most often breaks them. It is prin‐
ciple 1 at its sharpest: a boundary needs a door in and a door out. Families that agree the exit while every‐
one is on good terms rarely need to use it in anger. A lawyer should draw up whatever part of this touches
ownership; the siblings' own agreement about use and costs is theirs to write, and works best when it is.
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Caring for a parent

The fourth household commons is a parent's care, and it is the one that arrives without warning. An ageing
parent needs visits, appointments, help with forms, and company. Usually one adult child lives nearest and
does most of it, often without anyone deciding that they should. The others contribute what they can from
further away, and often do not know how much the nearest is carrying.

This commons has a resource with a hard limit, the nearest child's time and strength, and an overuse that
shows late: exhaustion, resentment, a health crisis in the carer rather than the parent. Every loop matters,
but the sense loop matters most. The siblings further away cannot see what is being carried unless someone
shows them.

The practice that helps is  the simplest version of everything in this book. A shared note,  kept by the
nearest sibling and visible to all, of what was done each week: two visits, one appointment, the pharmacy,
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the forms. A call every fortnight, fifteen minutes, to look at it together. A proportion agreed out loud: if
one sibling gives time, another may give money, or take a week in the summer, or do the paperwork from a
distance. And a first response to imbalance that is a question, not a grievance: you've done a lot this month;
what would help?

The Luminous 100's reading of Nonviolent Communication supplies the question that turns this conversa‐
tion from a reckoning into a shared task:

what is the living system between us — our team, our family, our community — needing that
neither of us is providing?74

Chapter 10 gives the opening of the conversation; this chapter's charter gives its shape.
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Money between friends, and the shared flat
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Money between friends, and the shared flat

Two smaller household commons are worth a paragraph each.

Friends who share costs, a holiday, a shared car, a regular dinner, do best with a simple boundary and a
short delay: a shared note of who paid for what, settled at the end of each trip or each month, and a rule
agreed at the start about what counts as shared. The common failure is not dishonesty; it is the delay, in
which small imbalances grow into a feeling that outlasts the trip.
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A shared flat is a commons of space, quiet, cleanliness and the fridge. The flats that work tend to have the
whole set in miniature: who lives there (and how a new flatmate is chosen), what is shared and what is not,
a rota, a weekly or fortnightly look at how it is going, a first response to a breach that is a word rather than
a note on the fridge, and a willingness to change the rules when someone's work hours change.

What the household teaches the firm

A leader who has governed a household commons well already knows most of what this book teaches. The
membrane with a private boundary inside it. The proportion that counts unpaid work. The Sunday morn‐
ing, which is Valencia's Thursday. The question before the reproach. The exit written while everyone is on
good terms.

Santa Anna's book names the larger thing a well-governed household offers, which is a refusal of the idea
that each person must provide everything for themselves:

collective provisioning that allows individual nervous systems to rest73

That rest is not idleness. It is the condition in which people in a household have attention left over for each
other, because they are not each guarding their share.

The  sibling volume on gift and reciprocity reads the household from the other side, as the place where
most people first learn to give without counting; the volume on scarcity and abundance asks what enough
means for a family. Santa Anna's book asks the same question in its reflection exercises, plainly:  What is
your relationship to enough? A household that has governed its commons well can usually answer it more
calmly than one that has not.

On Sunday morning the account is open on the table, the coffee is still hot, and nothing in the figures
needs discussing. That is the meeting working.
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The Tool: The Kitchen-Table Charter
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The Tool: The Kitchen-Table Charter

A one-page charter for any household commons: a joint account, the housework, a shared property, a par‐
ent's care, a shared flat. Write it together, in an hour, at a calm time. Change it whenever it stops fitting. It
is not a legal document; anything touching ownership of property belongs with a lawyer.

THE KITCHEN-TABLE CHARTER OF (who) FOR (what we share) Written on . We will look at it again
on .
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1 · What we share. In one sentence: What it includes: What it does not:

2 · What each of us may use without asking. (For money: an amount each month. For time: hours or even‐
ings. For a property: weeks.)

3 · What each of us puts in. Including the work nobody counts: Is it in proportion to what each takes? If
not, what balances it?

4 · How we look at it together. Day: Time: Length: (fifteen minutes is enough) What we look at:

5 · When one of us goes over. Our first response is a question, at our regular time: " ?" If it happens again:
What we never do: raise it at the moment of discovery, in anger, or in front of others.
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6 · When we disagree. We bring it to our regular time. If we cannot agree there, we will (wait a week; ask to
help; take a walk and come back).

7 · Who joins, and how. (Children, partners, new flatmates, the next generation.) And how someone leaves,
and what they take.

8 · What sits above us. (A landlord, a bank, a will, the law.) What it decides: What we decide:

9 · What we will notice in three months if this is working. One observation, not a feeling:

Signed:

Put it somewhere you will see it. Read it aloud the first time you use it. Change it the first time it does not
fit.
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A note on method

Ana and Sam, and the three siblings and their cottage, are composites built for teaching; every figure
and detail in them was set for illustration. Nothing in this chapter is financial, legal or investment
advice.
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