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ABSTRACT
This special issue addresses the relationship between the historical 
development of cooperative housing and broader housing systems 
in different national, regional and local contexts. Several studies 
suggest that housing cooperatives, meaning rented or 
owner-occupied housing managed and owned by residents, have 
both influenced and been shaped by wider housing system 
dynamics. ‘Housing systems’ (often used interchangeably with 
‘housing regimes’) may be defined broadly as the actors, norms, 
rules, laws and policies governing the planning, financing, produc-
tion, exchange, and distribution of housing within a state, region, 
or city (see for instance: Hoekstra, 2020; Ruonavaara, 2020). 
However, the historically oriented cooperative housing literature 
does not include many references to the debate on the develop-
ment of housing systems and consists mainly of case studies from 
countries with a rich and long-standing tradition of cooperative 
housing, such as Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland, Austria, 
and Germany (see for instance: Balmer & Gerber, 2018; Lang & 
Stoeger, 2018; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018; 2020a).
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literature does not include many references to the debate on the development of 
housing systems and consists mainly of case studies from countries with a rich and 
long-standing tradition of cooperative housing, such as Norway, Sweden, Denmark, 
Switzerland, Austria, and Germany (see for instance: Balmer & Gerber, 2018; Lang 
& Stoeger, 2018; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018, 2020a).

Cooperative housing has also been largely neglected in the housing systems lit-
erature (see Stephens, 2020a; Grander & Stephens, 2024; Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021; 
Sørvoll et  al., 2024, for exceptions). Even though cooperatives are a quite limited 
phenomenon in most countries compared to private-rented, social-rented and 
owner-occupied housing, this is still somewhat surprising. After all, cooperative 
housing has since the postwar years been a major presence in Sweden, the adopted 
home country of Jim Kemeny, the most celebrated scholar of the housing systems 
literature (cf. Kemeny, 1995; Kemeny et  al., 2005; Kemeny, 2006). In his work, the 
question of tenure plays a central role, as he identifies rental strategies to distinguish 
between housing regimes he calls dualist, unitary and integrated respectively. In 
current scholarship on housing systems, the role of tenure is sometimes played down 
or at least reconsidered, as we can see in the recent efforts of housing scholars to 
develop a better theoretical understanding of change in housing systems. In recent 
housing systems literature, the drivers of change discussed include finance systems 
and financialization, economic inequality, monetary policy, globalization, and a wide 
variety of national-level institutions (Hegedüs, 2020; McNelis, 2020; Norris, 2020; 
Stephens, 2020b; Grander & Stephens, 2024). Nevertheless, Stephens calls for con-
tinued attention to tenure ‘as its study can be illuminating of the system as a whole, 
provided that it is treated in […] a “system-embedded” way’ (Stephens, 2020b, 
p.589). In this perspective, cooperative housing appears as a good alternative vantage 
point to the classic categories of ‘owner-occupied’, ‘private renting’, and ‘social renting’. 
By studying the rich and changing institutional variations of housing cooperatives 
around the world (Moreau & Pittini, 2012, p.6), one may shed light on the main 
features and some key drivers of change in housing systems over time.

The primary aim of this special issue is to provide new insights into how housing 
cooperatives and actors that promote it, have affected and been shaped by housing 
systems in different geographical and historical contexts. Secondly, we seek to extract 
general historical lessons from the articles in the current issue and discuss their 
relevance to contemporary attempts to establish housing cooperatives as viable 
alternatives in different housing systems worldwide. We believe that this is a par-
ticularly timely goal in 2025, a year the United Nations has declared the international 
year of cooperatives (Cooperative Housing International, 2025b) and many housing 
systems across the globe are deeply troubled by unaffordability, inequality, low quality 
and limited resident participation and influence (Egner & Krapp, 2025 eds.; 
Hochstenbach et  al., 2025). In our view, housing cooperatives may help mitigate 
some of these deep-rooted challenges, as research suggests that living in a cooper-
ative may be beneficial to residents’ well-being, security of tenure, and sense of 
home (Crabtree et  al., 2021; Guity-Zapata et  al., 2024, 2025).

From the beginning, our aim was to include contributions from many different 
housing systems in a variety of global contexts. Thus, the special issue includes 
studies from Latin-America, the Nordic countries, Central- and Southern-Europe, 
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and Australia. While the cases analysed in the special issue are quite different in 
many respects, some of the articles included are studies from housing systems that 
share a rich and long-standing tradition of housing cooperatives, such as Sweden, 
Denmark and Hungary (Bengtsson, 2024; Larsen, 2024; Jelinek, 2024), while others 
originate from national contexts with weaker, but still traceable and notable tra-
ditions more hidden from contemporary eyes, such as Australia (Grimstad et  al., 
2024), Chile (Czischke et  al., 2025) and Finland (Charlesworth, 2024). In addition, 
one of the articles focuses on the historical development of the local housing system 
of Milan (Peverini, 2025) – a welcome addition due to the centrality of local level 
in the execution of housing policy (Hoekstra, 2020) – and another on the prospects 
of housing cooperatives in neoliberal Latin-American housing systems based on 
evidence from Uruguay, Colombia and El Salvador (Encinales et  al., 2024).

As many housing cooperatives date back more than a century, this special issue 
explores their development over large tracts of time, not through traditional detailed 
historical reconstructions of the past, but by way of using the past as a heuristic 
instrument to better understand the present (Foucault, 1963; Rosanvallon, 2003) and 
current attempts to establish and grow housing cooperatives. ‘Taking a long view’ 
(Flanagan & Jacobs, 2019) helps reveal the role of ‘critical junctures’ or forks in the 
road (Bengtsson & Ruonavaara, 2010) and highlight specific drivers of growth or 
factors that have inhibited growth in the evolution of cooperative housing in various 
housing systems.

In brief, the contributions in this special issue suggest that overall, housing 
cooperatives show strong adaptability to different institutional circumstances, clear 
potential for scaling, and the potential to make a real difference to affordable housing 
provision. For instance, in the case of Milan, cooperative initiatives managed to 
impact urban regeneration policy and reshape a tenure framework even in a highly 
commodified urban setting. Yet, it is only under specific conditions that housing 
cooperatives can substantially shape the wider housing system and exert strong and 
lasting institutional pressure. As other evidence in this special issue shows, the 
capacity to scale and have enduring influence hinges on being deeply embedded 
politically, maintaining a resistance to commodification, and developing strong fed-
erative structures that represent the sector in national and local politics. In this 
respect, Uruguay appears to be the most compelling example, covered in this special 
issue, of achieving both scaling and system-shaping through a cooperative movement 
that became highly politicized and built durable sector support structures over time 
that achieved implementation of legal support frameworks and cultural legitimization 
of housing cooperatives as a tenure. Thus, the case of Uruguay exemplifies that both 
state support and grassroots mobilization are key growth factors for cooperative 
housing movements. This contrasts with the cases of Finland and Hungary, that 
provide evidence for scaling that stalled due to fragmented and depoliticized coop-
erative movements that meets path-dependent policy inertia. Moreover, the contri-
butions on Denmark and Sweden arguably tell the story of failed resistance to 
commodification, which over time weakened the distinctiveness and influence of 
the sector in the housing system, despite substantial scale.

In this introduction to the special issue, we first provide a brief historical over-
view of the phenomena that is cooperative housing. Then we present the articles 
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in the special issue, focusing on their contribution to the literature on the relation-
ship between historical changes to housing cooperatives and housing systems. In 
the conclusion, we discuss some of the key insights provided by the articles and 
ask what they can tell us about the prospects for long-standing and recently devel-
oped models of cooperative housing.

Housing cooperatives in historical context

The contributions to this special issue originate from geographical contexts as dif-
ferent as the Nordic countries, Southern- and Central-Europe, Latin-America and 
Australia, and illustrate that cooperative housing has come in many varieties and 
filled many different functions in housing systems across time and space. Indeed, 
if we were to a write a comprehensive world history of cooperative housing, it would 
take us to all corners of the globe. This vast geographical and historical scope 
reflects that cooperative housing is one of the classic modern era housing alterna-
tives, along with public-rented housing and homeownership, championed as part of 
the answer to the squalor, overcrowding, limited tenure security, low physical quality 
and unaffordability that characterized housing in towns and cities during the indus-
trial expansion and urban growth of the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Novy & 
Förster, 1991; Harris, 1999; Sørvoll, 2024). In the literature and amongst practitioners, 
it is common to distinguish between tenant and homeowner cooperatives, as well 
as financing, building and consumer housing cooperatives. Consumer housing coop-
eratives, the form that is most often analysed by scholars, are generally owned and 
governed by member shareholders that may be classified as tenants or collective 
homeowners (Ganapati, 2010; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018).

Historically, housing cooperatives have appealed to a vast variety of political per-
suasions, from liberal reformers to the radical left (see for instance: Gulbrandsen & 
Torgersen, 1978; Balmer & Gerber, 2018; Peverini, 2025). Their wide appeal may reflect 
that they are civil society hybrids embodying several features that have commonly 
been regarded as virtuous, including self-help, autonomy from the state and large 
corporations, participatory resident democracy and collective ownership. Housing 
cooperatives may attract support across the democratic political spectrum, including 
liberals, and even conservatives, because they may be seen as more cost-efficient and 
ideologically superior alternatives to social-rented housing provided and controlled by 
the state. Between 1959 and 1964, for instance, the governing British Conservatives 
were much enamoured with some form of cooperative cost-renting (O’Hara, 2008). 
Some conservatives and Christian groups have also been attracted to housing coop-
eratives as vehicles to promote individual ownership and family values. In Italy, for 
instance, many housing cooperatives have roots in Catholic social activism (Peverini, 
2025). On the left, groups voicing support for housing cooperatives have sometimes 
seen them as anti-landlord and anti-capitalist housing alternatives. For social democratic 
tenants’ movements, such as in late nineteenth century Sweden, establishing housing 
cooperatives were regarded as ‘protest action aimed at the landlords’ (Rolf, 2021: 174), 
circumventing their power over tenants’ lives and securing the right of ordinary workers 
to own and inhabit their own homes at affordable terms (see also: Bacqué & Claire, 
2011; Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021). Even today many housing cooperatives are non-profit 
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alternatives living up to the aim of operating ‘by and for the resident members and 
not for the purpose of personal or corporate profit’ (Cooperative Housing International, 
2025a). At the same time, resident-led cooperatives have also encountered opposition 
within social democracy, such as documented for the period of local, state-led reform-
ism, known as Red Vienna, in the interwar years in Austria (Lang & Novy, 2014).

Non-profit principles are, however, arguably not defining features of all housing 
cooperatives worthy of the name. As illustrated by Jelinek’s study of Hungary in 
this issue, housing cooperatives are not always progressive housing communities 
that serves purposes that go beyond the economic interests of residents (Jelinek, 
2024). Even though there still exist many non-profit or limited profit cooperatives 
in which individual members are not allowed to sell their shares and exclusive 
housing rights to the highest bidder, market-rate cooperatives resembling individual 
homeownership have thrived in other contexts. Post-1989 Eastern Europe, contem-
porary Scandinavia, and New York are prominent examples of the latter (Moreau 
& Pittini, 2012; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018). Housing cooperatives have generally 
proved adaptable to many societies and historical eras and been integral features of 
housing systems as different as Communist Poland (1946–1989), social-democratic 
Sweden and Norway (1945–1980), corporatist Austria (1945–2000), and contemporary 
neoliberal Zürich, Berlin and Copenhagen (Barenstein et  al., 2022; Coudroy de Lille, 
2015; Lawson, 2009; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018; Larsen, 2024; Lang & Novy, 2014; 
Laug & Hölzl, 2025). It has also functioned as a significant supplementary form of 
housing in many national and regional contexts, including post-independence India 
(Ganapati, 2010), the northern part of Central- and Eastern-Europe in the 19th and 
twentieth century (Kováts & Kohl, 2024), German-speaking Europe in the post-war 
era (Lang & Stoeger, 2018; Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021; Pfatteicher et  al., 2024), Brussels 
(Aernouts & Ryckewaert, 2019), and Uruguay after the election of a progressive 
government in 2005 (Barenstein et  al., 2022), to name but some of the most obvious 
examples. In some countries and regions, housing cooperatives have made significant 
but discontinuous historical contributions to the housing system. In France, for 
example, the conditions for building and operating cooperative housing associations 
have varied according to the legal and political climate (Bacqué & Claire, 2011; 
Bresson & Denèfle, 2015). Even where housing cooperatives have always been vir-
tually non-existent or never become more than a small niche in the housing system, 
it has sometimes been the talk of the town amongst social reformers and housing 
policy experts. For instance, it is well known that the British government flirted 
with importing Scandinavian-style housing cooperatives in the 1960s (Clapham & 
Kintrea, 1987; O’Hara, 2008), and that cooperative ownership has sometimes been 
seen as the solution to the challenge of limited tenant participation in British council 
housing (Birchall, 1991).

The articles the in special issue

The special issue includes three historical case studies from Nordic housing systems. 
Bengtsson (2024) examines the constant but changing role of housing cooperatives 
in the Swedish housing system from the early twentieth century to the present 
through the theoretical lens of path dependence and the idea of critical junctures. 
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Bengtsson regards the historical development of housing cooperatives as important 
for the wider changes to the Swedish housing system since the 1930s. For instance, 
the deregulation of 1968–69 not only meant that cooperative shares could be sold 
to the highest bidder but also provided incentives to convert public rented housing 
to market-priced cooperatives. Along with changes in the municipal rented sector, 
this contributed to undermining ‘the market position of households with lesser 
means’ in the contemporary Swedish housing system (Bengtsson, 2024, p. 16).

Larsen (2024) provides an analysis of housing cooperativism in Denmark since 
the mid-nineteenth century. He traces the origins of the contemporary limited-equity 
Danish housing cooperatives to the building and financing cooperatives of the late 
nineteenth century and regards their further development as a product of the com-
bined efforts of the state as facilitator and civil society actors that established rel-
atively affordable collectively-owned housing. The theoretical point of departure for 
Larsen’s contribution is what he calls the property relations of cooperative housing, 
more specifically Savini and Bossuyt’s (2022) distinction between commissioning 
rights, management rights, inclusion rights, and income rights. According to Larsen, 
more than hundred years of history reveals that the strong autonomous management 
rights of individual cooperatives meant leeway to strengthen income rights, to the 
extent that ‘right to profit’, rather than ‘right to use’, increasingly became the guiding 
principle of most Danish housing cooperatives after the millennium. As we will 
return to below, like the Swedish case examined by Bengtsson, this is an example 
of how developments within housing cooperatives may contribute to changes in 
housing systems by increasing commodification and financialization levels.

Charlesworth’s (2024) contribution covers cooperative housing in Finland from 
1920 to 2020. She shows that cooperativism in housing has been the subject of 
many experiments and debates over the years. Charlesworth evokes waves of regular 
re-emergence of cooperative ideas, followed by abandonment and amnesia. These 
waves have generally affected building cooperatives, whereas the cooperative tenure 
has historically played a limited role in the Finnish housing regime. Charlesworth 
discusses three possible reasons for the latter. The first is linked to the complex 
relationship between housing cooperatives and the wider Finnish cooperative move-
ment, which is highly fragmented in ideological terms. When the movement has 
supported cooperative housing in the past, it has mainly supported building coop-
eratives. Secondly, she points to the short-termist pragmatic and piecemeal character 
of Finnish housing policy. This is an example of how elements of housing systems 
may constrain the growth of cooperatives. Thirdly, she highlights the ‘companization’ 
of cooperative identity, a trend that has also affected other national contexts.

Jelinek (2024) analyses the various forms cooperative housing has taken in the 
understudied case of Hungary since the mid-nineteenth century in four different 
historical periods: from the formation of the Austria-Hungary dual monarchy in 
1867 to the first world war, the interwar period (1918–1945), the years of state 
socialism (1945–1989), and the capitalist post-1989 era. Jelinek discusses the function 
of cooperatives in the housing system, the relationship between housing cooperatives 
and the state, as well as the social classes mainly benefitting from cooperatives, in 
each of these historical epochs. He concludes that state ideologies were reflected in 
the types of housing cooperatives that dominated in the housing systems of each 
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era, and that state subsidies have been crucial drivers of cooperative housing devel-
opment. Jelinek also shows that different types of the middle social strata of society 
have been the typical beneficiaries of cooperative housing in Hungary across very 
different historical periods. Finally, Jelinek’s study from the European capitalist 
periphery provides general insights into the cooperative housing form. The various 
forms of cooperative inspired housing models identified in his paper, illustrates that 
housing cooperatives come in many different historical varieties that do not neces-
sarily conform to universal ahistorical definitions that emphasize progressive ideals.

In his study of the local housing system of Milan, Italy, Peverini (2025) discusses 
the hybridization effects of neoliberal policy shifts for two cooperative models–undi-
vided rental cooperatives with socialist roots and divided homeowner cooperatives 
with origins in the social-catholic tradition. Peverini argues that the development 
of the two models in the post-war era, were driven by path dependencies and 
changes both within Milan’s urban housing system and within the cooperatives 
themselves. In the long run, homeowner cooperatives more successfully adapted to 
the shifting neoliberal policy landscape from the 1980s, through commercially-oriented 
strategies, whereas cooperatives with a more social aim stagnated.

Encinales et  al. (2024) explore the political, institutional and socioeconomic factors 
that enable or constrain the foundation and growth of housing cooperatives in 
contemporary neoliberal housing systems in Latin-America. They base their argu-
ments on previous studies, theoretical perspectives on collective action, and empirical 
research conducted in Uruguay, El-Salvador and Colombia, and ask if the relatively 
successful FUCVAM-model of affordable cooperative housing is possible to emulate 
elsewhere in Latin-America. The authors conclude that some of the key factors that 
helped the expansion of cooperative housing in Uruguay since the 1960s is absent 
in El Salvador and Colombia. The missing factors include durable state and insti-
tutional support on the one side, and strong demand and political support from a 
politically conscious and collectively organized working class on the other side. 
According to Encinales et  al., the El Salvadorian and Colombian examples suggests 
that it is necessary to adapt affordable housing solutions to local contexts and the 
socioeconomic realities of the people in need of housing.

The contribution of Czischke et  al. (2025) is a case study of Chile that covers 
three historical eras: 1890–1973, the period of military dictatorship and neoliberal 
democratic regime (1973–1995), and the mid-1990s to the present day. All these 
eras had political regimes that shaped the housing system and the prospect of 
cooperatives within them in distinct ways. For instance, the expansion of catholic 
and worker’s cooperative housing target at middle-income households stagnated in 
the years of military dictatorship in the 1970s and 1980s, and those cooperatives 
that survived adapted to the neoliberal and individualistic housing regime of the 
era. According to the authors, a substantial reemergence of cooperative housing for 
low-income groups in the current neoliberal climate depends on both changes in 
public policy and increased mobilization at the grassroot level.

Grimstad et  al. (2024) discuss why cooperative housing has never been a major 
tenure in the Australian housing system drawing on the concept of path dependence 
and common enduring features of Anglo-Saxon settler colonies. They argue that the 
liberal Australian welfare state and the strong emphasis on private property rights 
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and homeownership in settler ideology, are factors that served to undermine the 
political support and cultural resonance of consumer housing cooperatives despite 
the presence of a sizeable co-operative housing finance sector. Grimstad and her 
co-authors note the current interest in cooperative housing in Australia but also 
conclude that ‘housing co-operatives and their active resident-members are not 
visible and are often perceived as somewhat obscure historical solutions’ (Grimstad 
et  al., 2024, p. 16) in a housing system based on homeownership, private renting 
and social housing for only the most disadvantaged.

Concluding remarks: general lessons for research and practice

The papers presented above show that there is no universal definition of housing 
cooperatives, but rather socio-political formulations constructed in specific contexts 
and situated in time, whose content and form can change dynamically over the 
course of history. Moreover, this collection of articles illustrates how shifting elements 
of housing systems have influenced historical development in understudied parts of 
the global cooperative movement. For instance, Jelinek (2024) discusses the function 
of cooperativism in Hungary’s housing system in four historical epochs. He argues 
that state ideology and the regulations or absence of regulations in the housing 
system were crucial for the prospects and character of cooperative housing in each 
era. Charlesworth (2024) points to competition from other urban housing forms, 
namely joint-stock company apartment ownership, when explaining the limited role 
of consumer housing cooperatives in the Finnish housing system, whereas Grimstad 
et  al. (2024) regard the strong legal, cultural and political support for private prop-
erty and homeownership as a major obstacle for cooperative housing in Australia. 
In this housing system, the adoption of a ‘strata-legislation’ made it possible to 
develop multi-unit housing and filled a role that could have been played by housing 
cooperatives. Several of the contributions, moreover, point to the detrimental con-
sequences of limited state spending on housing and targeted neoliberal social policies 
on the growth of housing cooperatives (see for instance, Peverini, 2025; Jelinek, 
2024; Grimstad et  al., 2024; Czischke et  al. 2025).

Revolutions, coups, democratic transitions of power and other forms of major 
political regime change may also strongly influence housing systems and the 
cooperative forms of housing within them. In this special issue Hungary and Chile 
stand out as cases affected by this type of critical juncture. In Chile the military 
dictatorship (1973–1990) meant that housing cooperatives were forced to adopt 
an individualist and market-adapted form of cooperativism in line with the neo-
liberal housing policy of the new regime (Czischke et  al. 2025). The Communist 
takeover in Hungary in 1949, eventually led to the introduction of a form of 
cooperative housing that ‘was used by the state as a smokescreen to package a 
hidden process of commodification into a seemingly socialist-friendly organizational 
form’ (Jelinek, 2024, p. 16). Political decisions which are likely to have an impact 
on housing systems and, by extension, on cooperative forms of housing, are also 
frequently taken in the context of severe housing shortages. In Finland, public 
institutions have primarily agreed to give support to housing cooperatives in direct 
response to specific challenges, such as post-war reconstruction in the 1940s or 
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the rural exodus and rapid industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s. Housing 
cooperatives were seen as a means of ensuring the continuation of housing pro-
duction, even in periods that were unfavorable to private developers 
(Charlesworth, 2024).

The contributions to the special issue suggest that causation mainly runs from 
housing systems to cooperative housing and not the other way around. Nonetheless, 
some of the articles arguably also illustrate how internal dynamics within housing 
cooperatives have contributed to substantial changes in housing systems. For example, 
as noted above, Bengtsson (2024) regards the lifting of price controls on cooperative 
shares in 1968–69 as one of the preconditions for the limited housing alternatives 
for low-income households in contemporary Sweden. This outcome was not at all 
anticipated by the political actors involved in the deregulation of the late 1960s but 
still constituted a significant shift in the orientation of the Swedish housing system. 
Similarly, Larsen (2024) shows how members of housing cooperatives were decisive 
actors behind the marketization of cooperative housing in Denmark in recent decades. 
Residents both worked within the law and exploited legal loopholes to increase the 
economic value of their cooperative shares and user-rights in the market.

Along with Bengtsson’s contribution Larsen’s analysis illustrates how Nordic home-
owner cooperatives have proved more vulnerable to deregulation and financialization 
compared to rental cooperatives in German speaking countries. In turn this has 
arguably shaped core features of Nordic housing systems, as Sweden, Norway and 
Denmark all experienced higher homeownership rates, housing prices booms and 
increased household debts in the aftermath of cooperative housing deregulation 
(Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021; Sørvoll et  al., 2024). Thus, the Nordic example is very dif-
ferent from the intriguing case of Uruguay, a country where the cooperative move-
ment so far has succeeded in exerting significant influence on the national housing 
system as a non-profit self-help alternative to individual homeownership. As we 
touched on in the introduction, Uruguay thereby arguably provides the clearest 
example of a system-changing cooperative housing movement covered in this special 
issue (Encinales et  al., 2024).

Authors writing in the special issue also advance the existing theorization of 
cooperative housing from a historically embedded perspective, see for instance the 
contributions by Jelinek, Larsen and Peverini on the longue durée of housing coop-
erativism in Hungary, Denmark and Milan respectively. This theorization potentially 
provides historical lessons that are relevant for current attempts to promote housing 
cooperatives to combat unaffordability, inequality and housing insecurity. Larsen 
(2024) argues that all limited equity housing cooperatives are faced with the com-
modification gap challenge, namely that there is value gap between the value of 
commodified land and the ground rent of de-commodified land. According to 
Larsen, it is hard for residents to abstain from exploiting this gap for their own 
economic advantage. Based on his study of Milan, Peverini (2025) suggests several 
hypothesises for the prospects commercially and socially oriented housing cooper-
atives in different economic and political contexts. For instance, he opines that even 
non-commercial housing cooperatives may thrive in cheap land markets even if not 
aided by government subsidies. He also suggests that a commercial orientation is 
necessary to thrive if supportive public policies are non-existent or limited.
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It is also possible to extract other general historical lessons for policy and practice 
from the articles in the special issue. The contributions to the special issue, suggests 
that establishing large housing cooperatives that function as affordable housing for 
low-income and medium-income families in the long run is far from an easy task. 
One lesson from history is arguably that the state is a crucial ally for any sort of 
large-scale attempt to establish cooperative housing (Ganapati, 2010; Sørvoll & 
Bengtsson, 2020b). Without the state on board cooperative housing, it seems, may 
at best be a small-scale housing option for smaller groups of workers, activists or 
middle-class professionals. All the contributions to the special issue underscore this 
general insight of the centrality of the state. Nevertheless, it might be risky to count 
only on the state to safeguard against commodification of housing cooperatives, as 
this crucially depends on how management rights in cooperatives are defined and 
maintained, and thus, disbursing these rights among different civil society actors 
could be a fruitful alternative solution (Larsen, 2024; Savini & Bossuyt, 2022). 
Without substantial grassroot mobilization, federative structures, or labour union 
support it is hard to foster and maintain cooperative values such as organizational 
autonomy and residential governance and participation (Bresson & Carriou, 2014). 
Encinales et  al., for example, point to the importance of a ‘strongly politicised and 
unionised working class’ (Encinales et  al., 2024, p. 19) for the growth of housing 
cooperatives in Uruguay from the late 1960s. Drawing on the example of the con-
servative cooperativism in Hungary in the early twentieth century and previous 
studies, Jelinek (2024) suggest that a strong social democratic movement is necessary 
to create and maintain a progressive cooperative housing sector. Thus, one lesson 
from history may be that grassroots and civil society mobilization is a key factor 
behind successful cooperative housing development.

To be sure, this special issue is not the final word on the relationship between 
housing systems and housing cooperatives over time. We hope future work will 
explore some of the factors of cooperative housing growth left unanswered by both 
previous studies and this collection of articles. Future studies could, for instance, 
draw inspiration from Peverini’s study of Milan (Peverini, 2025) and a recent analysis 
of housing cooperatives in Berlin (Laug & Hölzl, 2025) and focus systematically on 
the interplay between institutional contexts and the internal strategies of individual 
cooperatives, and thereby evaluate to what extent internal strategies and ideologies 
affect growth over time. There is also a research gap waiting to be filled by research-
ers interested in the influence of cooperative housing expansion on other tenures 
and housing providers. Does the growth of non-profit rental cooperatives influence 
other providers to compete in the same affordable housing segment, or does it 
nudge them towards the path of higher end for-profit housing? The existing liter-
ature has little to offer concerning such questions.

Finally, the articles in the special issue arguably tell us that cooperatives – even 
though they may have benefits in terms of tenure security, resident participation 
and well-being – are not necessarily easily funded and successfully managed panaceas 
to the contemporary global housing crisis. The homeownership variety of cooper-
atives seems inherently vulnerable to marketization, and housing cooperatives in 
general have historically depended on substantial state support and sustained civil 
society backing to thrive. Despite these challenges, the papers included in this issue 
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demonstrate the wide appeal of housing cooperatives across many housing systems 
globally. We hope that this collection of articles may provide inspiration and realistic 
lessons for policy makers, civil society actors, enterprises and residents striving to 
make cooperative housing associations function as viable long-standing small- or 
large-scale options for people in need of housing.
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