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Abstract

Over the last decade, Barcelona has witnessed the emergence of a cooperative housing
movement, known as the grant-of-use model, spurred by the socio-political context fol-
lowing the global financial crisis. This bottom-up initiative appeared to primarily address
the demand for affordable and adequate housing while responding to demographic shifts
and the evolving residential needs. Groups within this model advocate non-speculative
housing as a collective endeavor, with residents actively participating in decision-making,
reimagining dwelling arrangements, and emphasizing care within communities. Senior
cooperative housing has emerged within this context, making a paradigm shift for commu-
nities of adults over 55 years old. This study examines how a senior cooperative housing
project in Barcelona navigates the key factors that facilitate or hinder the fulfillment of its
collective housing goals. Employing the Capability Approach as a conceptual framework,
the research explores the motivations driving the community, the resources available to
the group, and the role of conversion factors in influencing the project’s trajectory. It fur-
ther investigates how the community responds to planning and implementation challenges
through collaboration and adaptive strategies, and how this collective process expands
their housing capabilities. By addressing these dimensions, the study aims to deepen the
understanding of cooperative housing models, illustrating how such initiatives foster agen-
cy, care, and inclusivity in housing provision. The findings offer insights into the broader
implications for housing policy and practice, highlighting the potential of cooperative
models to reconfigure the landscape of senior living.
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1 Introduction

The recent rise of housing cooperatives in Barcelona is situated within the socio-politi-
cal aftermath of the economic crisis. Spain's housing crisis is evidenced by the significant
increase in evictions (Garcia-Lamarca, 2023) and the persistent challenges encountered
by different social groups in securing affordable and decent housing (Pareja-Eastaway &
Sanchez-Martinez, 2017). Moreover, demographic changes, evolving lifestyles, and what
is termed the 'crisis of care' (Fraser, 2016) have instigated a quest for alternative forms of
dwelling. In a housing culture traditionally characterized by high rates of private ownership,
particularly prevalent in several southern European countries (Allen et al., 2004), models
of collective ownership constitute a novel approach. In recent years, we have observed the
emergence of alternative models of (1) property, (2) management, and (3) housing devel-
opments, such as cohousing, self-help models, and self-promotion initiatives (Tummers,
2016). Housing cooperatives operating under the 'grant-of-use' model in Barcelona (Etx-
ezarreta et al., 2019) are an attempt to integrate these three typically segregated aspects of
housing (Lacol et al., 2018). The case study of these initiatives provides insights into their
socio-spatial conceptualizations within the local housing context and enables comparisons
with international cases (Khatibi, 2022a). This exploration sheds light on new dwelling cul-
tures and offers valuable perspectives regarding responses to contemporary housing issues.

The rise of this type of housing has followed an international trend of collaborative hous-
ing formats across Europe (Czischke et al., 2020). These alternatives to both market-driven
and state-provided housing (Thérn et al., 2020) involve communities self-organizing to
secure access to housing and establishing collective forms of property (Vestbro, 2010). The
dominant market-oriented housing system, in addition to being financially burdensome for
many households, restricts the range of dwelling options available in terms of typologies,
property models, and individualized responsibility for care and reproductive work (Power
& Mee, 2019). In response, the cooperative housing model endeavors to establish non-
speculative alternatives, prioritizing the right to long-term, secure housing rather than own-
ership and profit-making (Ferreri & Vidal, 2021). Moreover, it reduces the need for private
domestic spaces by incorporating a significant number of communal areas, thereby redis-
tributing domestic work and daily activities (Jarvis, 2011). The impacts on participating
communities include more affordable housing solutions (Ehlenz, 2018) that foster ecologi-
cally sustainable lifestyles (Chatterton, 2013) and promote community living and mutual
support (Arnold & Quintas, 2020).

Despite research addressing the context of Barcelona’s cooperative housing movement
(Cabré & Andrés, 2018), the governance structure of the model (Girbés-Peco et al., 2020),
its policy implications (Ferreri & Vidal, 2021), and design and affordability considerations
(Avilla-Royo et al., 2021; Brysch & Czischke, 2021), the lived experiences, motivations,
and agency of the groups involved, alongside the collective processes underpinning the
consolidation of this housing model and the variations observed in the different cases, are
still not fully understood. This study explores how a senior cooperative housing project, one
of the first in Catalonia and the first on public land in Spain, navigates the challenges and
opportunities involved in achieving its housing objectives. Using the Capability Approach
(CA) as a conceptual lens, the research explores three key dimensions: (1) the motiva-
tions and needs that drive the community, (2) the collective process, analyzed through the
resources and conversion factors that shape the project's trajectory, and (3) the outcomes,
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understood as the expansion of collective capabilities that empower the group to realize
its housing aspirations. By addressing these dimensions, this study contributes to a deeper
understanding of how cooperative housing fosters agency and enables residents to shape
their living environments, offering insights into its potential for influencing future housing
models and policies.

2 Housing as a socio-material infrastructure

Housing transcends the conventional understanding of a mere physical space; it exists as
both a noun and a verb, implying both the material space and the ongoing process of creating
a home (Turner, 1972). From this perspective, the home emerges as a multifaceted concept,
encapsulating the social, physical, and emotional dimensions of our lives (Rapoport, 1995).
Beyond material characteristics, it assumes meanings that contribute to forming one's per-
sonal or collective identity, a feeling of security, and influences one’s health and well-being
(Reyes et al., 2022). However, it also has the potential to evoke feelings of unease and alien-
ation during times of change or uncertainty (Fernandez Arrigoitia et al., 2018). According
to Lefebvre (1991), buildings not only have symbolic meaning but also derive significance
through people's everyday practices, making them integral components of everyday life.
His concept of 'the production of space' underscores that space is continually shaped and
reshaped by social, economic, and political processes. Thus, when seen from that perspec-
tive, housing is not merely bricks and mortar, but a dynamic entity intertwined with personal
lives and the fabric of society.

Based on this perspective, housing is often conceptualized as a socio-material infrastruc-
ture (Amin, 2014; Jarvis, 2011). Building on Hayden's (1986) feminist critique of domestic
architecture, this view highlights how the spatial organization of the home structures every-
day life and mediates relations of care, labor and gender. Within this framework, infrastruc-
tures are dynamic patterns that serve as the foundation of social organization (Star, 1999).
They have the potential to either enable or constrain activities and, in the housing context,
they play a role in shaping modes of inhabiting. Drawing upon feminist care ethics, Power
and Mee (2019) extend this discourse by regarding housing as an 'infrastructure of care': a
framework that emphasizes the relational and interdependent nature of daily maintenance,
health, and well-being (Comas d'Argemir, 2017). In both liberal and neoliberal contexts,
caregiving is frequently viewed as a privatized service and an individual concern, overlook-
ing its essence as an activity rooted in interdependence (Parera, 2023). Models of hous-
ing that reconsider spatial and relational dimensions, such as senior cooperative housing,
prompt a reconsideration of collective support possibilities. Caregiving in cohousing proj-
ects is seen as central to sustaining community life and addressing the gendered dynamics of
shared living. However, it is important to be aware of the complexities of the power dynam-
ics inherent in shared living environments which may perpetuate inequalities (Fernandez
Arrigoitia et al., 2023).

2.1 Living in a community

Cooperative housing falls under the umbrella of collaborative housing (Fromm, 1991)
or community-led housing (Jarvis, 2015). These terms are often used interchangeably,
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although the former emphasizes shared decision-making, while the latter focuses on grass-
roots involvement. In these models, residents actively participate in instigating, developing,
and managing housing initiatives within a democratic governance structure (Viskovic Rojs
et al., 2020). Arnstein’s (1969) 'ladder of citizen participation' is a widely acknowledged
framework for understanding varying degrees of involvement from non-participation to full
empowerment. According to Zimmerman (2000), meaningful participation entails commu-
nity empowerment, fostering a sense of belonging, and granting members control over the
process. Cooperative housing typically blends private and shared areas, often referred to
as cohousing (Jarvis, 2011), and frequently incorporates ecological principles (Chatterton,
2013). The creation of communities ranges from bottom-up to top-down initiatives, often
supported by third-sector organizations (Czischke et al., 2020), which can be intergenera-
tional or cater to specific age groups, interests, or ideological orientations and identities
(Lang et al., 2018). The motivations of these groups often center on social cohesion, mutual
support, and intentional community-building, with an ever-present tension between col-
lective and individual autonomy serving as a prominent topic of discussion within these
environments.

In recent years, there has been an emergence of senior cohousing projects (Durrett,
2009; Glass, 2019; Scanlon & Fernandez Arrigoitia, 2015). Senior cohousing constitutes a
distinct category within cooperative housing initiatives and has been the subject of schol-
arly investigation since 2002, against the backdrop of the increasingly aging population in
Europe (Lang et al., 2018). These projects entail intentional communities of older adults
who actively participate in envisioning and realizing collective housing arrangements, often
with a communal focus and with shared spaces and facilities (Jarvis, 2011). This phenom-
enon is in response to the ongoing demographic shifts stemming from increased life expec-
tancy and changing family structures, which have led in turn to a growing population of
seniors in need of assistance and support (Hudson et al., 2021). These housing models are
based on the principles of agency and mutual support. They offer a way of combating the
loneliness that often accompanies aging (Scanlon et al., 2021) while also rethinking care-
giving practices and relationships (Jupp et al., 2019; Keller Garganté & Ezquerra Samper,
2021). However, financial, legal, and institutional barriers are common challenges for senior
cohousing. Baldwin et al. (2019) and Puplampu et al. (2020) note that high development
costs and complex legal frameworks hinder progress, while Weeks et al. (2020) emphasize
the need for supportive policies.

2.2 The capability approach as a conceptual framework

The CA, as developed by Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2011), is an alternative evaluative
approach to understanding people's freedoms in achieving the things and experiences they
have reasons to value. Initially applied to poverty studies, CA focuses on personal and soci-
etal transformation, defining well-being in terms of people's capabilities, i.e., the real oppor-
tunities they have for pursuing meaningful actions and identities. These capabilities are
shaped by access to resources and different conversion factors, which determine the extent
to which individuals can transform resources into actual achievements, known as function-
ings. Moving beyond income-based evaluations, CA adopts a multidimensional perspective
of human development, prioritizing what people can do and be rather than utility maxi-
mization (Robeyns, 2005). In addition to being individual, capabilities can also be collec-
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tive, arising from group agency and social cooperation (Ibrahim, 2006; Lemann, 2022). In
their housing research, Clapham et al. (2019) argue that CA shifts the focus from objective
assessments of housing conditions to the freedoms people have to shape their living envi-
ronments in meaningful ways. According to this perspective, housing is not merely a com-
modity or physical resource but a dynamic space where agency and choice are exercised.
Although CA has been applied in urban planning and the built environment, its use in the
field of housing is relatively recent (Coates et al., 2015; Haffner & Elsinga, 2019). Kimhur
(2020) advocates an approach that expands individuals’ capabilities by addressing housing
inequalities and the impact of financialization rather than simply ensuring access to housing.

CA also aligns closely with participatory approaches (Biggeri et al., 2018; Clark et al.,
2019; Martinez-Vargas et al., 2022). Alkire (2002) highlights this connection by noting that
(1) both approaches empower participants and foster outcomes; (2) decision-makers are as
important as the decisions themselves; (3) participatory processes do not always produce
optimal choices but do help prioritize relevant alternatives; and (4) they facilitate reasoned
deliberation, enabling interpersonal comparisons and informed decision-making. Attempts
to operationalize CA in housing studies have introduced key concepts such as 'housing
capabilities' (Frediani, 2015) which integrate choice, ability, and opportunity in shaping
housing outcomes. Frediani (2021) further explores the socio-material dimensions of CA
and argues that housing outcomes arise from the interplay between physical resources and
social factors, including participation and collective agency. His work highlights that CA
goes beyond evaluating housing conditions and examines the broader processes and institu-
tional structures that shape them. In this respect, CA offers a comprehensive framework for
analyzing cooperative housing projects both as a collective goal and as a participatory pro-
cess. It offers a structured lens to examine the groups' motivations, as well as the factors and
processes that shape their agency in pursuing and realizing their shared housing aspirations.

3 Methodology

The research adopted a qualitative case study approach (Groat & Wang, 2013; Yin, 2018)
to explore Can70, the first senior cooperative housing initiative in Catalonia and the first
such project developed on public land in Spain. The case was selected for its innovative
character and its potential to shed light on emerging housing models. Fieldwork was carried
out in two phases: January to April 2023 and October 2023 to January 2024, employing
in-depth interviews, document analysis, and attendance at public presentations and round-
table discussions. These complementary methods enabled data triangulated and contextual
understanding.

Participants included residents and external facilitators selected using distinct sampling
techniques. To be eligible, participants had to have been actively involved in key project
phases. Residents were invited via email, resulting in three volunteers: two in the first round
and one in the second. Two facilitators and one architect, identified due to their central roles
in the project’s development, were contacted directly. Interviews with residents were con-
ducted in person and lasted 120—140 min, while those with facilitators and architects were
primarily conducted via video calls lasting 30-80 min. All participants provided informed
consent, with confidentiality and anonymity ensured.
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Interview guides explored the group’s formation and evolution, motivations, partici-
patory processes, architectural decisions, collaborations, the role of intermediary entities,
and challenges. Document analysis included competition briefs; project dossiers; reports
provided by the group; presentations outlining the project’s phases and characteristics;
and architectural documents, including technical drawings and reports from participatory
workshops. Data from public presentations and roundtables further enriched the research.
The researchers attended events organized by intermediary entities, Can70, and sector-wide
organizations, including recruitment presentations and discussions about senior cooperative
housing in which Can70 members shared their experiences. A reflexive stance was main-
tained throughout the study, recognizing researchers' positionality and potential influence
on the research process (Attia & Edge, 2017). This involved both prospective reflection
(considering how the researcher's presence, background, and interactions might shape data
collection and interpretation) and retrospective reflection (examining how field engagement
and emerging data might influence analytical choices).

Data analysis followed an abductive approach (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014), combin-
ing theory-informed inquiry with openness to emerging empirical insights. The CA served
as the conceptual starting point, informing the formulation of the analytical categories. As
the research progressed, these categories were continuously refined to better reflect partici-
pants’ narratives. Data were coded in multiple stages using NVivo software to systemati-
cally engage with the material. Codes were aligned with dimensions resonant with CA while
remaining responsive to emerging concepts. This iterative process led to the formulation
of five final themes : motivations, resources, conversion factors, choices and conflicts, and
outcomes, which structure the analytical framework and integrate theoretical and empirical
dimensions (Table 1).

Table 1 Final analytical Themes Description
framework developed through

empirical analysis and informed
by the CA

Motivations Aspirations and goals shaping the group’s vision
of living and dwelling. In cooperative housing,
decisions about different aspects of the project are
guided by individual and collective values. Moti-
vations evolve through reflection, negotiation and
consensus, and steer the group's actions.

Resources The tangible and intangible means available to
the group, including economic, material, educa-
tional, cultural, social, and informational assets.

Conversion Conditions and circumstances influencing how

factors groups transform resources into valued outcomes.
These include socio-political, institutional,
environmental, social, and collective factors that
shape access to opportunities and goal realization.

Choices & Collective decisions regarding spatial design,

Conflicts governance, and external collaborations. Conflicts
reflect the negotiations and trade-offs necessary to
balance individual needs with collective goals.

Outcomes The conversion of resources, abilities, and choic-
es, shaped by the group’s values and motivations,
enables the expansion of collective capabilities
(real opportunities to achieve valued goals) and
leads to the realization of valued achievements.
Outcomes emerge across spatial, relational, and
institutional dimensions.
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4 Background of cooperative housing in Barcelona

The cooperative housing concept is not new in Spain. It emerged in the early twentieth
century when rural populations began to move to urban areas and set up housing coopera-
tives to build affordable, decent housing (Fernandez & Mir6, 2016). In this first period, the
cooperatives operated like housing developers: once construction was completed, the own-
ership of the apartments was transferred to individual households. The cooperatives did not
usually pursue any activities beyond construction. The second wave of cooperative housing
began in the late 1960s. It stemmed from grassroots initiatives that ranged from consumer
cooperatives to religious groups during the final years of Francoism. The movement gained
momentum in the 1980s but was then more related to syndicates or neighborhood move-
ments and focused on reducing intermediary costs in order to build affordable housing. As
in the previous phases, once construction was finished, ownership of the apartments was
transferred to the households, and only a few cooperatives continued to be communities of
owners.

The present-day wave of cooperative housing in Spain that began in the early twenty-
first century is known as ‘grant-of-use.” This model references international examples of
cooperative housing, such as the Andel cooperative housing in Denmark (Bruun, 2018) and
the mutual-aid housing cooperatives in Uruguay (Vidal, 2018). Housing movements gained
prominence in Barcelona in the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 and the anti-austerity
movement, also known as 15M. Some movements, such as the organization Plataforma
de Afectados por la Hipoteca (Sala et al., 2018), sought to combat evictions, while others
aimed to find alternative housing models (Scheller & Larsen, 2019). Rural housing coopera-
tives, like Cal Cases and the first intermediary entity, Sostre Civic,! had emerged in Cata-
lonia a few years earlier. However, it was in 2012 that a grassroots group from Barcelona’s
Can Batll6 neighborhood movement (Cabré & Andrés, 2018) reclaimed public land under
the grant-of-use model to develop a housing cooperative. By 2015, they had reached an

!Sostre Civic is a cooperative that facilitatesgrant-of-use cooperative housing projects. This type is com-

La Borda Princesa49

Cal Cases

| | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | |
T T T T | T 1 T T T T 1 T J J 1 T
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
| |

| |
| Urgent measures on |New national

| I
| New cooperative law | housing: Decree-law |law of housing
1 50/2020 (Catalonia) 112/2023

| 12/2015 (Catalonia)
| 1

Creation of the sec‘por of
cooperative housing within the

1

|

1

1

|

| I |
i cveatinn:uf the Board :NetworkofSociul conomy

I

l

1

1

1

|
|
|
| of Cooperative Housing of Catalonia (XES) :
|
: : Special Annex
2nd public | ESAL  for senior coop
| | housing (See
Section 6.3)

| [
|Pilot | 1st public
| projects | it

Fig. 1 Timeline of cooperative housing development under the grant-of-use model

monly referred to as a secondary cooperative, project cooperative, umbrella cooperative or intermediary
entity.

@ Springer



724 Z.Tzika, C. Sentieri-Omarrementeria

agreement with the city council for the first two pilot projects, La Borda and Princesa49, led
by Sostre Civic (Fig. 1).

After this initial experiment proved successful, the city council launched two public
architectural competitions to allocate public plots of land to cooperatives in the following
years. However, this process was considered competitive by cooperatives, contradicting
their values. In response, they suggested the creation of an agreement with non-profit enti-
ties (Conveni ESAL*) under which Barcelona city council would allocate plots to a board
consisting of representatives from the non-profit housing sector, cooperatives and the XES.?
The idea was for cooperatives to submit projects and the board to allocate land accord-
ing to specific criteria. Non-profit organizations belonging to the Catalan XES would act
as facilitators for groups seeking to develop cooperative housing projects by encouraging
networks and alliances. With this framework in place, many projects were developed in the
following years, and the model grew and became consolidated. A favorable political context
facilitated this growth which was underpinned by legal framework, new laws, and regula-
tory amendments.

One crucial difference from previous waves of cooperative housing in Spain is that the
land remains publicly owned or collective, and cooperative members are granted long-term
rights to use it (Cabré & Andrés, 2018; Etxezarreta et al., 2019). This prioritizes the use of
housing over its market value and lends weight to non-speculative housing and the decom-
modification of housing (Leyva del Rio, 2022). Another distinction is the increased involve-
ment and agency of residents throughout the project’s lifespan (Avilla-Royo et al., 2021)
with emphasis on governance and democratic decision-making (Viskovic Rojs et al., 2020).
These initiatives also promote inclusivity by partnering with public administrations and
requiring residents to meet social housing criteria (Ferreri & Vidal, 2021). As the model
scales up, it aims for greater geographic and spatial variations and the inclusion of a wider
range of social groups (Tzika et al., 2023). Cooperative housing projects vary in terms of
social composition (age, gender), number of units, land access (private or public), relation-
ships with institutions, project initiation (resident-led or externally driven), external col-
laborations, and the expression of group identity.

Since 2010, several senior cohousing initiatives have emerged across Spain, mainly on
privately owned land thereby calling for collective land purchases (Lopez & Estrada, 2016).
Rojo-Perez et al. (2022) examine the challenges and opportunities of senior cohousing and
emphasize the role of local policies and cultural attitudes in shaping these communities.
Their research provides insights into the broader landscape of Spanish cohousing and is
particularly important for understanding the growing adoption of the grant-of-use coopera-
tive housing model in Catalonia. In recent years, the first senior cohousing projects under
this model have appeared in this region: three are being built and several more are being
developed. This study will focus on Can70, a pioneering project that has set a precedent for
future initiatives.

2The initials ESAL stand for Entitats Sense Anim de Lucre (Non-Profit Entities), and Conveni ESAL can be
translated as the Agreement with Non-Profit Entities.

3 Xarxa d’Economia Solidaria (social economy network) is a network of social economy organizations and
businesses devoted to fostering cooperation.
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5 The case study: grant-of-use cooperative housing project for seniors

Can70 is a cooperative housing project for people aged over 55 designed to promote active
aging in a supportive community. It originated in late 2015 when a group of friends, con-
cerned about their future as they got old, began discussing shared housing as an alternative
housing model (Fig. 2). They decided to join the secondary cooperative Sostre Civic, that
was the benchmark in cooperative housing in Catalonia at that time. As more people joined,
Can70 was established according to a lifelong model enabling members to live in cohousing
until the end of their lives. Can70 became the first senior cohousing project in Barcelona and
the first to be developed on public land in Spain. Members have the usufruct of their home,
with the land and building reverting to the municipality after 99 years.

A key milestone in the project came in 2021 when the publicly owned plot of land was
allocated to Sostre Civic for them to manage and they then decided to ‘give’ it to Can70,
with Sostre Civic becoming more actively involved in project development. That same
year, Can70 and Sostre Civic organized an architectural competition and invited three firms
to submit proposals within one month. To be eligible, candidates had to belong to Sostre
Civic’s network of collaborators, mainly entities in the solidarity economy, and have expe-
rience in senior housing and residential projects. The jury consisting of two members of
Can70, two representatives of Sostre Civic and an architect from the COAC*, evaluated the
projects submitted according to their technical quality and match with community values.
Peris+Toral was selected to lead the architectural design process. The competition terms
required the architects to conduct a participatory process in which they would co-design the
project with members of the cooperative and specified that the initial proposal would be “a
starting point subject to modification.” From April to September 2022, nine participatory
workshops were held about such subjects as dwelling, sharing, environmental performance,
programmatic needs, facilities, materials and costs.

In March 2023, the group completed a special appendix to the ESAL agreement
(explained in detail below) to ensure the formal recognition of senior cooperative hous-
ing under the grant-of-use model. At this point, the project had already undergone years
of internal work but only after securing the land did it admit new members, growing from
16 to 24 individuals. In 2024, the group began admitting more new members with a view
to achieving the final number of 39 participants before construction began. To become a
member of Can70, an initial financial contribution must be made at the outset, refundable
upon departure, which collectively represents around 20-25% of the total development cost.
The remainder must be financed by a bank loan. Upon taking up residence, members pay a
monthly fee plus another amount for shared services (Table 2). After an eight-year journey

4Catalonia’s association of architects

‘ ESAL agreement ‘ special annex
first meeting collaboration 1st grant to 2nd grant to presentation of  access architectural sign of the new beginning of
with the work on work on the caregiving toland | competition agreement members | construction
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R B > D ]
R S 7 AR ;
} } Il } Il } } Il } } } } Il } } }
T T T

| |
T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Fig. 2 Timeline of Can70 development
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Table 2 Characteristics of the
Can70 project

Type

Senior cooperative housing

Location

Number of units
Number of occupants
Construction
Construction system
Land access

Site area

Total floorage
Common areas
Size of apartment

Barcelona urban area —
Sarria neighborhood

39

39

New building
Compressed earth blocks

Usufruct of public land
with 99-year leasehold

1.020 m?
3.150 m?

750 m?

30 m? or 45 m?

Initial contribution 30.000€—35.000€ approx
Monthly fee 700€—800€ approx
Monthly shared services 300€ approx

of planning, growing, and negotiating, the group expects to complete construction and begin
occupying the cohousing within three years.

6 Results and discussion

On the basis of iterative data gathering and analysis and the framework established earlier,
we focused on understanding the group's motivations, the resources at their disposal, and the
conversion factors, i.e., conditions, skills, and capacities. Throughout the analysis, attention
was paid to the conflicts and key moments that provide opportunities for negotiating and
dialogue within both the group's internal dynamics and collaborations with other entities.
The analysis culminated with an examination of current outcomes, thus highlighting the
links between the relational, physical, and institutional dimensions of the housing project.

6.1 Motivations

Our analysis began by identifying the housing objectives of the Can70 community. We pin-
pointed four key motivations driving the group. First, a strong desire among members not
to burden their families as they grew older. Having experienced the challenges of caring for
their parents, they were determined to avoid a similar situation themselves. In the words of
one member, “We did it for our parents, but we don’t want our children to do it for us.” Sec-
ond, the group’s concerns about unwanted loneliness in the later stages of life: "Loneliness
is one of today’s great diseases, and we refuse to succumb to it... Many older people die
alone because they don't have anything or anyone to lend them a hand." In addition, several
group members currently live alone, another reason for them wanting to create a cohousing
community. These reasons coincide with international findings (Glass, 2019; Hudson et al.,
2021) that underscore the importance of senior cohousing as a solution for social isolation
among older adults.

Apart from their initial motivations, the group felt that there was a lack of housing
options to meet their specific needs currently on the market. Housing options for seniors
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consist mainly of public or private senior residences, which members criticized for sev-
eral reasons. Concerns were raised about autonomy, inadequate living spaces, affordability,
and limited availability. Members expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of participation
in decision-making processes concerning everyday living which they felt contributed to a
sense of institutionalization that undermined their well-being. This discontent extended to
the gap perceived between the quality of available spaces and their actual needs. In terms
of affordability, private senior residences were considered prohibitively expensive, while
public options were limited and often involving long waiting periods for admission. Con-
sequently, the group emphasized the importance of active participation in decision-making
and playing an active part in their community as they get older: "Our aim is to live with
dignity, organize our own lives and try to make this replicable. "

In addition to their desire for self-determination in daily life, the group was driven by
the aim of ensuring their project’s replicability. They envisioned it as a collective initiative
of social that promotes the right to use dwellings rather than private ownership, reinforcing
its non-speculative nature. Notably, their motivation was not the result of a lack of housing
because most members already owned homes. Rather, they aimed to create a community
providing support for seniors, a concept previously absent from Spain’s housing landscape.
This approach differs from previous grant-of-use housing cooperatives, which focused
mainly on the unaffordability of the housing market, and highlights the group’s main focus
on fostering a sense of community and mutual support for aging persons. Parera (2023)
highlights the importance of interdependence and how community well-being significantly
impacts individual well-being, challenging traditional views on senior housing and advo-
cating its integration into community infrastructure. Casanova (2023) reinforces this view,
emphasizing the need to build neighborhood networks of mutual care and social support,
particularly for the elderly, to ensure long-term well-being and autonomy.

6.2 Resources

Resources are the means available to a group, including both tangible assets, such as edu-
cational and economic resources, and intangible assets, such as cultural and social capital.
Within cooperative housing initiatives, resources play a pivotal role in shaping outcomes and
facilitating progress. From the group’s formation to the accomplishment of its objectives,
the strategic use of resources is fundamental. This section explores the diverse resources
mobilized by the community and their impact on the project.

According to Lang et al. (2020), intermediaries and support entities play a key role in
empowering cooperative housing groups. In the Can70 case, Sostre Civic functioned as a
key resource, acting as a legal structure for the group, facilitating communications with the
city council, helping with legal and financial matters such as access to land and grants, and
providing guidance about group dynamics and architectural factors. Before joining Sostre
Civic, members knew little about concepts such as 'cooperative housing,' or 'the right to
housing.' The organization served as a platform for connecting individuals interested in
senior cooperative housing and supporting the learning process. Some members took the
initiative and organized a series of workshops focused on senior cohousing, which led to the
creation of Can70. As one member said, "We gathered five people and designed three train-
ing sessions for those interested. Although the training was experiential and could be seen
as somewhat informal, it enabled many valuable contacts." The group also sought advice
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from Perviure, a cooperative that provides support for cooperative housing groups, and took
part in six workshops about group dynamics, which helped them develop their governance
model.

After the group was formed, informational resources proved essential. Regular meet-
ings became places for sharing ideas and the group actively researched alternative housing
models: studying existing senior projects, conducting collective brainstorming sessions, and
sharing literature to focus their vision. They examined national and international cases, par-
ticularly those about caregiving which became central to their planning. Notably, the group
consisted mainly of single women, many with backgrounds in healthcare, who could possi-
bly contribute to this emphasis on care. Influential sources, such as the report Architectures
of care: Towards an activist ageing (Mogollon Garcia & Fernandez Cubero, 2016), and the
books Caring: a revolution in the caring of people (Urrutia Beaskoa, 2018), and Me, old
woman (Freixas, 2021), helped them synthesize the key concepts of senior cohousing and
care. This literature provided a deeper understanding of both the tangible aspects of hous-
ing, often referred to as 'hard' infrastructure, and the equally significant intangible elements
and relationships, referred to as 'soft' infrastructure (Mogollon Garcia & Fernandez Cubero,
2016). This collective educational process became essential to the group’s development.

In view of the importance of networks and partnerships, the group engaged with the
public authorities, universities, and the solidarity economy. Leveraging their social and cul-
tural capital, they communicated their goals effectively and forged connections. Members
with backgrounds in public service and education facilitated interactions within the authori-
ties by identifying relevant departments and establishing collaborations. The department
responsible for services for older adults expressed a particular interest in their focus on
support for older populations. As one member said, “We were looking at the subject of
care, and the city at that moment was interested in (integrating) care.” In 2019, the group
secured a grant to explore new approaches to mutual support and well-being in cohousing
for older adults. The grant was extended for an additional year, allowing them to organize
these ideas into a guide. Four working groups were formed, each addressing a different area:
mutual support, continuity of assistance, mourning and death, and the economy of care. This
process led to the publication of Cures en la convivencia de persones grans, a handbook
about caregiving in senior cohousing, (Can 70 et al., 2019) 3 which was publicly presented
and is available on the Sostre Civic website. The group also collaborated with a semester-
long design studio in which architecture students developed the design of the project and
were introduced to architectural concepts. These activities increased the project's visibility,
strengthened collaborations, and helped the group define its vision.

Finally, a lack of economic resources can be an obstacle for people unable to cover the
initial contribution or the monthly fee. The group admits that the project costs are not afford-
able for all older adults. To address this, once the loan is repaid, they intend to continue pay-
ing the monthly fee, part of which will cover maintenance costs, while the remainder will
fund the creation of new projects that have lower capital requirements and are thus more
affordable. In addition, Can70 actively advocates contributions from the public authorities
to support care services in senior cooperative housing, arguing that self-managed care mod-
els should receive funding comparable to senior residences whose residents are classified

3This work was conducted in collaboration with Lluvi Farré Montala, then a PhD candidate, who had been
closely following the group as part of his research. At the group’s request, he acted as rapporteur for this
process, drawing up on his expertise and know-how.
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as living in. The group is dedicated to furthering the de-institutionalization of care for the
elderly and emphasizes the need for public support to ensure the viability and inclusivity of
this model. This commitment reflects their determination to develop a replicable model that
extends beyond their specific case and is affordable to wider demographics.

6.3 Conversion factors

Conversion factors are the conditions, circumstances, abilities, and skills that help or hamper
a group’s ability to transform resources into outcomes. These factors shape how opportuni-
ties unfold within a community by bridging potential and realization. They span socio-polit-
ical, institutional and environmental contexts, and collective or individual competencies.

Barcelona’s socio-political context provided an environment conducive to such initia-
tives. At the project’s inception, the city had recently launched its first two cooperative
housing pilots under the grant-of-use model, stirring a wave of public interest. These efforts
were part of a broader shift toward the social and solidarity economy (Cabré & Andrés,
2018). In 2015, a new law for cooperatives passed in the parliament of Catalonia provided
the legal framework needed to facilitate their consolidation. In addition, the cooperative
housing movement secured two important regulatory amendments that facilitated the devel-
opment of forthcoming projects. First, in the municipality of Barcelona, cooperative hous-
ing in the sense of a type of social housing was exempted from the mandatory construction
of underground parking. Second, a law enacted in Catalonia in 2020 acknowledged that the
common areas in cooperative housing were complementary to the private areas, thereby
reducing the minimum mandatory floor space of private apartments (see Fig. 1).

Despite these advantages, the project faced institutional challenges, particularly the
absence of a framework specifically for senior cooperative housing. The group had to engage
with public authorities and explain the project due to the lack of public-sector cohousing
initiatives for seniors in Spain. They navigated bureaucratic divisions between the depart-
ment for senior citizens, which oversaw project programming, and the department of hous-
ing, responsible for the allocation of land. The ESAL agreement governing the transfer of
municipal plots posed another barrier, as it required members to comply with social housing
criteria, such as income thresholds and the condition of not being homeowners, that many
members did not meet. Similar legal and bureaucratic challenges have been encountered
in international senior cohousing projects (Puplampu et al., 2020; Weeks et al., 2020). The
group believed that these criteria should be adapted to senior cooperative housing, and they
engaged in two years of negotiations before admitting new members. Finally, an appendix
was passed allowing senior groups to be granted public land despite not meeting social
housing criteria. Specific conditions accompanied this decision, such as the tranfer of their
homes’ management to the city council for use as social housing at below-market rents,
and allowing members to exceed income limits, provided that the group’s average income
remained below the threshold.

The agreement also imposed specific conditions on the project, such as the requirement
to accommodate a minimum of 26 apartments with an average occupancy of 1.5 persons,
i.e., a total of 39 occupants, calculated according to the size of the plot. This meant trans-
forming the group into a larger community, a factor that Labit (2015) identified as impor-
tant for project success. Additionally, the project was required to earmark an area of 264
m? to be managed by the city council and accessible to the public at specific times of day.
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Although this aligned with the group’s aim of integrating the project into the neighborhood,
it also posed challenges due to the limited plot size and increased number of dwellings,
which reduced the community spaces envisaged. Furthermore, urban planning regulations
restricted the available exterior space and prevented the creation of a rooftop community
garden, as the installation of solar panels had to comply with building height restrictions.

Another series of conversion factors concerns the location and the physical characteris-
tics of the plot such as its geometry, size, and slope. The site is located in the Sarria district,
where none of the members had lived previously. The group originally searched for sites in
their own neighborhoods, with a view to maintaining social connections, but as they could
not find any suitable plots or the land prices were too high, they welcomed the available
opportunity. Despite possible concerns about social integration due to future residents not
being originally from the area, the group considered ways to actively participate in the com-
munity, as will be explained below. In terms of size, the plot was much smaller than they
had envisaged, and its geometry constrained the design because it consisted of two adjecent
plots that could only be connected through a semi-underground floor, which affected the
final architectural result. In addition, the sloping terrain posed challenges for the architec-
tural solution and raised accessibility issues, particularly important for residents who might
experience reduced mobility as they got older.

Another key series of conversion factors relates to the group’s individual and collective
capacities. Fromm (2012) emphasizes that the success of cohousing depends on residents'
willingness to collaborate, their commitment levels, and their ability to cooperate, factors
influenced by age, health, and financial situation. The group’s principles: knowledge, com-
munication, trust, cooperation, commitment, consensus, growth, and celebration®, reflect
these ideas. From the outset, members prioritized cohesion, conflict resolution, consensus-
building, and attention to decision-making. A formal horizontal governance structure was
established with the general assembly acting as the central decision-making body where final
decisions are taken by consensus. The board, consisting of representatives from five com-
missions (architecture, economy, community, external communication, and governance),
meets before each assembly, while temporary working groups address specific issues as
needed (Fig. 3). In addition to formal structures, informal mechanisms played a key role
in strengthening social cohesion. Effective communication practices during assemblies,
conflict mediation, and the use of WhatsApp groups for specific topics facilitated engage-
ment. The group also emphasized social bonding through leisure activities such as quar-
terly excursions, community dinners, and celebrations. These structures, both formal and
informal, have fostered trust, social cohesion, and sustained member engagement. Despite
the lengthy process, members highlighted the importance of allowing time for the project
to mature, a gradual development they regarded as crucial for its long-term sustainability.

6.4 Choices and conflicts
The participatory and decision-making process inherently involves conflict management

and navigating different outlooks. Jarvis (2019) underscores the importance of examining
the qualities of participation and 'togetherness' because effective engagement embraces both

®In Catalan, this series of principles is known as the 8 Cs because they all begin with the letter C: coneixe-
ment (knowledge), comunicacié (communication), confianga (trust), cooperacié (cooperation), compromis
(commitment), consens (consensus), creixement (growth), and celebraci6 (celebration).
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Fig. 3 Organizational structure of Can70

conflict and cooperation. In housing cooperatives, two relational dynamics are particularly
important: internal governance to balance individual and collective interests, and external
collaborations with intermediaries and professionals. Matters such as managing different
priorities within the group or the degree of guidance and intervention from external col-
laborators must be examined. In our case study, the group has a particularly high level of
active participation that probably places it on the upper rungs of Arnstein’s ladder of citizen
participation (Arnstein, 1969).

Other important aspects are the evolving composition and internal dynamics of the group.
Although only two of the original friends remain, once Can70 was formally established, the
membership has remained largely stable. While such a prolonged process could suggest
fatigue, members attribute departures rather to a lack of commitment, often linked to dif-
ficulties in confronting the realities of aging. Maintaining a balanced age distribution has
also been crucial for the feasibility of the caregiving model. To address this, the group opted
to admit participants evenly across the 55-60, 60—65, 65-70, and 70+age brackets and
deliberately limited older applicants despite higher interest in order to ensure the project’s
diversity and sustainability, albeit prolonging the selection process. Expanding the group is
challenging, particularly as regards the integration of newcomers unfamiliar with the collec-
tive journey. However, rather than seeing this as a threat, members regarded it as an oppor-
tunity to test the group's resilience and adaptability. Although subgroups form naturally due
to the different times when members join, they blur as time goes by. By embracing the new
ideas, concerns, and concepts introduced by new members, the group enabled the project
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to evolve. Mechanisms to balance individual and collective interests were implemented to
ensure that power dynamics such as those stemming from longevity were carefully man-
aged. An umbrella group mediates interpersonal conflicts, while a time bank and well-being
circle are used to facilitate mutual-aid equitably and prevent any disproportionate influence
or workload. Members emphasized that this process gave them opportunities for personal
growth. As one explained, "We started off with an idea. The idea evolved because new
people brought in fresh perspectives. It changed. We’re always open to new ideas. You must
be. Life’s better when you keep learning, there’s always something to learn. People who
join now say, 'Maybe we can do it this way.' And it's true, we hadn't realized. Twenty people
always see more than five."

As regards external collaborations, the group initially operated with minimal profes-
sional intervention, but once the land had been allocated, the intermediary assumed a more
prominent role in decision-making. This shift introduced a new dynamic, unfamiliar to
the group, as they moved from the visionary phase to practical considerations. The group
acknowledged the need to remain flexible, adapt and compromise when necessary. Two
meetings were held per month, one with the facilitator from the intermediary organization.
After consulting with Sostre Civic or other external entities, the group retained the authority
to make the final decision in their general assembly. This autonomous process, especially
in determining priorities, allowed them to make well-informed choices while ensuring that
their values guided the project's direction. They perceived it as a mutual learning process
between them and the intermediary. A delicate balance was achieved through collaboration
with Suara, a specialized caregiving cooperative. This partnership enabled Sostre Civic and
the group to gain practical knowledge beyond their expertise, such as the requirements for
housing for older adults and accessibility design. However, it also raised concerns about
potentially altering the project's character, as strictly adhering to standards for age-friendly
spaces risked turning the project into a nursing home. Additionally, there was a reluctance
to engage a large-scale care company for professional services, as it could institutionalize
the feeling of living at home that was so important to the group.

The participatory process with the architects was another pivotal forum for collaborative
exploration. Both residents and architects agree that the experience was very enriching.
Residents expressed satisfaction in being genuinely heard, noting that the architects were
receptive to their queries. Rather than rejecting ideas outright, the architects investigated the
suggestions, presented options, and allowed the group to make the final decision. This was
a novel experience for the architects because it enabled them to engage more deeply with
the project: a rare occurrence in conventional residential projects with no end-user involve-
ment in decision-taking. They regarded the sessions as educational for the group, and an
opportunity to explain the project thoroughly. They observed that the group sometimes
proposed more radical ideas, such as a willingness to share more aspects, on a theoretical
level. However, this perspective often shifted when decisions were to be made about their
individual conditions: a struggle inherent in community-driven projects as members try to
balance communal welfare with personal preferences. The architects found it intriguing
that the group regarded the entire building as their home, not just their assigned apartment.
This resonates with the members' perception of themselves as 'users' rather than 'owners,'
reinforcing the communal nature of the project and highlighting the importance of designing
for future residents. To explore these nuanced considerations, the architects introduced tools
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Fig.5 Overview of the nine participatory sessions, based on the sessions’ minutes

such as surveys and visualizations of different spatial paradigms, sparking discussions about
the different options (Fig. 4).

Each of the nine sessions began with the architects presenting their work, followed by a
group discussion and concluding with a vote, often between two options suggested by the
architects, or the validation of a final decision (Fig. 5). This approach aligns with similar
participatory design processes in other housing projects for older populations, such as the
collaborative work on the Older Women's Cohousing project in North London (Devlin et
al., 2015).

6.5 Outcomes: housing as a community infrastructure

The results of the Can70 project stem from an ongoing process in which resources, abili-
ties, and choices shaped by the group’s values and motivations have expanded its collective
capabilities to make housing function as community infrastructure. The realization of these
capabilities is reflected in spatial, relational, and institutional dimensions, underscoring
the interconnected nature of housing, care, and governance. Rather than merely provid-
ing shelter, Can70 actively fosters social interdependence, collective agency, and long-
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term well-being. The project challenges traditional models of aging and housing provision
and demonstrates that cooperative housing can serve as adaptive, evolving infrastructure
that sustains social bonds, reconfigures domestic life, and extends care beyond individual
responsibility. This alignswith Power and Mee’s (2019) conception of housing as an infra-
structure of care that facilitates relational interdependence (Parera, 2023).

The shift from individualized living to a model based on collective agency has redefined
care structures within Can70. The group’s well-being ladder, developed as part of their
caregiving handbook, organizes care into three levels: community-based, mutual aid for
minimal dependencies; professional assistance for intermediate need;. and specialized care
for advanced dependencies (Fig. 6). This structure represents an expansion of capabilities,
as members are not passive recipients of care but active participants in shaping the con-
ditions under which they will receive it. By defining these parameters collectively, they
strengthen their capacity for self-management while remaining autonomous and avoiding
the institutionalization typical of conventional senior housing (Parera, 2023). As stated in
the handbook "At the beginning, we said: We don't want to be a burden on our families, but
over time we've also come to see that we don't want to be a burden on the friends we live
with." To support this model, the cooperative plans to offer various services, ranging from
professional meal preparation to the management of public space access and administrative
tasks. Healthcare services remain the priority, including physiotherapy and daytime nursing
to ensure that residents receive essential medical attention at home. A key consideration
is the financial structure of these services, whether they will be funded individually, col-
lectively, or partially covered by a solidarity mechanism. This tiered approach allows for a
dynamic interplay between autonomy and interdependence, ensuring that as residents' needs
evolve, the supporting infrastructure remains flexible. This reconfiguration of care in later
life challenges dominant models that rely on either family networks or institutionalized
solutions, embedding care within the social fabric of housing itself.

The group plans to organize various activities beyond daily meals, such as musical
recitals and skill-sharing sessions. However, they are careful not to impose structured or
mandatory participation, ensuring that community life remains flexible and responsive to
individual preferences. At the same time, they seek to avoid an overly inward focus by
fostering engagement with the broader neighborhood. These intentions align with urban
planning debates on preventing the self-segregation of cohousing projects through cross-
community interaction (Droste, 2015). Can70 also aims to extend its impact beyond its
immediate residents, reinforcing housing’s role as a neighborhood infrastructure. One way

Fig.6 The well-being ladder.

Adapted from Cures en la convivencia de persones
grans: a handbook about caregiving in senior co-
housing by Can70, Daniel Lopez and Lluvi Farré
(CareNet, UOC). Source: Sostre Civic
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of doing so will be by integrating publicly accessible spaces, negotiated through the ESAL
agreement with the city council. These will include a physiotherapy room, a reading area,
and a community event hall, intended to strengthen ties between the cooperative and the sur-
rounding neighborhood and thus prevent the project from becoming an isolated enclave. By
hosting activities such as public presentations, workshops on aging, or storytelling events
for children, the cooperative plans to contribute to local networks of care, knowledge, and
support (Williams, 2005).

The architectural design of Can70 embodies the group’s motivations by proposing spatial
configurations that support housing as community infrastructure. The building will con-
sist of two volumes constructed with compressed earth blocks. The site, located on Via
Augusta in Sarrid, has several design challenges, including noise from the main street and
steep terrain. The architectural proposal addresses these issues by creating an access point
leading toward the interior of the urban block, fostering a quieter, more sheltered environ-
ment (Fig. 7). The two volumes will be connected by a semi-basement level, that unifies
the structure, while communal spaces, together with those planned for public use, will be
concentrated on this floor. These spaces will be arranged on both sides, with independent
entrances ensuring public access does not interfere with the residential areas, thereby pre-
serving a homely atmosphere. The final use of these areas will be determined collectively
once all members have joined and the agreement with the city council is finalized regarding
schedules and the involvement of professionals. This design seeks to create opportunities
for neighborhood cohesion and generate social connections, as discussed in the literature by
Fromm (2012).

The group made a significant design decision regarding private spaces that aligns with
their cohabitation model. Each member will live in a separate apartment, regardless of their
relationship status. This decision is intended to address emotional challenges, such as losing
a partner, and to avoid the need for relocating to smaller apartments as living circumstances

Fig. 7 Urban plan.
Adapted from architectural drawings by Peris+Toral
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change. It also reflects the fact that many members are currently living by themselves, con-
trasting with other senior housing models, which often assume cohabitation with family
members. However, the agreement with the city council required accommodation for at
least 39 individuals in 26 apartments, posing a spatial challenge due to the limited space
available. In response, the architects proposed a cluster arrangement (Alexander et al.,
1977) in which each resident has a private 30 m2 unit including a bedroom, bathroom, kitch-
enette, and living area; and shares a 50 m2 communal space with three to five neighbors
(Fig. 8). These clusters function as semi-private domestic environments that foster social
interaction and mutual support while maintaining individual autonomy. Drawing upon
international examples from Switzerland, the Netherlands, Austria, and Germany (Khatibi,
2022b; Prytula et al., 2020; Schmid, 2019; Tummers, 2017), the building’s design creates
varying degrees of privacy ranging from public to intimate spaces. The cluster becomes the
'new family unit' where four or five individuals support one another and engage in shared
daily activities such as cooking and dining together. The layout also allows for flexibility,
enabling couples or individuals who wish to live together to link two units via a door, made
possible through adaptable building materials.

The concept of cluster housing was initially unfamiliar to the group, yet their adaptability
and commitment to shared living led them to embrace it. Some members were hesitant to
share kitchens, preferring the privacy of conventional apartments. Following many discus-
sions and exchanges of opinions with the architects, the group agreed to combine both
options, resulting in a design that includes 29 cluster cohabitation units and 11 conventional
apartments, each measuring 45 m? and equipped with private kitchens (Fig. 8). This dual
arrangement of housing typologies mirrors international examples (Glass, 2013) of com-
munities featuring different types of units or tenures, an approach that reflects flexibility in
accommodating diverse preferences and financial situations within the same project.

The extensive network of communal spaces distributed throughout the building ensures
accessibility and engagement on multiple levels. Designed as integral components rather

il ; g ‘ FI_’

Private spaces

Cluster space
. Communal spaces
Circulation

Fig. 8 On the top: typical floor plan of cluster units, on the bottom: typical floor plan of conventional
units.
Adapted from architectural drawings by Peris+Toral
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Fig. 9 Ground floor plan with communal and public spaces.
Adapted from architectural drawings by Peris+Toral

than supplementary features, these areas extend the notion of the home beyond private units
(Fig. 9), challenging the dominant urban housing model that often isolates domestic life
within individual apartments (Vestbro, 2010). Instead, the design advances a vision of hous-
ing as an infrastructure of support and shared resources (Fromm, 2012). The ground floor
accomodates most of these spaces, including the centrally located multipurpose hall, a din-
ing area, and two additional shared rooms envisaged to be a reading space and a day center.
Everyday facilities such as a communal kitchen, workspaces, and a storage room are also
located on this level and designed to adapt to future needs. The integration of auxiliary
spaces for cleaning staff, security, and building management further supports the coopera-
tive’s long-term self-sufficiency. Above the ground floor, shared spaces extend vertically
throughout the building, embedding opportunities for socialization in its physical structure.
Each floor features semi-open terraces, adjacent to circulation cores, serving as informal
gathering spaces. In each of the two buildings, one terrace is designated as a laundry space
with communal washing machines and dryers, reinforcing the integration of shared domes-
tic activities. Altogether, communal areas account for 25% of the total building area, rising
to 50% when circulation areas are included, one of the highest proportions among Barce-
lona’s cooperative housing projects.

7 Conclusion

This study explores how a senior cooperative group navigates the challenges and opportuni-
ties involved in achieving its collective housing goals through the lens of the CA. By analyz-
ing the case of Can70, one of the first senior cooperative housing initiatives on public land
in Spain,the research examines three key dimensions: the motivations that drive community
participation, the collective processes that shape project development through resources and
conversion factors, and the outcomes in terms of expanded collective capabilities.
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The members of Can70 were motivated by a shared desire to age with autonomy, avoid
dependence on family or institutional care, and resist social isolation. The dissatisfaction
with conventional senior housing, often marked by rigid structures and limited participa-
tion, led them to envision an alternative: a self-managed, community-oriented environment
that would foster mutual support while remaining adaptable to evolving needs. This vision
reflects not only personal aspirations but also a critique of systemic inadequacies in existing
housing options for older adults. In this way, the study shows that these become the basis for
collective decision-making, spatial negotiation, and institutional innovations. Bringing this
vision to life required navigating a complex landscape of resources and conversion factors.
The intermediary organization Sostre Civic played a crucial role in providing legal, finan-
cial, and administrative support. The group engaged in self-formation processes that helped
them align group expectations and build their collective capacity. Public funding facilitated
the development of a caregiving handbook, formalizing their approach to mutual support.
Externally, the group built alliances and participated in advocacy networks to increase vis-
ibility and promote senior cooperative housing as a feasible, public-communitarian alterna-
tive. While the regulatory environment in Barcelona was generally supportive, the absence
of a specific legal framework for senior cooperative housing required negotiations to adapt
the ESAL agreement, introducing further procedural and design adjustments. The agree-
ment’s requirements necessitated more group and architectural adjustments, while the
limited size and conditions of the plot influenced spatial planning. Internally, governance
mechanisms and conflict-resolution initiatives played a crucial role in sustaining cohesion
and fostering long-term engagement. The participatory process underscored the challenge
of aligning individual preferences with collective goals, yet decision-making structures pro-
vided a framework for constructive negotiation. Collaboration with professionals, including
architects and facilitators, was characterized by mutual exchange and enabled expert input
that enhanced the project without diminishing the group’s autonomy. This participatory pro-
cess with professionals was fundamental, facilitating a reciprocal design dynamic in which
the group actively shaped their environment, reinforcing collective agency and embedding
their social vision into the architecture itself.

The outcomes of the project can be understood as the expansion of collective capabili-
ties that empower the group to realize its housing aspirations. At the community level, this
is reflected in the transformation of the concept of housing, from an individual apartment
to a shared, evolving infrastructure that supports mutual care and collective well-being.
Members came to see the entire building as a their home, balancing individual privacy
with community needs. This shift reflects an expansion of collective capabilities, not only
in securing housing, but in shaping a supportive environment. Housing is thus concep-
tualized as a community infrastructure: an evolving, adaptable space that accommodates
changing needs over time. The dwelling typologies, which combine cluster housing with
conventional apartments, along with a spectrum of communal spaces, provide flexible liv-
ing arrangements that support both autonomy and interdependence, allowing residents to
navigate varying levels of care, sociability, and privacy. At the broader societal level, the
expansion of collective capabilities is reflected in Can70’s efforts to influence not only the
immediate living environment but also the systems and structures that shape housing, care,
and inclusion more broadly. One manifestation of this outward orientation is the project’s
integration into the surrounding neighborhood. With the inclusion of public-use spaces
and community engagement initiatives, Can70 intends to strengthen social ties beyond the
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group itself. In parallel, the group has pursued long-term strategies aimed at increasing
affordability and promoting broader access to cooperative housing. Although the project is
not yet fully accessible to low-income populations, the group plans to enhance affordability
in two ways. First, once the loan is repaid, a part of the future members fees will be used to
support the development of new projects with lower entry costs. Second, Can70 engages in
policy advocacy for public funding for self-managed care services, similar to the support
provided to nursing homes. These initiatives point to a vision of housing and care as col-
lective social responsibilities, challenging dominant paradigms and advancing models that
prioritize well-being, agency, and systemic transformation.

From a broader perspective, this study offers insights into how the CA can be operation-
alized in housing research. It advances a community-centered understanding of housing,
one that considers how collective agency can be fostered and how housing can function
as a platform for expanding residents' capabilities. By examining how residents navigate
institutional, spatial, and interpersonal challenges, the study illustrates that agency in coop-
erative housing is not an inherent attribute, but a capacity built through organizational
learning, negotiation, and participatory governance. Documenting these practices in con-
text highlights the importance of intermediary support, adaptive regulatory engagement,
and co-productive professional relationships in enabling residents to materially realize their
housing vision. Methodologically, the research provides an analytical framework for study-
ing resident-led initiatives through the lens of the CA. It clarifies how to trace the formation
of collective agency by identifying key elements such as group motivations, resources, and
conversion factors. This framework highlights key questions and dimensions to be consid-
ered in similar contexts to better support the emergence and sustainability of cooperative
housing models. Nonetheless, certain limitations must be acknowledged. The focus on a
single case limits the generalizability of the findings, and the absence of interviews with
members who left the project leaves some perspectives underrepresented. Moreover, since
the study examines the process only up to the construction phase, it does not capture long-
term outcomes including the cohabitation experience. Future research could benefit from
comparative multiple-case studies within Catalonia’s cooperative housing model to explore
variations in collective agency across different groups. Longitudinal studies would also be
valuable in capturing post-occupancy dynamics and providing a deeper understanding of
how collective capabilities evolve over time.

Ultimately, Can70 challenges dominant housing paradigms for older adults by presenting
a feasible alternative to conventional senior residences, illustrating that aging in a commu-
nity can be an empowering, agency-driven process. Rather than treating senior housing as a
passive service, it demonstrates that housing can be co-produced by its residents, ensuring
that it remains adaptable, inclusive, and responsive to their evolving needs. The insights
derived from this analysis can guide future cooperative housing initiatives and inform the
work of intermediaries, architects, and the local authorities in supporting similar projects.
Multi-level support ranging from resource allocation and participatory processes to institu-
tional frameworks can empower communities to create housing solutions that truly respond
to their needs. The studied process exemplifies both the complexities and possibilities of
cooperative housing and demonstrates that through collective effort, a shared vision, and
multilevel support, groups can expand their capabilities, transform their living environ-
ments, and redefine dwelling in community-oriented ways.
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