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Abstract
The paper discusses the issue of the involvement of older people in decision-making at
the level of a housing cooperative in Warsaw (Poland) to examine the characteristics of older
adults’ participation in the democratic and deliberative process of housing policy. Using
the qualitative methodology (case study, exploratory research visit, document analysis and
in-depth interviews), the analyses suggest a considerable influence of older people over
the decision-making in the selected housing cooperative. The gathered data are indicative
of the antagonistic character of the housing policy process. This is due to several factors:
diverse attitudes, the opinions and interests of different groups of older people, and communication problems between generations.
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Introduction
There is a body of evidence showing that the ageing of the population is a challenge for the social policy and housing policy in many countries. Researchers note
that it is important to provide older people with an opportunity to choose a housing strategy, including reinforcing them in remaining in their current place of residence. In such a situation, there is often a need to support the oldest residents
by neighbours and building managers. However, it is also worth paying attention
to the impact of the increasing number of older people in multi-family buildings
on the housing decision-making process. Especially if the buildings (often blocks
of flats) are ‘co-governed’ by residents as part of a housing cooperative. The article
refers to this issue. It explores and analyses the involvement of older adults (understood as people aged 60+) in decision-making at the level of a housing cooperative in Warsaw. I consider the terms: ‘older adults’ and ‘older persons’ as synonyms.
I pay attention to avoiding any practices of the language of ageism. For this reason,
I prefer to use the neutral terms recommended by Summers (2018). I try not to use
the terms seen as offensive (e.g. ‘senior’, ‘senior citizen’, ‘elderly’, ‘retiree’). In order
to analyse the topic, a pragmatic approach to the process of policy as a research
strategy has been applied. The article is based on primary data (individual in-depth
interviews, research visit, document analysis). It contributes to the understanding
of social policy by making a diagnosis of (i) the image of older people, and (ii) the
impact of that group on decision-making at the level of a selected Warsaw housing
cooperative. My examination of social actors’ involvement in the housing policy
process (understood as in Gerston, 2010) adds to the existing literature in multiple
ways. It provides new knowledge on the role of older adults in policymaking in the
field of housing. The study completes the works concerning tenants’ involvements
in the governance of the social housing stock (Flint, 2004, pp. 171–186), the issue of
participation (associated with the notion of deliberative democracy as depicted by
Cohen, 1997, pp. 67–91) of social actors (understood as in Szmatka, 1998, pp. 15–17
and Birkland, 2011) in urban regeneration projects (Hastings, 1996, pp. 253–268),
the influence of interest groups and lobbyists on the housing policy process (Jacobs,
2015, pp. 694–710), and the involvement of social actors in the participatory programmes of spatial planning (Connelly, 2009, pp. 185–195).
I begin by briefly outlining the issue of the decision-making process within the
housing cooperatives in Poland and signal the possible impact of the ageing of the
population on that process. Then, I discuss, through a review of empirical evidence, the
residential environment as a context of older adults’ participation in decision-making.
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Subsequently, I move on to demonstrate the research strategy and the findings of an
original empirical study. The paper ends with an overview of the most significant
conclusions from the conducted research.

1. Decision-making by older people at the level of Polish
housing cooperatives
Housing cooperatives have a long tradition in Poland. The first Polish housing
cooperative was established in 1890 in Poznań (Adrian Zandberg, 2019). In 1920,
the first law on housing cooperatives was adopted, and in 1921, the Warsaw Housing
Cooperative was created, one of the oldest housing cooperatives in Warsaw, which
still operates today. In 1937, 252 housing cooperatives operated in Poland. They managed the stock of 16,000 apartments, in which 0.8% of the urban population lived
(Kukuryka, 2008, pp. 20–28). The development of housing cooperatives in Poland,
like in many other countries, was slowed down by World War II. In 1951, the socialist People’s Republic of Poland authorities deprived cooperatives of the right to dispose of cooperative apartments. Then access to loans and cheap building materials
was hindered. However, due to the housing crisis, after 1956, the socialist authorities’
approach to housing cooperatives changed. The state began to support this type of
housing. While in 1956 only 800 cooperative flats were built, in 1978 it was 157,800
flats in this type of construction (Chyra-Rolicz, 2008, pp. 8–19). In 1979, 1,133 housing
cooperatives were active in Poland. Over 6,000,000 people lived in cooperative apartments (Chyra-Rolicz, 2008, pp. 8–19). From 1945 to 1999, over 1/3 of flats in Poland
were built by housing cooperatives (Chyra-Rolicz, 2008, pp. 8–19). However, their
importance on the housing market has diminished significantly since the 1989 political transformation. In addition, after 2008, the decline in cooperative housing deepened, caused by the liquidation of the National Housing Fund (an institution granting
preferential credit to cooperatives). Currently, housing cooperatives on the housing
market in Warsaw are only supplementing the housing offer, shaped mainly by developers. Few new residential buildings completed are provided by housing cooperatives (in 2005, 81 such buildings were provided, in 2010– 29, in 2014–63, in 2015–6)
(Rocznik Statystyczny Warszawy, 2016, p. 213). There are well-established research
achievements, presenting the development and regression of housing cooperatives
in Poland (Kulesza, 1993; Piasecka, 2005, pp. 253– 265; Prażuch, 2008, pp. 29–37;
Jajszczyk, 2008, pp. 47–49).
In each housing cooperative, there are: a general meeting, a management board,
and a supervisory board. The general meeting is the highest body of the cooperative
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and makes decisions on the most important matters for the cooperative. This body
includes all members of the cooperative. The general meeting takes place at least
once a year and is convened by the management of the cooperative. The general
meeting has exclusive competence on many matters, such as, for example: adopting
directions for the development of economic, social and cultural activities conducted
by the cooperative; considering supervisory board reports; adopting amendments
to the cooperative’s statute, and the election of members of the supervisory board.
The supervisory board is a controlling body which supervises and controls the
cooperative’s activities carried out by the management board. The executive body of
each cooperative is its management board. It carries out the resolutions adopted by
the general meeting and the supervisory board and conducts the cooperative’s policy (Prawo spółdzielcze, 1982). Some researchers emphasise the impact of housing
cooperatives on the dissemination of the self-government way of managing housing
resources in Poland. As Stachowski (2008, pp. 38–46) argues, the democratic and
deliberative way of making decisions used in the housing cooperatives promotes the
integration of residents. It teaches democratic principles and promotes the idea of
civil society (Stanowisko…, 2008, pp. 63–65; MacLaren et al., 2012, p. 137). However, many pathologies are observed in the practice of direct democracy in housing
cooperatives. In some cooperatives, instead of a general meeting, there is still a meeting of residents’ representatives (which limits the influence on the governance of the
cooperative by other residents) (Statement by the Ombudsman, 2018). The management boards of housing cooperatives sometimes pursue their own policy using the
information gap of members of the general meetings. In large housing cooperatives,
the lack of civic control over management poses a problem. In small cooperatives,
this is a question of nepotism (Glusman, 2014).
Changing the demographic structure of the residents affects the way decisions
are made in this housing stock and creates new challenges for residents and managers as well as the local community and public authorities. There is a systematic
increase in the share of people aged 65+ in Polish society. In 2016, there were over
6,303,000 older adults in Poland (16% of the population). The share of 80+ people
in the older adults’ population is increasing (in 2016 they constituted 25.6% of all
older adults). Most older people live in cities. In 2016, they constituted 17.8% of the
inhabitants of Polish cities (Sobczak, 2017, pp. 36–78). Over 351,147 people aged
65+ live in Warsaw (GUS, 2017). They constitute over 20% of the population of the
city (2017). Most older people in Warsaw live in blocks of flats. Many of these buildings are managed by housing cooperatives.
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2. Residential environment as a context of older adults’
participation in decision-making
This section discusses selected approaches to the role of older adults in policymaking within the residential environment. Firstly, the participation of older adults
in housing policymaking can be viewed from the perspective of an idea of ageing
in place and with reference to the removal of barriers in the built environment. The
topic of the residential environment in light of Polish older adults’ experience is the
subject of research of Frąckiewicz (1972), Turowski (1979), Synak (1982), Zaniewska
(2001), Błędowski (2003, pp. 115–139), Niezabitowska et al. (2013), Szatur-Jaworska (2016) and Niezabitowski (2018). In the latest of these studies, Niezabitowski
(2018) suggests that the priorities indicated by older people aged in place in relation
to their residential environment include: silence and a sense of peace, and lifts. As
Niezabitowski (2018) highlighted, very important for older people are: autonomy,
intimacy, and privacy. Attention is drawn to the need for the social integration of
older people. These insights were deepened by another researcher studying housing cooperatives. Peisert (2009) explained institutional changes of housing cooperatives in Poland and their impact on the development of the civic community of
residents of housing cooperatives. His study was carried out at the beginning of the
21st century in four apartment estates ‘co-governed’ by housing cooperatives, operating in Warsaw, Gdańsk, Gdynia-Sopot and Lublin. Peisert covered the changes
of housing cooperatives in Poland, connected with the socio-economic transformation of the 1980s and 1990s, and their influence on the vision of a ‘democratic
housing cooperative’. The scholar raised awareness of the influence that the ageing
of the residents (living in blocks of flats) has on the methods of setting and implementing housing policy. He noticed that the problems of this age group (e.g. loud
neighbours or issues of safety) dominate in the policy’s agenda of housing cooperatives. The fundamental feature of the policy is conservatism and resentment towards
change (Peisert, 2009). The study by Peisert is a partial response to the knowledge
gap about non-conventional forms of political participation of older adults (Serrat
et al., 2018, pp. 53–88). It is worth pointing out that Rose (1965, pp. 3–16), like Hochschild (1978), wrote about the benefits of the spatial concentration of older adults
in certain parts of the city. An important aspect was, in their opinion, the ability of
a large group of older people to influence local institutions. However, these findings
should be combined with observations regarding the participation of older people
in regeneration projects in the United Kingdom. They show that older adults often
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“influence the implementation of policies for the entire local population, not just
older people” (Barnes, 2005, p. 248).
Some researchers find that the participation of older people in the local public
policy process can be considered as part of social connectivity, the feature attributed to ‘age-friendly’ cities (Lane, 2019; Rémillard-Boilard et al., 2017, pp. 146–159;
Yuen, Soh, 2017, pp. 30, 49). The limitations of older adults’ involvement in policymaking can lead to the social exclusion of older people. However, while we know
slightly more about the participation of older people, aged in place, in decision-making in their living environment, we still have little data on that kind of social activity of people living in residential care homes (Pau Le Low et al., 2017). As it seems,
in these homes, older people should enjoy the same rights (including civil and political rights) as those living in the community. Meanwhile, research findings indicate
that their position in the decision-making process requires support (Scourfield, 2007,
pp. 155–179). One of the solutions in this direction are Residents’ councils (O’Dwyer, Virpi, 2010, pp. 762–771). At the same time, the concept of citizenship in old
age is still not clear. Research indicates that policymakers understand it differently
to older people (van Hees et al., 2015, pp. 178–189).
Finally, more is known about the participation of older people in the design and
implementation of housing-related research. Some researchers addressing this topic
refer to a participatory approach such as the co-productive approach. We can agree
that this approach means solving problems related to older adults with their involvement. Sometimes, it is assumed that the co-productive approach means involving
older people as co-researchers, co-investigators for the research process (Littlechild
et al., 2015, pp. 18–35). But yet, some studies regarding the activation of older people do not include the issue of the impact of discussions, consultations (and their
results, e.g., recommendations) on the decision-making process (Novek, Menec,
2013, pp. 1052–1072).

3. Methodology
This section examines what are the following: (i) the image of older people, and
(ii) the impact of that group on decision-making at the level of a selected Warsaw
housing cooperative. The search for the answers to these questions was conducted
through the development of the following thesis: older adults are a heterogeneous
group within which there are diverse attitudes and opinions on their image and
involvement in the housing policy process at the level of a selected housing cooperative. Generally, they have a considerable influence over the decision-making. They

Decision-making at the level of a housing cooperative in Warsaw (Poland)...

61

efficiently put forward postulates and take care of their interests. Sometimes, it results
in an antagonistic nature of the political process in the housing policy (understood
as in Angel, 2000, p. 11) at the level of a housing cooperative.
My method was based on the pragmatic approach to the process of policy developed by Zittoun (2017), which breaks the separation of discourse from action, and
ideas from interests. I have drawn on the Reisigl’s politolinguistic approach (2011,
pp. 151–183), while selecting the criteria for gathering data. In the course of the
research, data was collected via an exploratory research visit, document analysis, and
eight individual in-depth interviews with older adults. The exploratory research visit
took place on 11 April 2017. The analysed part of the estate comprises 28 accommodation blocks of flats for families (813 flats altogether). In December 2015, there
were 1,600 people living there, and in 2017 – about 1,400. Currently, more than half
of the analysed estate, which is ‘co-governed’ by housing cooperative ‘N’, is inhabited by people who are more than 60 years old (about 700 people), and many older
people are over 80 years old.
In-depth interviews with older people were held on 27 May 2017 (on the occasion
of an estate classical music concert) and on 3 June 2017 (on the occasion of a family picnic). Eight participants took part in the interviews (aged: 65–85; 6 women, 2
men). Most people were around the age of 70. Every participant knew well the housing estate under analysis.
The collected data was subject to a selection process. The research material was
restricted on the basis of the following criteria (Reisigl, 2011, pp. 151–183): representativity/typicality, impact (intertextual or interdiscursive), validity, uniqueness,
redundancy and originality of data.
In the analysis of the data, I focused on the description of meanings (relating to the
image of older people in the decision-making process) and political argumentation
(stressing the connection of identified arguments with certain values and interests)
(Durnovà, Zittoun, 2013, pp. 569–577). I assume that argumentation is regarded as
a key aspect of housing policy and is ‘epistemologically marked’. Social actors make
arguments for adopting a certain interpretation of a social problem (the problems
are frequently complex, sometimes ambiguous; dependent on the adopted perspective), and next for taking certain solutions to the problem (yet, there is no certainty
as for the results of the solutions).
In the interpretation of the data, my aim was to provide an explanation of the
‘production’ of knowledge about such issues as constructing notions and meanings,
and formulating arguments.
The thesis was supported using the case study method. The paper draws from the
critical perspective. It indicates the problem of a conflict between groups of residents
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of different ages living in buildings managed by the selected housing cooperative. The
article presents only one of the parties to the conflict, the older adults. The collected
data comes primarily from older residents (including all the interviews).
In the research procedure, I took into account the rules adopted in the Polish
Sociologists’ Code of Ethics.

4. Characteristics of older adults’ participation in
decision-making in a selected housing cooperative
in Warsaw
The following section explores the issue of the involvement of older people in decision-making at the level of a housing cooperative in Warsaw. The section is divided
into two parts. The first part concerns the topic of the image of older adults in decision-making at the level of the selected Warsaw’s housing cooperative. The second
part refers to the impact of the older people on decision-making.

4.1. Image of older adults
An analysis of the data obtained in interviews has shown that the image of older
people varies significantly depending on the age of the older people. The oldest residents of the housing cooperative perceive themselves and are perceived by others
as passive recipients of the activities of the housing cooperative management board.
They do not present themselves as active partners negotiating with the managers of
the housing cooperative in matters that are important to them. The oldest residents
are primarily focused on receiving information about the building in which they live.
They do not care too much about the way it is managed. As one of the oldest people
stated: “In these meetings I am only a listener. And I don’t get all that is being said
anyway…” (Interview no. 1, 27 May 2017).
Sometimes, they are perceived by others as helpless older people who need support. It is about an image of people who are slightly clumsy and childish, from time
to time in a bad mood, but generally nice: “There is concern about them [older people – A. Z.-C.], I have to admit. I have the best example – my mum is 98 years old.
And she lives here. And of course, she has special facilities and different discounts,
that is true. …But she is not really cheerful and the neighbours are rather … recently
all the time … she is simply grumpy, it comes with age. Perhaps I will be the same,
I don’t know…” (Interview no. 1, 27 May 2017).
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However, this type of relationship between younger residents or the management
board of the housing cooperative and the oldest residents can reduce the autonomy
of older people. It was noticed that the representatives of the housing cooperative
management board sometimes made some statements (towards especially the oldest
residents) that came across as patronising and overly familiarising.
On the other hand, for the younger group of older people, we can observe a more
active life strategy. These participants talk openly about their needs. They are more
demanding of the management board of the housing cooperative. They put forward
postulates and negotiate. They take care of their interests: “We would like to have
a little cafeteria here in the estate for older people. We don’t have a place like that
where we could go and drink a coffee, talk a little… And retired people can afford
something like this after all” (Interview no. 5, 27 May 2017).
They participate in many social life activities, not only in initiatives meant for
‘older people’. They distance themselves from the age assigned to them and from the
group of the oldest residents: “…I am a person who is very active, so I don’t really
go to the older people’s club. But maybe I will try and look into it” (Interview no. 2,
27 May 2017).
In their statements, such activities were perceived as something positive. Such
valorisation was connected to an argument of resourcefulness and independence.

4.2. Impact of older adults on decision-making
The exploratory research visit and the document analysis lead to a conclusion that
in the selected housing cooperative, the residents participate to a small extent in decision-making. Therefore, at the general meeting of housing cooperative ‘N’, which is
held annually in June, there are usually 120 people present out of the 614 members.
The residents are not eager to engage in the work of housing cooperative ‘N’, but they
are also unwilling to take up positions connected to ‘co-governing’ the estate. Out of
13 real estates created in 2009, which the whole housing estate is divided into, a real
estate council has been established only in 5 of them. It is so despite multiple meetings and attempts to encourage the residents. Integration events which are supposed
to create social bonds are not frequented. Christmas meetings are attended by about
30 people out of 1400 residents. More people participate in the summer meetings
(concerts of classical music and family picnics). It is worth noting that the majority
of residents involved in decision-making are older adults.
Based on the interview data, it can be seen that when asked individually, older
residents take a passive attitude towards the housing cooperative management board.
They express full affirmation to the activities organised in the housing area. In their
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statements, one can find arguments of utility (care of the housing cooperative management board towards the estate) and arguments of acceptance of the status quo:
“…Sir, we have wonderful chairmen and a deputy, who have been working for us
for seven years – yes it is seven years that they have made our estate so beautiful …
The chair-persons look after everything. I am absolutely in awe of this estate – as
you can see. I live here like in a botanic garden. …Yes, as I told you, the Chairman
and Chairwoman, they are very nice people. The Secretary, Agnieszka, is also very
kind and helpful. So, as you can see, we are in a very good administrative, so to say,
environment…” (Interview no. 2, 27 May 2017).
A few people spoke openly critically about the members of the housing cooperative management board and about the power relations in the estate. One of these
statements was about a resident of a younger group of older adults who was quite
experienced in the ‘co-governing’ of the estate: “…We had a Chairman, with whom
there was a problem (Interview no. 8, 6 June 2017). …I cannot say that the management board of the housing cooperative frittered away the money, but I believe …
you know the headquarters, so to say, should be the apple of your eye” (Interview
no. 8, 6 June 2017).
The oldest residents do not directly criticise the decisions of the housing cooperative management board but put pressure on them. Generally, older adults actively
participate in the meetings of housing cooperative members. Older people express
their expectations and needs and defend their vision of development of the housing
area and their interest. Older adults sometimes took on a privileged position in the
housing policy process, which they would justify by the longer time they had inhabited the studied housing area. It can be noticed that existing discourse practices (e.g.,
general meetings of housing cooperative members) increase the possibility for older
people to influence the shape of the housing policy. Residents belonging to younger
age groups (not older adults) often do not participate in these meetings due to their
professional or family responsibilities. However, the influence of older people on
the housing policy process at the level of the analysed housing cooperative is limited by the differences in interests between the younger group of older adults and
the oldest of them, and furthermore, between the old and young residents. This is
reflected in the arguments formed by the participants, along with problems in finding compromises which would pursue the common good of all of the residents: “…
Unfortunately, we have many divisions here. …As the first generation of people gets
old, people become… blind-folded by their own interest, you know they say, what
I have left of life, not much, so I will only worry about myself, and I am not interested in the others, so I want this, or I want that and the other people can just adjust
to me” (Interview no. 8, 6 June 2017).
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The problem of divisions and generational conflict among the residents was also
observed during the exploratory research visit. It had a negative influence on the
meetings of the members of the housing cooperative: “…I would change maybe, but
it’s impossible, I would change the old people, who are not as positive towards life as
I am. Because I am very positive. And these old people in meetings, you know they
are, they are just not feeling too good. The fact that we have little gardens … And
then there are old people who don’t like anything…” (Interview no. 2, 27 May 2017).
This situation is reflected in the impossibility of taking decisions regarding costly
investments, important especially for the selected age groups. The younger residents
(not older adults) do not agree to install lifts in multi-storey blocks of flats: “…The
residents would like that [lifts – note: A. Z.-C.]. There are fewer and fewer of those
who would want it. The voices are divided about who is to pay for it” (Interview
no. 8, 6 June 2017).
The older residents would like to rent or sell utility spaces such as the laundry
rooms and the rooms for strollers and bicycles. It seems that this problem could be
alleviated by better preparing residents to participate in the decision-making process. It would be important to determine the values and issues that are most important for all the residents. A consensus should be sought upon the final allocation of
funds and investment hierarchy.
The findings of the study were verified by consulting an expert from one of the
Polish associations of rental property owners. In addition, I compared them with
entries (regarding the course of decision-making at general meetings in housing
cooperatives in Warsaw) on the Internet profiles of selected Warsaw housing activists. Still, this does not change the fact that the article discusses a qualitative shortrange study, the conclusions of which cannot be generalised. The data obtained is
preliminary and should be verified in more explorative research.

Conclusion
In this paper, I have given empirical evidence for selected aspects concerning the
involvement of older adults in the housing policy process by (1) pointing out the issue
of the image of older people as participants in decision-making, and by (2) shedding
light on the impact of older adults’ agency for the features of decision-making at the
level of a selected housing cooperative in Warsaw.
The participation of older people in the housing policy process is partly conditioned by the image of older adults, which is constructed by other participants in the
process and by older people themselves. The collected data indicated a differentiation
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of the image of older adults depending on their age. Older people of the blocks of flats
‘co-governed’ by a selected housing cooperative in Warsaw, belonging to a slightly
younger age group, emphasised their activity and distanced themselves from the
group of the oldest residents of the studied housing cooperative. The oldest residents
perceived themselves (and were perceived) to a greater extent as persons in need of
support, persons with disability. This contributed to taking greater care of them by
the management board of the housing cooperative, and, on the other hand, to adopting attitudes characterised by patronage and excessive familiarisation towards the
oldest residents.
It seems that the authorities should counteract such phenomena. An information campaign sensitising the need to respect the autonomy of the oldest residents
within the housing cooperatives policymaking process could be helpful.
The study found that older adults play an important role in the housing policy process at the level of the housing area ‘co-governed’ by housing cooperative ‘N’ in Warsaw. They constitute a large group of residents. Sometimes they take a demanding
stance and conflictive attitude towards other groups of residents. It affects the conflictive nature of the decision-making process in the field of housing. It seems that
greater importance should be attached to making residents able to reach a consensus.
I would like to underline that due to the adopted research strategy (case study), it is
not possible to determine whether the conclusions obtained in the study could be
true for all housing cooperatives in Warsaw or Poland. The study by Peisert (2009)
may suggest that similar problems also occur in other Polish cities. However, there
is no recent research on the topic.
Finally, as this article utilised the pragmatic approach to the process of policy in the research strategy, it is pertinent to ask about its advantages and limitations for social policy research. The selected research tool was useful for obtaining
data through the analysis of arguments formulated by participants. I found that it
facilitates further consideration of the opinions (expressed in discourse) of older
people about their participation in the housing policy process and illustrates the
impact of the older people’s activity on the characteristics of decision-making at
the level of a selected housing cooperative in Warsaw. The pragmatic nature of
the approach enabled to identify problems related to limiting the autonomy of
the oldest residents in the decision-making process and regarding the impact of
older people on the potential for conflict in this process. This was made possible
by linking the arguments with the wider social context in which the participants
were immersed. However, this strategy does not allow for the formulation of generalisation. Its use is limited to small-n research. Some researchers (Dupuy, Faure,
2014, pp. 129–132) highlight the fact that the approach proposed by Zittoun, based
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on in-depth interviews, participatory observations or discourse analysis, differs
insignificantly from other discursive approaches developed within the framework
of political sociology.
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