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Norway and Sweden: success stories in the international
history of cooperative housing?
• Sweden: 22 percent of the housing stock in 2011.

• Norway: 14 percent of the housing stock in 2011 (Bengtsson, Ruonavaara 
& Sørvoll, 2017). 

• Phyrric victory of cooperative housing? A trade-off between market-based
success and civil society principles (non-profit, solidarity, residential
democracy)? (Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018). 



The past: long postwar history of cooperative housing in 
Norway and Sweden (1945-1990)

• The cooperative building and management companies (Sweden: HSB, 
Riksbyggen, Norway: NBBL-companies) were:

• …part of thriving social democratic housing movements
• …non-profit, member-owned providers of decommodified and affordable 

housing
• …policy instrument in the fight against housing shortages and the provision of 

affordable housing. 

• 1945-1990: cooperative housing expanded due to state patronage, labour movement support 
and market-based success. (Bengtsson, 1992; Sørvoll, 2014; Sørvoll & Bengtsson, 2018).



The gradual deregulation and privatization of co-operative 
housing in Norway and Sweden

• The Swedish deregulation of 1968: price controls lifted on cooperative housing 
shares. 

• The Norwegian deregulation of the 1980s: price conrols lifted.
• The fall of postwar housing policy (1990-): cooperative housing no longer an 

instrument of government housing policy; government construction subsidies 
phased out.

• Deregulation had substantial long-term consequences: cooperative housing 
became a form of homeownership contributing to growth in property prices, 
household debt and economic inequality (cf. Turner, 1997; Galster & Wessel, 
2019; Kohl & Sørvoll, 2019).



The current role of cooperative housing companies
• For-profit businesses providing market-priced owner-occupied housing in 

urban housing markets

• No substantial role in the provision of affordable housing to low-income
groups



….but there is a case to be made for the need for a revival
of non-speculative and affordable cooperative housing
• Prospective first-time buyers and low-income households are in trouble, 

particularly in expensive metropolitan housing markets (cf. Lund, 2018; Sørvoll & 
Nordvik, 2019).

• Homeownership is out of reach for many; In Norway, social rental housing is 
reserved for the very poor and disadvantaged & private rented housing is (often) 
low quality and insecure (Sørvoll, 2019).

• Non-speculative, rental cooperative housing is an attractive housing model
providing potential benefits at the individual-, household- and societal level
(«residential stability», «security», «democratic influence»).



Opportunities and impediments for a cooperative housing 
revival – the Norwegian case



Impediments to a cooperative housing revival
• Impediments at the individual, cultural and political spheres of society: 
• Comparative research suggests that cooperative housing needs support from the

state to prosper (Ganapti, 2010; Crabtree et al. 2019). State support is no longer 
present for non-commercial housing co-ops in Norway:

• No brick and mortar subsidies for new construction
• No inclusionary zoning & limited willingness to use public ownership of land as a policy 

instrument (cf. Nordahl, 2014).
• The tax system favours individual homeownership – and is biased against large-scale

rental housing (Sørvoll & Sandlie, 2017).
• Limited support from the labour movement and other civil society actors



Opportunities for cooperative housing
• Mainstream politicians are increasingly open to new solutions to the

«housing crisis» (cf. The local government in Oslo, 2019).
• The cooperative building and management companies still exist – and 

may provide capital and expertise.
• New bottom-up initiatives (Tøyen Boligbyggelag).
• A new left-wing government may come to power in 2021



References
• Bengtsson, B. 1992. Not the middle way but both ways – Cooperative Housing in Sweden. Scandinavian Housing and Planning Research, 9(Suppl. 2), 87-104.

• Bengtsson, B., Ruonavaara, H. & Sørvoll, J. 2017. Home Ownership, Housing Policy and Path Dependence in Finland, Norway and Sweden. In DeWilde, C. & R. Ronald (eds.), Housing Wealth and 
Welfare. Edward Elgar.

• Crabtree, L. et al. 2019. Impediments and opportunities for growing the cooperative housing sector: an Australian case study. International Journal of Housing Policy. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1658916

• Galster, G. & Wessel, T. 2019. Reproduction of social inequality through housing: a three-generational study from Norway. Social Science Research, 78, 119–36.

• Ganapti, S. 2010. Enabling housing cooperatives: Policy lessons from Sweden, India and the United States. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 34(2), 365–380.

• Lund, A. 2018. Den norske sykepleierindeksen. Tidsskrift for boligforskning, 1 (1), 67–73. 

• Nordahl, B. 2014. Convergences and discrepancies between the policy of inclusionary housing and Norway’s liberal housing and planning policy: an institutional perspective. J Hous and the Built Environ, 
29: 489-506. 

• Sørvoll, J. 2014. The Politics of Cooperative Housing in Norway and Sweden 1960-990 (PhD dissertation). Faculty of the Humanities, University of Oslo.

• Sørvoll, J. 2019. The dilemmas of means-tested and market-oriented social rented housing: municipal housing in Norway. Critical Housing Analysis, 6, 1, 51 –60.

• Sørvoll, J. & Bengtsson, B. 2018. The Pyrrhic victory of civil society housing? Co-operative housing in Sweden and Norway. International Journal of Housing Policy, 18:1, 124-142.

• Sørvoll, J. & Kohl, S. 2019. Varieties of social democracy and cooperativism. Explaining the divergence in housing regimes in Nordic and German speaking countries. Unpublished manuscript. 

• Sørvoll, J. & Nordvik, 2019. Social Citizenship, Inequality and Homeownership. Postwar Perspectives from the North of Europe. Social Policy & Society. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746419000447

• Sørvoll, J. & Sandlie, 2017. Et velfungerende leiemarked? Tidsskrift for velferdsforskning, 20 (1), 45–59.

• The local government in Oslo, 2019. Nye veier til egen bolig.

• Turner, B. 1997. Housing cooperatives in Sweden: The effects of financial deregulation. Journal of Real Estate Finance and Economics, 15(2), 193-217.

https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1658916
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746419000447

