
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not a care home. Not co-housing. Everything in between. 

A look at a pioneering Spanish initiative with LeTs-Care researcher Roberta Perna following a 
project's Policy Lab on long-term care and housing 
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In a small town in Castilla-La Mancha, a group of older people and care professionals asked 
themselves a question some forty years ago that most of us only ask when it's too late: what do we 
want our old age to look like? 

It was early Eighties, few years after Spain transitioned to democracy. A psychologist specialising in 
ageing, a few older people, some gerontologists, a nurse and a group of local residents sat down 
together and decided not to wait for the system to figure it out. They found a house. Twelve people 
moved in. A small rotating team of workers came to support them. The house looked like every other 
house on the street, and it still does today. 

Spain's national long-term care system would not exist for over 20 years. 

"I remember the first time that we went to visit the house," says Roberta Perna, the LeTs-Care 
researcher who coordinated the ethnography and presented this case at the project's Policy Lab on 
long-term care and housing, held online on 26 June 2026. "They introduced us to a 96 year-old lady. 
She was there as a resident at that time, what we didn't know was she had been the very first nurse of 
the initiative 40 years back! She was completely won over by the idea that this was the way she 
wanted to grow older and to spend the last days of her life." 

That way was something that resembled a big family. 

"The whole thing was really innovative because it's not a typical residential facility with hundreds of 
residents, and at the same time it's not a standard co-housing. This is not about individual apartments 
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where individuals share common spaces. It's like a big, ordinary house that is completely 
indistinguishable from the surrounding houses." 

12 residents live together in an environment that's totally integrated in the local community. They are 
flatmates, basically. With the support of a small team of workers and the involvement of families and 
neighbours. "Both the residents and the workers consider this a family, a home, a very normal home. 
The only difference is that the members of this family are old people coming from different families. 
But it turns into one big family. So the dynamics are those of a family." 

This extended family has conflicts as well. 

"What usually happens is that the professionals who work there don't immediately intervene. They let 
the people manage each other. It's only when the conflict escalates that they get to work to find a 
solution, often during monthly assemblies they hold. Residents and workers alike participate, and the 
meeting is open to residents' family members. They all sit in a circle and start discussing the issue to 
try and reach decisions by consensus.  

Just like the whole initiative, the outcomes of these meetings can be quite unusual and creative. 

"Wrapping up these meetings, the coordinator doesn't summarise or appropriate herself of the 
results. What she does is gather sentences that have been used by residents to compose the minutes. 
It is totally about giving voice to the residents." 

When the LeTs-Care researchers arrived there for the first time to tell the residents and workers about 
the project, they attended one of these meetings. "It was amazing to observe it. It was a continuous 
laugh, people joking with each other. One lady complained the municipality wasn't taking care of the 
street to improve it, so she wasn't able to go out. And the others started laughing, saying 'that's not 
true, you go out every day having beers, so don't lie.' And everyone was laughing.” 

 

A model without a category 

For many years, this experiment had no place in the policy landscape, says Roberta. The initiative 
operated in a regulatory vacuum, a form of housing and care that existing frameworks simply had no 
category for. It was demonstrating, in practice, that an alternative to the institutional/home care 
binary was possible. Policy just hadn't noticed yet. 

Visibility came gradually. In the mid-1990s, at the proposal of the then Ministry of Social Affairs, the 
initiative was included in a EU-backed international network of innovative small care homes bringing 
together Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, France, the UK and Spain. 

In the late 90s, the regional government of Castilla-La Mancha was developing its own network of 
small housing initiatives for older people, drawing in part on the experience of this initiative. There 
was, however, a significant difference: the regional model was designed for self-sufficient older 
people and included no overnight staffing, whereas this initiative had always provided night-time 
cover and catered for residents with moderate care needs. For these reasons, the association was 
reluctant to join the public network and took years to decide. 

In 2008, it did. The deal was public funding covering around 60% of costs, in exchange for reducing 
certain services. What followed was a negotiation with regional policymakers that eventually allowed 
the initiative to exceptionally reinstate aspects of what it had given up. That exception is now at the 
centre of a funding dispute. Regional authorities argue that higher public support for this initiative 
would be inequitable toward the other small housing providers in the network. The initiative disagrees 
as it provides services others don’t, and the tension remains unresolved. 
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An initiative with specific challenges 

Recognition brought its own complications. Around 60% of the initiative's funding now comes from 
the regional public authority. Recent cuts to that funding have become a source of serious concern. A 
model that survived decades in a regulatory vacuum is now vulnerable to shifts in political priorities. 

There are structural limits too. The model works partly because of the strong community ties of a 
small town: family members nearby, a local bar, a parish, a network of associations. 

Those conditions - Roberta explains - may be hard to replicate in large cities with looser social fabric 
and more dispersed families. The worker-to-resident ratio, roughly four workers on shift supporting 
twelve residents, is high by any conventional standard, and difficult to sustain at scale in a sector 
already struggling to attract staff. Yet, it seems also the key that has allowed the initiative to retain 
them. And the model is not for everyone: sharing a house, not just a building, requires a particular 
willingness. Nor can it substitute for nursing homes when care needs become highly complex. 

These are not reasons to dismiss the model. They are the real questions it raises. 

 

What the LeTs-Care Policy Lab asked 

The case of this Spanish initiative was one of several discussed at the Policy Lab, where policymakers 
and practitioners from across seven EU countries gathered to compare experiences and ask what 
policy needs to do differently on long-term care and housing. 

Roberta puts the central question plainly: the public sector does not necessarily need to drive 
innovation, it often emerges, as it did here, from communities and friendships and a shared refusal to 
accept the available options. But public support is what allows innovation to survive, to scale, and 
crucially, to remain affordable to people who cannot pay their own way. 

"Rather than choosing between community care and state intervention," she says, "the challenge is to 
understand how they reinforce one another, without turning community care into a way of simply 
transferring responsibilities away from the public sector." 

That tension between bottom-up innovation and the public structures needed to sustain it did not 
resolve itself on 26 June. It rarely does in a single conversation. But it was named, examined, and 
compared across contexts. Which, for a project built on the belief that learning travels but must be 
reflexive and context-sensitive, is exactly the point. 

 

 

The practice described here cannot be named, nor can its town. This was agreed at the outset of the 
LeTs-Care project, whose data management plan committed researchers to anonymising the cases 
they studied across all seven partner countries. 

 

Views and opinions expressed are those of the interviewee only and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the European Union or the European Research Executive Agency (REA). Neither the European 
Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them- 

 


