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Abstract
Retirement villages are an increasingly popular senior housing option that aims to com-
prehensively integrate accommodation, care services, social activities and interaction
opportunities for ageing people. The research literature about retirement villages and com-
munities is extensive, but less studied are the contextually varying spatial, legal and pol-
itical processes of how such villages and other intermediate housing-with-care solutions
for older people are initially constituted, especially in novel national and local contexts.
In this paper, a spatio-legal approach is employed to study the many legal possibilities
and barriers that have arisen while developing retirement villages in Finland. As a specific
case, I examine the new Finnish Virkkulankylä retirement village concept and its imple-
mentation process. As the key result of my study, I identify three major spatio-legal bar-
riers to developing retirement villages and other intermediate senior housing solutions,
which are (a) the polarised division between the fields of elderly care and housing in
both law and practice, (b) the prevalence of ‘local law’ in spatial planning and service pro-
vision for elderly people, and (c) the inflexible funding system regarding alternative hous-
ing-with-care solutions for seniors. I argue that although the ‘in-betweenness’ of
retirement villages may facilitate a more comprehensive understanding about the housing
and care of older adults, in practice their intermediary position translates into many ambi-
guities and challenges.
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Introduction
In many Western countries, the sites and settings of elderly care have been increas-
ingly deinstitutionalised and shifted from institutional facilities to homes and
community-based care environments (Milligan, 2009). Retirement villages, in par-
ticular, seem to represent new and alternative living solutions, as they aim to offer
combined housing and care services as well as social activities and interaction
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opportunities for ageing people (Croucher, 2006; Scharlach et al., 2014).
Increasingly popular in various geographical and policy settings, retirement villages
seek to serve as intermediate or ‘third-way’ options as they are situated in-between
institutional care settings and home spaces (Evans, 2009a). In the United States of
America (USA), Australia and the United Kingdom (UK), for instance, retirement
villages and communities are relatively established living models for senior citizens,
and the research literature about them is already quite extensive (e.g. Streib, 2002;
Bernard et al., 2007, 2012; Evans, 2009b; Liddle et al., 2014; Scharlach et al., 2014;
Xia et al., 2015; Holland et al., 2017). However, this research is mostly Anglocentric
(Howe et al., 2013), and much less has been written about the situation in other
countries where the retirement village concept has been more recently adopted.
Moreover, the existing research literature is less focused on the contextually varying
spatial, legal and political processes of how the retirement villages and other inter-
mediate housing-with-care models are initially created and constituted. This
research gap calls for attention, especially because developing new housing solu-
tions for older people can involve many problems and controversies. As demon-
strated in this paper, some of these challenges are related to practical issues
concerning the planning, funding and management of such projects. Other chal-
lenges concern more critical aspects such as the age-segregation of retirement com-
munities (Laws 1993; Townshend, 2002), the unequal access to them (Petersen
et al., 2017) and the commodification of elderly care (Cutchin, 2007; Green and
Lawson, 2011). In this article, I primarily examine the practical problems regarding
the development of retirement villages, but in several sections I also touch upon the
more controversial features and ambiguities of the new forms of senior housing. For
analysis, I employ a spatio-legal approach to study how the law, space and local
practices operate in the creation of retirement villages, especially when their devel-
opment occurs in novel national and local contexts.

Although retirement village models have gained wide international popularity,
their adoption in different locations does not always unfold without problems. My
study is conducted in Finland, where purpose-built retirement villages are a relatively
new phenomenon, and some prototype facilities are only recently emerging following
a wider restructuring of the care services for older people. Similar to other former
welfare regimes in the Nordic countries, Finland has relied heavily on public services
for elderly care (see Paasivaara, 2002). However, there is now strong political and
legislative pressure in Finland to reorganise elderly care policies and housing arrange-
ments in the name of public fiscal sustainability, an ageing population and the
so-called ‘retirement bomb’. In this article, I am particularly interested in how new
and alternative housing-with-care solutions for older people, including retirement vil-
lages, are constituted, supported and restricted by Finnish laws, policies, regulations
and administrative practices. As a specific case, I examine the brand Virkkulankylä
(‘Frisky Village’), which is a new – but not necessarily that alternative – housing
and living concept for ageing people that a private property development company
has established in various locations around Finland. In particular, I discuss how
the Virkkulankylä concept abundantly demonstrates the many ambiguities that estab-
lishing an intermediate housing-with-care model in a new context may confront,
especially when the law and other bureaucratic practices do not yet fully identify
or acknowledge the ‘third-way’ housing solutions that retirement villages represent.
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Theoretically and methodologically, this study belongs to the field of legal geog-
raphy where one key interest is investigating the ways in which the law ‘happens’
and materialises as a part of space (Delaney, 2010; Braverman et al., 2014).
I start this paper with a general discussion concerning the changing landscapes
of elderly care (cf. Milligan, 2000; Milligan and Wiles, 2010) and how retirement
villages have arisen as an answer to the wider politics of ‘ageing-in-place’ in
many countries. I also examine some existing literature about the benefits and pro-
blems of the retirement village model. In the empirical part of this paper, I analyse
several Finnish laws, acts and policy documents concerning social services and the
built environment, and study how the needs and the obstacles of intermediate
housing-with-care solutions for ageing people are created in these official texts.
Thus, I am interested in what kinds of legal possibilities, (dis)incentives and bar-
riers exist for the development of retirement villages in Finland. As a practical
example, I study the planning and implementation processes behind the
Virkkulankylä village concept to understand the complex relationship between
law and spatial practices. Finally, I present my findings as a spatio-legal interpret-
ation of intermediate housing-with-care solutions and specify the main challenges
and potentials related to their development. As the key result of my study, I identify
three major spatio-legal barriers regarding such solutions, which are (a) the
polarised division between the fields of elderly care and housing in both law and
practice, (b) the prevalence of the so-called ‘local law’ in providing and governing
spatial planning and services for elderly people, and (c) the inflexibility of the statu-
tory funding systems regarding alternative housing-with-care solutions for seniors.
I argue that even though the ‘in-betweenness’ of the retirement villages is an asset
for understanding the alternative living options for older people, in practice their
intermediary location between the categories of homes and institutions as well as
housing and care translates into many legal and practical challenges. Flexibility,
horizontal thinking and collaboration are some solutions for overcoming these
challenges.

Retirement villages and their place in the changing landscapes of elderly
care
Retirement villages as intermediate housing-with-care solutions for ageing adults

Much of the discussion around the current and future situations of older people is
concerned with where ageing citizens should be housed and cared for; that is,
whether elderly people who need care, support and social services should live
and stay in institutional settings, in their own homes or somewhere else
(Andrews and Phillips, 2004; Evans, 2009a; Milligan, 2009). During the last few
decades, the idea of ‘ageing-in-place’, referring to living in the community rather
than in an institutional setting (Wiles et al., 2011: 357), has gained prominence
in the political agendas of many countries as part of the wider deinstitutionalisation
of elderly care (see Milligan, 2009). Retirement villages and communities, along
with other alternative housing models that combine accommodation with care
and social activities, correspond well to this emphasis on the community-based liv-
ing of older people. These new senior housing solutions often have the potential for
being age-friendlier and safer settings for older citizens than normal home
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environments (Croucher, 2006; Liddle et al., 2014; Scharlach et al., 2014) and, at the
same time, the residents are afforded more independence than in traditional nurs-
ing homes or residential care settings. For example, Croucher (2006: 1) commends
retirement villages as estates that provide ageing residents with ‘purpose-designed
barrier-free housing … a range of facilities and activities that are not care related
[but] generate opportunities for informal and formal social activity … [and] a
range of care and support services that can respond quickly and flexibly to a
range of care needs over time’. More simply, retirement villages are promoted as
‘housing with care for later life’ (Croucher et al., 2006) where the social and experi-
ential sides of ageing are appreciated.

Hence, retirement villages represent one form of ‘service integrated housing’, a
general term referring to the wide range of combined housing and care solutions
for older people (Howe et al., 2013). The definitions and characteristics of retire-
ment villages vary in different countries, and therefore a comparison between dif-
ferent village models can be difficult (for international perspectives, see Evans,
2009a; Howe et al., 2013). For example, in Australia, New Zealand and, more
recently, the UK, retirement villages have become relatively common concepts
that usually refer to living solutions that integrate accommodation, care, activities
and support services for ageing people in a limited geographical area, community
or location (Croucher, 2006). In the USA, purpose-built retirement communities
and resorts are usually more leisure and lifestyle-oriented housing estates that
can be quite expensive and luxurious; yet there exist also more affordable
housing-with-care models and continuous care retirement communities in the
USA (see Howe et al., 2013; Scharlach et al., 2014). In the Netherlands, Germany
and Denmark, there are special villages designed and built for the needs of demen-
tia patients and other people with memory disorders (Glass, 2014; Haeusermann,
2018; Svendborg, 2018). In Finland, the concept of the retirement village is still
relatively new, and therefore I use the term ‘intermediate housing-with-care’ as
an umbrella concept for all kinds of alternative and integrated senior housing mod-
els that bear similarities with the international village models. Overall, the spectrum
of retirement villages and communities is wide and so are the spatial contexts and
outcomes in which they appear. What is crucial for this study is to understand the
specific role of retirement villages as in-between living arrangements for older
adults. They integrate the elements of housing and care but cannot be clearly con-
sidered as domestic or institutional environments (cf. Evans, 2009a); or in other
words, they involve characteristics of home-spaces and institutions but are not
exclusively either.

The possibilities and problems of retirement villages

As the terms already suggest, the residents of retirement villages and communities
are usually retired or close to retirement age, and they may have various needs and
expectations regarding elderly care and support services. The villages provide resi-
dents with barrier-free housing and care, and thus they seek to offer secure living
environments that simultaneously maintain and promote senior citizens’ independ-
ence (Croucher, 2006). Regarding the social aspects, the village model usually aims
to enhance the social engagement of its members and allows them to interact with
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the surrounding community by offering services also to non-members (Scharlach
et al., 2014). From a more critical perspective, purpose-built retirement villages
and communities can be seen to form age-segregated and gated communities
(Laws 1993; Townshend, 2002; Bernard et al., 2012) where the level of integration
with the rest of the society is not always self-evident. Moreover, as the study con-
ducted by Bernard et al. (2007) shows, the mix of frail and fit older people in the
same facilities can lead to tensions, exclusions and feelings of isolation among some
residents. Some people may need to move away from the retirement villages and
communities when they get frailer and older, which can be disturbing for ageing
residents and can cause notions of uncertainty, liminality and anxiety (cf. Frank,
2001). Hence, retirement villages and other such intermediate housing-with-care
settings do not necessarily offer a permanent living option for later life but only
what Frank (2001: 6) calls a ‘prolonged residence’ for relatively fit older adults.

Another important critique of retirement villages, which also impinges on the
provision of services for elderly people in a wider sense, is the commodification
and marketisation of care (Cutchin, 2007; Green and Lawson, 2011; Schwiter
et al., 2018). As pointed out by Green and Lawson (2011: 646), framing care as
a purchasable commodity does not necessarily consider the relational aspects of
human life, which may lead to ‘care without caring’ (see also Repo, 2018) and to
neglecting the real needs of people living in elderly care facilities (Cutchin,
2007). The lifestyle-oriented retirement communities, especially, are seen to
represent complex landscapes of consumerism, simulation and fragmented iden-
tities (Laws, 1995). Commodified care is closely related to the privatisation of social
and health-care services. Privately owned and priced housing-with-care solutions
are often more expensive than the public ones, which creates an unequal access
to such settings (Hoppania et al., 2016).

At the same time, there are also many studies that present positive aspects of
living in retirement villages and communities. These studies have shown, for
example, that new residents may gain psychological benefits and improve func-
tional limitations when moving into a retirement village (Holland et al., 2017),
and that the sense of community and belonging can be strong among some resi-
dents (although far from cohesive; see Evans, 2009b; Bernard et al., 2012).
Moreover, thoughtfully designed facilities can reduce the anxiety of residents suf-
fering from dementia and other memory disorders (Glass, 2014; see also Chrysikou
et al., 2018). Some new funding opportunities and mixed-tenure systems have been
developed to make retirement villages and new senior housing options more avail-
able also for less-affluent residents (Evans, 2009b; Jalava et al., 2017). In the larger
view, retirement villages and other alternative housing-with-care arrangements can
diversify accommodation and care options for older people, which, as stated by
Pynoos (2018: 37), may create non-conventional living solutions that will ‘better
meet the diverse needs and lifestyles of older persons’. Therefore, the adoption
of a retirement village model can resolve the micro-level and macro-level demands
related to the ageing population and their wellbeing. Yet, due to the many ambi-
guities related to such models, more research is required about the planning and
implementation of retirement villages and other similar housing-with-care
solutions.
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Finland: the context

Before analysing Finnish legislation, I briefly describe the political context and
background regarding the development of elderly care services and new senior
housing solutions in Finland. As in other Western societies, the Finnish landscape
of elderly care has changed extensively within the past decades (e.g. Paasivaara,
2002; Anttonen and Häikiö, 2011). The shift from a welfare state to a neoliberalised
competition society has occurred here later than in many other Western European
countries (Moisio, 2012), and therefore the deinstitutionalisation and privatisation
of elderly care services has been a relatively recent and rapid phenomenon in
Finland (THL, 2011, 2017). During recent years, many publicly owned traditional
nursing homes have been converted into service fee-based (and often private) shel-
tered housing or extra-care housing units (Hoppania, 2015; THL, 2017). In add-
ition, the current Finnish Government emphasises home-based care as the
primary accommodation and service solution for the older population (STM,
2016). There are multiple rationales for favouring private social services and home-
based care for elderly people, including the wider neoliberalisation of the whole
society, the political and economic goals of cutting the public cost of institutional
care, and the presumed aspiration of older people to live in their own homes (see
Evans, 2009a; Milligan, 2009; Hoppania, 2015).

However, both the extra-care housing and home-based care of older people have
lately received negative exposure in Finland for various reasons, such as a lack of
resources, bad care and claims about the abandonment of frail old people in
their homes (e.g. Parliamentary Ombudsman, 2009; Jylhä, 2015; Valvira, 2016;
Kröger et al., 2018). The call for more diversified and age-friendly living and
care environments for elderly people has been recognised, and, to some extent,
encouraged by public and private actors. The result has been the development of
new initiatives that intend to offer more alternative and intermediate options for
the care and accommodation of ageing people. These new housing-with-care solu-
tions are many, and they include various kinds of senior apartments, family care
residences, co-housing projects, as well as multiservice blocks and intergenerational
service blocks (Jolanki and Kröger, 2015; Pirinen, 2016; Jalava et al., 2017; Verma
et al., 2017). Retirement villages and communities are also among the suggested
solutions for community-based living for ageing adults (e.g. Jolanki and Kröger,
2015: 87; Jalava et al., 2017: 18–19). All these intermediate senior housing options
espouse the deinstitutionalisation of elderly care, but still seek to guarantee an
adequate level of services for older people. In practice, however, the legislative,
administrative and economic tools that would promote the concrete development
of retirement villages and other intermediate housing-with-care forms for older
people remain vague in Finland, as is demonstrated in this paper.

Research material and analysis
The following empirical part of this article is divided into two parts. First, I study
Finnish law and other official regulations, and consider the legal framework they
impose on retirement villages and other intermediate housing-with-care solutions.
I examine key Finnish legislation concerning, for example, social and elderly care
services, land use planning and state-subsidised housing, as well as different policy
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documents, reports and technical guidelines produced by various governmental
bodies and other organisations. My approach is spatio-legal as I focus on the
parts of laws and policies that emphasise the spatial aspects regarding the care
and living of older people. I have analysed the texts systematically by reading, cod-
ing, categorising and evaluating them according to how they deal with the spatial-
ities of older people and their living conditions (for the method, see Bowen, 2009;
Cope, 2010), and especially how intermediate housing-with-care options are treated
in these documents.

The second part of the empirical work in this paper concerns the
Virkkulankylä retirement village concept now being developed in different loca-
tions in Finland. With respect to Virkkulankylä, the main research material con-
sists mostly of textual data (Documents 1–12; see the Appendix for details). In
addition, I have undertaken four semi-structured interviews with key persons
working with the Virkkulankylä concept to gain additional information about
the project’s background (Interviews 1–4, see the Appendix for details). As part
of my research, I also visited one Virkkulankylä (in Reijola, eastern Finland),
which was the only fully functional Virkkulankylä at the time of my study.
However, the Virkkulankylä in Reijola proved to be more like a conventional
extra-care housing unit of older people and less like the community-oriented vil-
lage setting depicted in the original Virkkulankylä concept design. I use some of
my field notes from this visit as research material because it was interesting to
observe how the setting was not as alternative as expected in its form and
function.

As previously mentioned, the analysis and interpretation of the research materi-
als are based on the spatio-legal approach. This means that the investigated docu-
ments and legal statutes (the ‘law’) are not treated as neutral texts but are seen to
impact spaces and places where they occur and vice versa (cf. Delaney, 2010;
Braverman et al., 2014). Laws and policies, as well as their interpretations and prac-
tical implications, are not fixed or self-evident, but they involve various power-
related issues and ambiguities; they are relational, as is the case with the spaces
they constitute (Rannila, 2018; for the relationality of space, see Massey, 2005).
Moreover, the law functions at different spatial levels. In addition to national
law, there exists a wide set of local regulations and rules that Valverde (2012)
calls ‘local law’, which has a strong effect on a community’s social and spatial prac-
tices. Although I comprehend law, space and practices as deeply intertwined con-
cepts, in the following legal and policy analysis I have made a binary division
between statutes and policies that cover, firstly, social services and elderly care
and, secondly, the built environment and housing questions. This distinction is
made primarily for analytical purposes in order to scrutinise the law-related
research material in this study; however, the division also indicates a deeply rooted
gap between the care and housing sectors in Finland.

Legal and policy analysis of Finnish legislation
Social services and elderly care

Despite the current deinstitutionalisation and privatisation of elderly care, the role
of public authorities is still strong in organising, controlling and governing the care
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and housing services for older people in Finland. According to the Finnish Social
Care Act (1301/2014), municipalities are obliged to provide housing and care for
people who need special support and help with their living arrangements (21 §).
The services in extra-care housing units, for instance, may include ‘nursing and
care services based on the needs of the client; … dining, clothing, hygiene, and
cleaning services; as well as services that promote the participation and social inter-
action of the client’ (21 §).1 The municipalities can organise these services them-
selves, purchase them from other (often private) service providers or supply
clients with service vouchers. In general, the legal context of social services in
Finland offers a relatively equal and extensive basis for comprehensive housing
and care solutions for the ageing population, including those of the retirement vil-
lages. In practice, however, the situation is more complex because the law can be
interpreted and practised in various ways.

In the 2010s, there have been some major legislative changes concerning the
social services for older people in Finland. An important reform is the so-called
Elderly Service Act (Act on Supporting the Functional Capacity of the Older
Population and on Social and Health Services for Older Persons 980/2012),
which is the first Finnish law solely covering questions regarding the older popula-
tion (Mäki-Petäjä-Leinonen and Karvonen-Kälkäjä, 2017). The objectives of the
Act include supporting the wellbeing, health and independent living of the older
population, as well as improving access to high-quality social and health-care ser-
vices for older people (Elderly Service Act, 1 §). Hence, the Elderly Service Act
mentions both the living conditions and good care of older people as important
goals but nevertheless treats them as separate functions. This distinction is prob-
lematic for intermediate housing-with-care solutions where the aim is integrating
housing and care services instead of separating them.

Moreover, the spatialities and spatial alternatives regarding elderly care settings
are quite narrowly understood in Finnish law. A division has been made between
homes, sheltered and extra-care housing units, and institutional care settings
(such as nursing homes and hospital wards), but the more recent intermediate
housing-with-care solutions for older people are practically absent from the
Social Care Act and Elderly Service Act. The distinction between different care set-
tings has become stricter in recent years. The original Elderly Service Act passed in
2012 declared that ‘local authorities must organise long-term care and attention for
older persons principally … in the person’s private home or another home-like
place of residence’ (Elderly Service Act, 14 §, emphasis added). In 2014, this phrase
was changed so that the word ‘home-like’ was removed (Act on Amending of the
Act on Supporting the Functional Capacity of the Older Population and on Social
and Health Services for Older Persons 1351/2014), indicating a stronger focus on
home-based care ideologies. The right to residential care is not a subjective right
of older people but is based on a separate assessment made by health-care and
social service professionals (Elderly Service Act, 15 §). If a person is accepted
into sheltered care or an extra-care facility, then the Act states that ‘the service pro-
vider must see to it that the facilities … are adequate, safe, accessible, homelike and
even otherwise such that the conditions there are appropriate’ (Elderly Service Act,
22 §; see also Act on Private Social Services 922/2011, 4 §). In terms of retirement
villages, which are not clearly homes nor institutions, this kind of fixed division
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between home environments and residential care facilities can be challenging, espe-
cially if the residence is determined by public authorities and not by the older per-
son themselves.

The Elderly Service Act further states that long-term elderly care

must be provided so that the older person can feel that he or she is living a safe,
meaningful and dignified life and can maintain social contacts and participate in
meaningful activities promoting and maintaining his or her wellbeing, health and
functional capacity. (Elderly Service Act, 14 §)

This particular provision offers a wider and more comprehensive understanding
about the conditions of older people because it acknowledges the social and experi-
ential aspects of human life and dignity. Therefore, this formulation fits well with
the ideologies behind alternative housing-with-care solutions for ageing people,
including those of retirement villages and communities. The Elderly Service Act,
however, does not highlight any concrete measures or spatial solutions of how
this kind of ‘meaningful and dignified life’ should be achieved (except for mention-
ing home spaces and home-based care). In the legislative drafts of the Elderly
Service Act (HE 160/2012: 42) and its amendments (HE 240/2014: 11),2 some
alternative and intermediate housing-with-care options are listed, including family
care, informal care, senior group homes and home services. Apart from the group
homes and, to some extent, family care residences, none of these examples are
genuinely innovative housing solutions in spatial terms. Retirement villages or com-
munities are not mentioned at all in these legislative drafts.

Regarding the quality of elderly care services, the Finnish Ministry of Social
Affairs and Health (STM) has published a separate document called the Quality
Recommendation to Guarantee a Good Quality of Life and Improved Services for
Older Persons (STM, 2017). In the document, the possibilities for alternative
housing-with-care models for older people are more clearly expressed than in the
legislative texts. One concrete recommendation is that ‘for the effective integration
of housing and care, also new kinds of accessible, safe, supportive, and community-
based solutions are [to be] developed’ (STM, 2017: 26). These solutions would
encompass retirement villages, although they are not directly referred to in the
text. However, the Quality Recommendation document is not a binding statute;
it merely gives advice to decision makers and other actors in the field of elderly
care services. Hence, the concrete impacts of the Quality Recommendations depend
on how extensively and flexibly local authorities and care professionals apply the
recommendations in their actual development work and care practices.

Land use planning and the built environment

The physical sites where the lives and care of older people take place are important
for good ageing, and the development of such sites are often dependent on land use
planning, zoning and housing policies (e.g. de Lisle 1998; Phoebe et al., 2006;
Pynoos et al., 2008; Rosenthal, 2009; Pynoos, 2018). With respect to the built envir-
onment, the Finnish Ministry of the Environment (YM) has acknowledged the
challenges and future needs of the ageing population and their living arrangements
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in Finland. During 2013–2017, the Ministry administered a Housing Development
Programme for the Older Population (YM, 2013) that focused on the housing
issues of ageing people and how they could be improved. Although the pro-
gramme’s first goal was to respond to the national objective regarding ‘living at
home’ (YM, 2013: 6), it also specified the need for new housing models for older
people. Land use planning, especially, was seen to have a pivotal role in steering
the development of residential areas that would support the functional capacity
of senior citizens and integrate the housing and services of various population
groups (YM, 2013: 14). This integrated view on age-friendly and mixed living
environments would also benefit the development of retirement villages and
communities.

In the actual Finnish Land Use and Building Act (132/1999), however, only a
few paragraphs directly guide the planning and zoning of age-friendly environ-
ments and integrated housing-with-care solutions. The needs of older people are
explicitly mentioned in the Act a couple of times, for instance, when it states
that ‘the objective in land use planning is to promote … a safe, healthy, pleasant,
socially functional living and working environment which provides for the needs
of various population groups, such as children, elderly people and people with dis-
abilities’ (5 §, emphasis added). In a separate document of the Finnish National
Land Use Guidelines, the ageing population and their housing needs are referred to
indirectly, as one of the guidelines is to ‘[c]reate capacities for the … sufficient and
diverse housing production required by demographic development’ (YM, 2017: 6).
Alternative or intermediate living solutions that combine housing, care and social
activities in a flexible way are not mentioned separately in the Land Use Guidelines.

The Finnish land use planning and zoning system is based on a hierarchical
structure where national guidelines direct regional plans that steer the local land
use plans (see Land Use and Building Act 132/1999, chapters 3–7). At the most
local level of the land use planning hierarchy (i.e. the local detailed plans), addres-
sing the needs of various population groups is not specified as the statutory object-
ive in the law. In terms of retirement villages, this is problematic because the local
detailed plans establish the actual rules on what can be built and where. Due to the
hierarchical planning system, the needs of older people are implicitly expected to be
part of the local land use policies. However, concrete legislative incentives to
advance age-friendly living environments are lacking or vague. Municipalities
have a ‘planning monopoly’ in Finland (see e.g. Hytönen, 2016), so the decision
of whether to build retirement villages or any other similar kinds of senior housing
estates is left to municipal planning authorities and politicians.

The questions concerning the built landscape and new housing-with-care solu-
tions become even more specific when the focus turns from land use planning to
the design and architecture of the actual buildings and care settings. One way
the Finnish Land Use and Building Act affects the age-friendliness of the society
is through its provision about building accessibility (117 e §). The Act requires
that ‘the building and its common areas are planned and built … in a way that
takes into consideration their accessibility and usability, especially relative to chil-
dren, elderly people and people with disabilities’ (117 e §, emphasis added). This
provision thus promotes barrier-free housing, which is one precondition for mak-
ing purpose-built retirement villages (cf. Croucher, 2006). However, the
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understanding of ‘accessibility’ is limited because it focuses only on the technical
side of the concept. An additional government decree details technical require-
ments and millimetre-precise instructions regarding the measures of building
entrances, corridors, stairs, doors, and disabled toilets and bathrooms (see
Government Decree on Building Accessibility 241/2017), but the social and experi-
ential dimensions of building design and accessibility are given less attention.

Many of the planning guidelines concerning service integrated housing of
older people are gathered in the commercial Building Information Card
93-11134 (Rakennustieto, 2013), which in many ways offers a broader view on
integrating the built environment and the care needs of ageing people than the
official building codes and decrees do. The Building Information Card starts
with the notion that developing sheltered housing for elderly people is not
only about planning new apartments but also about making design solutions
that support the residents’ physical and psychological wellbeing and increase
their social capacity (Rakennustieto, 2013: 3). Similar to the law, the Building
Information Card includes precise measurements for the buildings and built
environment, but it also gives recommendations on such things as the comfort
and homeliness of the common areas in age-related housing facilities, the attract-
ive views from windows, the importance of peaceful dining areas, the provision of
short-term accommodations for visitors, and the aesthetic features and function-
ality of gardens (Rakennustieto, 2013: 5–20). These elements involve a more com-
prehensive understanding of how the built, social and experiential spaces of
elderly care and housing can be combined. At least in principle, the Building
Information Card’s specific design considerations are useful when developing
retirement villages or any other alternative housing-with-care forms for older
people.

Money, funding and resources are important incentives that guide the develop-
ment of senior housing and care environments. The Housing Finance and
Development Centre of Finland (ARA) issues grants and interest-subsidy loans
to increase the provision of rental housing suitable for older people and other spe-
cial groups (see Act on Subsidies for Improving the Housing Conditions of Special
Groups 1281/2004). Although ARA grants and loans are statutory and governed
by the state, the municipalities have an important role here because one precon-
dition for the ARA grant is that local authorities are in favour of the potential
housing project (6 §). ARA has its own guidelines and rules regarding project
funding that need to be met before the grants and loans can be issued (see
ARA, 2017). Some of these requirements are controversial with respect to the
development of intermediate housing solutions for ageing people. For instance,
the ARA grant can be targeted only for one special group at a time (ARA,
2017: 6), which prevents mixed groups of people living in one residence.
Moreover, the grants and state loans are meant for rental housing only. Hence,
the ARA funding is quite rigid with respect to intermediate housing-with-care
solutions for ageing people, as the following example of the Virkkulankylä village
concept also demonstrates. This rigidness further indicates the ambiguities
between law and practices with respect to the development of alternative senior
housing options in Finland.
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Case: the Virkkulankylä retirement village
An illustrative example of the new housing-with-care solutions for older people in
Finland – and the opportunities and challenges related to them – is the
Virkkulankylä retirement village concept now being devised and actualised in sev-
eral locations around the country. The main actor behind Virkkulankylä is a small
Finnish property-developing company and its managing director, a senior himself,
who started planning an alternative housing model for ageing people in the early
2010s (Interview 1; see also Pirinen, 2016). At the time of this writing (autumn
2018), there are about ten ongoing Virkkulankylä building projects and a similar
number of negotiations with various municipalities and cities in Finland about
establishing Virkkulankylä villages. What is noteworthy about Virkkulankylä is
that the organisational structure behind each village’s operation varies from project
to project. The property company is mostly responsible for developing the
Virkkulankylä concept and managing each project, but the spatial planning, design
and building work is done by different architectural and construction firms. The
care services offered in each of the villages are provided either by municipalities
or by private social service companies. The idea with Virkkulankyläs is that social
activities in and around the villages are organised by members of the non-profit
association Friends of Virkkula (Virkkulan Ystävät ry), which is founded in the
context of each new village.

Similar to its international counterparts, the Virkkulankylä retirement village
aims to integrate the housing and care of older people in a way that pays attention
to communal living, active ageing and social interaction (Document 1).
Virkkulankylä villages usually involve a care unit, but an important part of the vil-
lage are the Virkkula Homes (Jalava et al., 2017: 39), which are targeted at the more
independent and active residents who would also benefit from care services in the
same premises. Hence, the Virkkulankylä concept correlates well with the idea of
‘ageing-in-place’ but does so in a way that adapts to the changing needs of residents
(cf. Croucher, 2006). One idea is that Virkkulankylä villages would involve a mix-
ture of residents and even intergenerational housing arrangements with carefully
designed common areas to bring people together spontaneously (Document 1).
This would be made possible by providing various housing tenure options for
those moving to Virkkula Homes, including owner occupancies, rental apartments
and social housing.

In general, the Virkkulankylä concept resembles many other international retire-
ment village models in its goals to intermix housing, care and social activities
(cf. Croucher, 2006; Howe et al., 2013; Scharlach et al., 2014). Moreover, it corre-
sponds to the demand for new elderly care and housing solutions indicated in
the Finnish policy documents and programmes introduced above (YM, 2013;
STM, 2017). Nevertheless, there have been several practical challenges that have
delayed the actual construction of the Virkkulankylä villages, and many of these
problems are related to legal and bureaucratic obstacles that have emerged during
the planning and implementation processes. In this analysis, Virkkulankylä is man-
ifested mostly as a housing and building project and only secondly as a matter of
social services and elderly care. In the Finnish Trade Register, the primary field
of operation for the company behind the Virkkulankylä concept is reported as
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construction contracting, real estate and/or rental activities (Documents 2 and 3),
and the actual elderly care and support services are executed by external parties.
Hence, questions about the built environment and the disputes and problems con-
cerning housing and design are central in realising the Virkkulankylä retirement
villages.

Regarding the built environment, land use planning has been one issue that has
especially caused problems at some of the Virkkulankylä sites. In the Siuntio muni-
cipality, for example, the suggested plan for the Virkkulankylä village (Document 4)
received complaints because it was considered a contradiction of the local plan, so
the location of the intended village was changed in order to avoid a heavy litigation
process (Document 5). A new site has been zoned for the village (Document 6), but
it is located further from the centre of Siuntio and thus further from public services.
Another local dispute occurred in Kuusjärvi village in the municipality of
Outokumpu. There, the municipal authorities did not support the ARA grant for
the Virkkulankylä project, seeing no need for new senior housing solutions in
the municipality (Interview 2). Hence, in Kuusjärvi only a separate extra-care hous-
ing unit has been built on the site of the planned Virkkulankylä, and the actual
Virkkula Homes still await possible implementation. A similar situation prevails
in Pori city where the municipality favoured the Virkkulankylä project, but the
funding body ARA, the Virkkulankylä company and the service provider
Mehiläinen could not agree on which functions the state subsidies should be allo-
cated for. As a consequence, the Virkkulankylä company declined the ARA grant
(Document 7; Interview 1), and there is now only a small extra-care housing
unit in Pori managed by the large private social and health-care company
Mehiläinen. The actual Virkkula Homes are projected to be built later with private
money (Interview 2).

I was able to visit one newly built Virkkulankylä located in Reijola, Joensuu a few
weeks after its opening in February 2018. The Virkkulankylä in Reijola is the first
and thus far the only ‘village’ where Virkkula Homes and the care unit are in con-
current operation. In Reijola, there had not been any major problems with the land
use planning, but the challenges were more related to the characteristics and archi-
tecture of the site and the concept design of the ‘village’. For example, the facility
was not promoted distinctly under the Virkkulankylä village concept but as an
independent care unit run by the private Mehiläinen company (Document 8).
Moreover, the appearance of the ‘village’ in Reijola was not particularly unique
but rather similar to a normal extra-care housing estate for older people. It con-
sisted of a three-storey building with some 40 dwelling rooms and three common
areas for dining and interaction, one on each floor. The house was new and beau-
tifully decorated, but the plot was quite small and the yard was not completed (field
notes, 22 February 2018). The entrance and different departments in the building
had electric doors and locks for safety and security reasons. The staff wore working
clothes and carried control phones in their pockets, and the residents all had elec-
tric wristbands that worked as call buttons, keys and tracers. Hence, in many
respects, the facility seemed more like an institutional care setting (cf. Repo,
2018) than a community-based living environment. The residents can, however,
bring their own furniture and ornaments to their rooms (Document 9), and in
the separate Virkkula Homes the living is more independent as the apartments
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have their own kitchenettes and access to the backyard. Even though the building in
Reijola does not accommodate many amenities apart from those related to housing
and care, the surrounding neighbourhood has various external services such as a
grocery store, library, pharmacy and a small cultural centre. In addition, the
Friends of Virkkula are active in Reijola (Documents 10 and 11). Therefore, the
Virkkulankylä in Reijola has the potential to support ageing people in living a
more social and interactive life – provided that residents can first leave and visitors
can enter through all the doors, locks, elevators and electric systems.

Despite the challenges, the actors behind Virkkulankylä remain relatively opti-
mistic about their housing model. For example, a new Virkkulankylä village will
be built in Kouvola as part of the annual Finnish House Fair in 2019, and the inter-
viewees (2, 3 and 4) see it as the first site to genuinely follow the original spirit of
the Virkkulankylä concept. The House Fair organisers are interested in developing
and promoting the alternative senior housing model, and the project has received a
positive decision about a state-subsidised ARA grant (Document 12). According to
the interviewees (2, 3 and 4), another positive aspect is that the processes of land
acquisition and planning in some municipalities have proceeded more smoothly
than in other locations. One challenge not raised in the interviews, however, is
internal and relates to the incompleteness of the actual Virkkulankylä concept.
The organisational structure of each Virkkulankylä changes from one municipality
to another, and the accommodation options, services provided and social activities
vary considerably between villages. This variance indicates that the Virkkulankylä
concept is still in progress. Nevertheless, this incompleteness also represents a flexi-
bility in arranging housing and care services for ageing adults. Therefore, it can also
be seen as an advantage when creating new and alternative housing solutions for
older people.

A spatio-legal interpretation of the intermediate housing-with-care
solutions: potentials and barriers
The development of intermediate housing-with-care solutions for ageing people,
including retirement villages and communities, can be understood as one step in
the deinstitutionalisation of elderly care services and the ageing-in-place policies
that are widespread in many countries. The key potential of retirement villages is
that their operation is based on community-oriented living rather than simply
on institutional residential care or on isolated home care. Promoted as comprehen-
sive and integrated living options, retirement villages are positioned between the
traditional domestic and institutional care environments. Seen in a positive light,
they can combine the good sides of both categories. For example, living in a retire-
ment village fosters the independence of residents while simultaneously providing
safe, age-friendly and active living environments for ageing people (cf. Croucher,
2006; Scharlach et al., 2014). Unsurprisingly, retirement villages, communities
and other intermediate housing-with-care solutions are receiving more inter-
national recognition and attention in new national contexts, such as in Finland.

In practice, however, integrating housing and care in a flexible manner can be
problematic due to a number of legislative and bureaucratic obstacles that pose
challenges for implementing new senior housing models. As the key result of the
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preceding legal and policy analysis of Finnish legislation and the case study of the
Virkkulankylä village concept, I have identified three major spatio-legal barriers to
the development of intermediate housing-with-care forms for ageing people. These
barriers are (a) the polarised division between the fields of elderly care and housing
in both law and practice, (b) the prevalence of the so-called ‘local law’ in providing
and governing services and spatial planning for older people, and (c) the inflexible
statutory funding system regarding subsidies for alternative senior living solutions.

Firstly, the analysis of Finnish legislation demonstrates that elderly care and
housing are still polarised topics, and their division is based on sectoral thinking.
Although the law promotes service integrated housing for people who need special
support (Social Care Act 1301/2014), it shows a narrow understanding of the spa-
tialities of such facilities. The intermediate and alternative housing forms of older
people are not directly recognised in Finnish legislation even though their demand
has been acknowledged in some policy documents. Moreover, land use planning
and zoning issues are only partly taken into account in discussions concerning eld-
erly care services even though they form the basis for the built environment’s spa-
tial structure and therefore are important when creating new senior housing
solutions (see also de Lisle 1998; Rosenthal, 2009; Pynoos, 2018). Although
Finnish planning law recognises the needs of elderly people at least at a general
level (Land Use and Building Act 132/1999), the issues related to age-friendly envir-
onments and building accessibility are treated in a mostly technical manner. There
are also international examples of how overly strict planning regulations, such as
restrictive zoning and land use classes, may negatively affect the development of
alternative housing and care settings for older people (de Lisle 1998; Liebig et al.,
2006; King, 2011). Hence, the polarised approaches to the built environment and
elderly care services make the development of retirement villages and other inter-
mediate housing-with-care settings ambiguous and difficult.

Secondly, the special position of the ‘local law’ is noteworthy when studying
housing and care services for elderly people from a spatio-legal perspective.
Local law refers to those various sub-legal regulations and enforcement practices
that take place at a community level (Valverde, 2012). Reliance on local practices
does not have to be a barrier to implementing intermediate housing-with-care solu-
tions, but on the contrary, local law may provide better participation opportunities
and bring the decision-making process closer to the citizens. Nevertheless, much
depends on how local authorities use their administrative and bureaucratic
power. The analysis here shows that local and municipal authorities, at least in
Finland, have a strong role in managing and providing care services for older peo-
ple, and they also determine the details of local land use plans and give statements
that affect state subsidies for social housing. Hence, municipalities can be seen as
gatekeepers of the creation of retirement villages and other similar kinds of
housing-with-care solutions for ageing people. The same conclusion has been
pointed out by Rosenthal (2009), who says that local authorities can enhance the
age-friendliness of the built environment by, for example, eliminating regulatory
barriers to senior housing. On the other hand, local governance and bureaucracy
may complicate the building of retirement villages, as has been the case with
some of the Virkkulankylä sites (Siuntio, Kuusjärvi) studied in this article. In
Finland, the monopoly of the municipalities, especially over land use planning,
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confers much power to local authorities in guiding and steering the development of
new housing solutions.

Thirdly, one central barrier, or rather a disincentive, to the development of retire-
ment villages is the lack of a clear statutory funding system that would support the
provision of more alternative and innovative housing models for ageing people. As
discussed in the analysis section, the state subsidies in Finland (ARA grants) targeted
for the rental housing of special groups are still quite rigid and inflexible in terms of
intermediate housing-with-care solutions for older people. In many ways, private
money is a more adaptable way to finance new housing developments. Senior hous-
ing and care markets are growing businesses (see e.g. Anttonen and Häikiö, 2011;
Nummelin, 2005) and therefore also intermediate housing-with-care solutions are
becoming appealing to private property investors and large social and health-care
companies. Consequently, also large multinational companies can have direct or
indirect access to the state subsidies, which, seen critically, may channel benefits
away from the needs of older people to the company shareholders (Hoppania
et al., 2016). Although the privatisation of elderly care may improve the quality of
certain service aspects (see Stolt et al., 2011), it can also lead to the commodification
and marketisation of care which are criticised by many scholars (e.g. Cutchin, 2007;
Green and Lawson, 2011; Schwiter et al., 2018). Moreover, admission to private care
residences and retirement communities can be expensive, which hinders equal access
to the new housing alternatives. Some new financing and tenure systems have been
developed in order to make retirement villages and other housing-with-care forms
available also for older adults on less income, including, for instance, reversed mort-
gage, housing co-operatives and mixed-tenure estates (Evans, 2009b; Jalava et al.,
2017), but also those systems have their own challenges (see Evans, 2009b;
Petersen et al., 2017). All these ambiguities related to retirement villages indicate
that some caution is needed when supporting and funding new housing-with-care
solutions for senior citizens, especially if their development is based more on market
logics than on the actual care needs of ageing people.

In addition to the spatio-legal barriers and possibilities described above, there
are other factors that affect the development of retirement villages. Some factors
are internal, as the case of the Virkkulankylä concept demonstrates. When evalu-
ating the possibilities of retirement villages, it is important to consider how the
management, functions, contents and activities of the villages are organised, and
how community residents can take part in decision-making (see also Liddle
et al., 2014). The Virkkulankylä village concept is incomplete and evolving, and
thus not all of these questions have been answered yet. Notwithstanding this last
point, the position of retirement villages as sitting in-between the categories of
housing and care services as well as homes and institutions has the potential for
more comprehensive living solutions where the physical, social and experiential
needs of ageing people are, at least in principal, met and satisfied. Nevertheless,
this ‘in-betweenness’ can also be a problem because it causes many legal, technical
and bureaucratic challenges, as demonstrated in this article. To overcome these
challenges, more flexibility is needed in the regulatory systems and administrative
practices that govern the development of housing and care services for elderly peo-
ple. The question of the living conditions of older people should be seen as a hori-
zontal issue rather than a sectoral one. Better collaboration among the different
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actors in the field of elderly services is needed at national and local levels, as well as
between the housing and care sectors. Adequate funding is also important, but even
more significant is understanding the actual needs and demands of residents living
in retirement villages and communities.

Concluding remarks
New housing-with-care solutions for older people are both constituted by and con-
stitutive of complex legal, spatial and social relations that work at the macro-level
and micro-level of society (cf. Milligan and Wiles, 2010). The spatio-legal approach
employed in this article is useful when studying such relations as it recognises the
legislative and spatial processes behind the new and integrated senior housing and
care settings. The law and the space should not be understood as fixed entities, but
rather, they and their relational interpretations involve ruptures and inconsistencies
(Massey, 2005; Rannila, 2018). Therefore, the spatio-legal approach is particularly
valuable when analysing retirement villages and other intermediate
housing-with-care solutions that fall between various categories of law and practices
and are thus only gradually finding their place in the wider landscapes of elderly
care.

If appropriately implemented, retirement villages and other similar
housing-with-care facilities can become settings where the physical, social and
experiential sides of older people’s lives are appreciated and combined in a compre-
hensive manner. However, this study has shown that even though the ideal of
retirement villages is to offer an all-inclusive living environment for older adults,
this can be difficult in practice because of the many legal and bureaucratic obstacles
they face due to their ambiguous position ‘in-between’ different categories. As dis-
cussed in this paper, the polarisation between elderly care and housing sectors, the
shortcomings of local practices (such as unfavourable land use planning) and
inflexible funding systems are among the spatio-legal barriers and disincentives
that affect the development of retirement villages and other intermediate
housing-with-care options. It is also necessary to exercise caution when studying,
promoting or implementing new housing models for ageing people, as their uncrit-
ical adoption may lead to other problems such as the commodification of care or
unequal access to services. Alternative housing-with-care solutions are not neces-
sarily permanent living options for later life nor are they always available for
older adults with low incomes. Nevertheless, new living solutions for older people
such as retirement villages help to diversify the spaces and places of ageing and
care.

This article has demonstrated how geographical and political settings matter
when establishing new housing-with-care opportunities for senior citizens. The
possibilities and problems that the implementation of a retirement village concept
have met in Finland offer a good perspective on ambiguities related to the adoption
of the alternative senior housing solutions in new national and local contexts.
Hence, the development of intermediate housing-with-care solutions for older peo-
ple is a sensitive subject that requires more critical and applied research outside
Anglophone countries. The spatial-legal approach introduced in this paper hope-
fully provides valuable new perspectives and methodological openings for scholars
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and professionals working with questions concerning the housing, care and well-
being of ageing people both nationally and internationally.

Notes
1 All the English translations of the Finnish acts and decrees in this article are unofficial and extracted
from finlex.fi, or if not available there, translated by the author herself.
2 HE 160/2012: Government Proposal to the Parliament for an Act on Supporting the Functional Capacity
of the Older Population and on Social and Health Services for Older Persons and for an Act on the Repeal
of the Section 20 of the Health Care Act.

HE 240/2014: Government Proposal to the Parliament for an Act on the Amendment of the Act on
Supporting the Functional Capacity of the Older Population and on Social and Health Services for
Older Persons.
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