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The home is an integral part of human life and everyday experiences. 

Home refers to a private (Vanzella-Yang, 2019) and physical place that 

provides shelter, psychological comfort and familiarity (Scott, 2009). 

Home is also a commodity and it carries economic value, especially 

for those who invest financial resources into their own apartment or 

a house. Others lack physical shelter, for example due to economic 

constraints, and are interpreted as homeless (Kellett & Moore, 2003). 

Having a home is also a practical matter with cultural constraints that 

affect people when modifying their houses (Wilk, 2001, p. 135). For ex-

ample, consumers make material choices concerning interior decoration 

such as the acquisition of parquet flooring, furniture or kitchen cabinets. 

Yet, the material of the building itself also has meaning for consumers.
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Previous studies on consumers and wood in urban housing have 
mainly shed light either on the acquisition processes, that is, pur-
chase behaviour-related questions (e.g., willingness to pay premi-
ums, consumer attitudes) (e.g., Hu at al., 2016; Lähtinen et al., 2019; 
Luo, Mineo, Matsushita, & Kanzaki, 2018) or appreciations and de-
valuations related to wooden material (e.g., assigned meanings and 
perceptions) (e.g., Gold & Rubik, 2009; Karjalainen, 2002). These 
studies have found, for example, that residents appreciate the cosy 
and pleasant atmosphere of wooden multi-storey buildings and the 
good indoor air quality of their apartments (Karjalainen, 2002). As an 
indoor material, wood is appreciated as a natural material (Nyrud & 
Bringslimark, 2010). In the U.S. Pacific Northwest, tall wooden build-
ings are believed to be more aesthetically pleasing, to create a posi-
tive living environment and to utilise renewable materials, compared 
with concrete and steel (Larasatie et al., 2018). Similarly, Gold and 
Rubik (2009) found that German consumers appreciate the well-be-
ing, aesthetics and eco-friendliness of wooden buildings.

However, the U.S. Pacific Northwest public also associ-
ates wooden materials with higher maintenance costs (Larasatie 
et al., 2018) and both German and Chinese consumers are per-
sistently uncertain about the fire resistance, durability and stability 
of wood as an urban construction material (Gold & Rubik, 2009; Hu 
et al., 2016). Furthermore, in Norway, concrete is considered a struc-
turally sound building material when compared with wood (Høibø, 
Hansen, Nybakk, & Nygaard, 2018). Thus, wood as a natural material 
also carries negatively charged meanings (e.g., fire safety issues, high 
maintenance) that may activate the devaluation processes of con-
sumers. However, these studies have often been detached from the 
use experiences of residents.

These aforementioned meanings and perceptions assigned to 
wood, which are derived from the processes of appreciation and 
devaluation, are echoed in the acquisition processes. For example, 
in the context of green hotels, Luo et al. (2017) found that the avoid-
ance of wooden structures guided the decision making of Chinese 
“wood structure sceptics” more than price did. Further, Gold and 
Rubik (2009) noted that while consumers may rank so-called soft cri-
teria (e.g., well-being, aesthetics and eco-friendliness) as important 
in their decision making, these are not sufficient for generating in-
terest towards wood as a construction material. Wooden buildings, 
they argue, should fulfil the basic quality requirements set for any 
building such as resale value. As Savolainen (2009) noted, purchasing 
a home is one of the largest lifetime financial investments made by 
a household.

Finally, according to Gold and Rubik (2009), Høibø et al. (2015) 
and Larasatie et al. (2018), consumers with insufficient experience 
and knowledge about wood as an urban construction material in 
their own homes is one of the main challenges related to consumer 
acceptability. In fact, as Høibø et al. (2018) found when study-
ing Norwegian urban dwellers, consumers who prefer urban living 
prefer concrete and steel to wood as a construction material, per-
haps because they have no experience of living with wood. Even 
though wood is a traditional housing material and serves also other 

important purposes in households (such as a heating material, see 
e.g., Jalas & Rinkinen, 2016), wood is concurrently a new material 
(e.g., engineered wood, cross-laminated timber) for urban dwellers 
in the multi-storey construction context.

3  | DATA AND METHODS

We chose a qualitative approach to understand the various mean-
ings consumers relate to wooden materials, while earlier literature 
has focused more on revealing consumer perceptions and atti-
tudes of wooden materials using quantitative methods (e.g., Høibø 
et al., 2015; Lähtinen et al., 2019). Thus, our approach is based on an 
interpretive methodology by focusing on the everyday contexts of 
consumer behaviour (Moisander, Närvänen, & Valtonen, 2020). We 
interviewed consumers who had bought an apartment from a new 
two-storey building with a wooden frame with 14 apartments. The 
interviews were executed twice to gain understanding of the home-
owners' appropriation processes and developing experiences.

The building is located in a medium-sized city in Finland (20,000–
100,000 inhabitants). Except for its wooden frame and novel tech-
niques used, namely a wooden intermediate floor and wood-based 
wall surfaces, it is quite similar to other buildings in the area. The 
structural material was not highly emphasized in the marketing of 
the apartments. The interiors of the apartments look similar to those 
in concrete-frame buildings, as the design follows the current trend 
of white and crisp colours and modern details. This is also due to 
Finnish fire regulations, which limit the use of wood in visible ele-
ments within the apartments. The wooden façade, balconies, cor-
ridors and staircase are the main visible indication of the building's 
structural material. Therefore, only day-to-day living in the apart-
ments can reveal the differences between wood and other materials 
to the homeowners.

Using semi-structured interviews, we first interviewed the 
consumers before they moved into their new apartments, with a 
focus on their purchase decision, expectations of their new homes 
and perceptions of wooden materials (focus on acquisition and ap-
preciation, Appendix 1). Second, we interviewed them after one 
year of habitation, now focusing on their experiences of living in 
the wooden building (Appendix 2). Thus, we were able to analyse 
how their understanding of the apartment and wooden material 
broadened during the one-year period (focus on appropriation and 
appreciation).

We recruited seven new homeowners in the first phase, five of 
which were re-interviewed during the second phase. Two interview-
ees were unavailable for the second-stage interviews, but we were 
able to recruit one new interviewee. All interviews lasted between 
30 and 60 min (Table 1). Additionally, the second-stage face-to-face 
interviews were conducted in the homes of the interviewees, which 
helped them describe their experiences with the wooden materials. 
The interviews were recorded and the recordings were transcribed. 
An overview of the interviews is provided in Table 1.
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the construction phase, how well has it been covered and 
how well will the building breathes when it is complete, if 
it is too [air]tight then it is as bad as any other building—
Interviewee 7, first round

Additionally, certain interviewees mentioned that the indoor air 
problems caused by wet concrete could be avoided with wood 
construction. However, it is noteworthy that the residents connect 
possible moisture- and indoor air-related issues to building mate-
rials and methods in general, which indicates that their concerns 
are more prevalent. For example, research by Annila, Lahdensivu, 
Suonketo, Pentti, and Vinha (2018) confirms this perception to be 
true; all load-bearing building materials may be damaged by mois-
ture and cause indoor air problems. Similar results were found 
regarding fire safety: while earlier quantitative studies (Gold & 
Rubik, 2009; Hu et al., 2016; Larasatie et al., 2018) indicate that 
residents are uncertain of the fire resistance of wood, our results 
show that the residents may also rationalize their feelings towards 
the topic:

It is a modern building, I think they have safety locks [in 
case of fire] … there will be fire alarms and everything. … I 
do not know if it is a risk per se … It will burn as any other 
building…—Interviewee 3, first round

While the interviewees discuss the possibility of fire when asked 
about the safety of wood as a construction material, they concur-
rently acknowledge that other construction materials carry the same 
risk. As interviewee 3 describes, several technical methods and 

appliances are used to prevent fires in wooden buildings. Sprinklers, 
for example, are mandatory in Finnish multi-storey wooden houses 
with more than two storeys. Such technical measures together with 
increased knowledge concerning fire design and proper fire ser-
vices enable the safe use of wood in buildings (Östman, Brandon, & 
Frantzich, 2017).

Further, the interviewees connect the softness and natural-
ness of wood to durability and stability, voicing hesitance towards 
high-rise wooden constructions and how these structures endure 
the bending of processed wood materials (Gold & Rubik, 2009; Hu 
et al., 2016). Yet, they also mention tall wooden constructions to be 
“a new trend” and “a Finnish innovation”. The following interviewee 
discusses the newness and trendiness of wood construction in con-
nection to its environmental aspects:

Yes, I think [a wooden building is ecological] because 
trees grow back and if the house is demolished it won't 
probably go to terrible waste. And isn’t the carbon foot-
print of these wood buildings smaller, so that is [another 
factor]. And probably it [wooden construction] will be-
come a building style of the future because building con-
crete brick houses went all crazy [became very popular] 
at some point—Interviewee 3, first round

Additionally, some interviewees were wondering whether the pro-
duction of wood for construction could be less energy demanding 
than concrete manufacturing, as they considered wood to be lighter, 
and thus, easier to work with. However, one consumer (Interviewee 
1) had also doubts about the energy efficiency of wooden houses 

TA B L E  2   Consumer perceptions and experiences of wood as a building material

Properties of wood as a 
building material Initial perceptions before moving in (guiding acquisition)

Experiences after one year of habitation (from 
appropriation to appreciation)

Aesthetic and well-being 
properties

• Natural, soft, warm, cosy, fragrant, clean; beautiful and 
sympathetic

• Traditional Finnish material
• Creates an old-fashioned cottage feeling if used too 

extensively as an interior material
• Good indoor air quality, breathable, fresh

• Soft and “warm” material
• Inviting wooden façade, homely
• Would be nice to have wood visible also within 

the apartment; on the contrary, difficult to 
visualize a modern look with wood

• No mentioned issues with indoor air

Practical properties • Soft; easy to work with and modify, on the contrary, may 
wear out quickly (e.g., staircase)

• Liveable
• Versatile; applicable for many uses
• Does not echo

• Easy to mount furniture and paintings on the 
walls

• Floor vibrates easily
• ‘Wooden’ sounds (cracks and pops)
• Swelling/shrinking of wood material; difficult 

to close doors, rising skirting boards
• Pleasant soundscape; no echoes

Technical and ecological 
properties

• Cold; insufficient thermal insulation properties
• Sensitive to moisture/mould
• Fire safety; risk, but methods to prevent exist (e.g., 

sprinklers)
• Surface treatments may enhance durability
• Renewable, ecological material. Low carbon footprint. 

Low energy need in production

• Increased electricity bill due to lower insulation
• Fire risk should be considered, e.g., with fire 

alarms and extinguishers
• Visible fire prevention: heavy and noisy fire 

door
• Wooden façade and staircase require 

maintenance in the future
• Treatment of wood increases durability, but 

makes recycling more challenging


