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Introduction       
 
This chapter discusses some of the complexities of human decision-making. It aims, in 
particular, at relating the nature of decision-making to the illusory dichotomies of change and 
stability, individual actions and cultural sharing. Serving as an illustration to the discussion of 
this chapter is ongoing fieldwork in contexts of buying, selling and constructing pre-
fabricated detached houses in the central Sweden, and the very specific question of how 
decisions to install one kind of heating-system rather than another come about. A common 
reductionism is to narrow down the understanding of decisions about heating systems and 
energy consumption to conscious choices made by individual householders. I have asked 
myself whether, on the contrary, anyone actually makes such decisions at all. Perhaps some of 
these decisions are merely outcomes of interaction between different individuals with their 
respective responsibilities and focuses of interest.  
 
All decisions are outcomes of previous and present experiences, emotions and conclusions of 
particular human beings. Still, since decisions always are relational phenomena, one may 
equally well argue that decision-making is an effect of events and processes going on among 
and between groups of individuals. Decisions in the present are also strongly influenced by 
decisions of the past, lingering on in slow-to-change cultural structures like buildings, 
organisations, or common modes of thought. This chapter is an attempt to weave these aspects 
together. The first parts of the chapter focus particularly on the physical and socio-structural 
framing of house-owner's and house-buyers' decisions. Contexts of decision-making for 
companies who sell pre-fabricated houses or exhaust heat-pumps1 are then described, as are 
some of the effects which the inter-relational and situational nature of these contexts has on 
decision-making. Finally, a collaboration project exemplifies how negotiations may lead 
towards common decisions and modifications of social, ideational and material (physical) 
structures, modifications which, in turn, will help to frame future decisions.  
 
A main part of the discussion is based on ongoing fieldwork and interviews with two house 
firms and one heat-pump company, where economic recession, new building regulations, and 
propositions for collaboration, provoke new situations of active decision-making. Less 
explicitly used in the text is the study of a number of households, followed throughout the 
process of building a house and making it their home. The current study, as well as a previous 
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study on decisions to replace heating equipment in existing houses, involves 'provoked 
decisions', inferring situations in which decision-making is forced to become a more 
conscious part of everyday life.  
 
 
Background  
 
In times of global warming, of decreasing natural resources and of nuclear waste 
accumulation, the energy consumption for heating and cooling purposes is increasing 
worldwide. In Sweden, the Government has tried to curtail this trend by establishing a target 
to reduce the amount of energy used for heating by 20 percent by 2020 (as compared to 
1995), and by 50 percent by the year 2050. Fossil fuels should be completely abandoned by 
2020, and renewable energy should increase continuously (Swedish Energy Agency 2003).  
 
However, in 2007, an evaluation report stated that the scale on which energy efficiency is 
being applied to Swedish house heating is not sufficient to reach these targets in time2 (The 
National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 2007:37-38). One of the trends which go 
contrary to Governmental ambitions is the fact that a majority of newly-built single-family 
houses are constructed for heating systems based on electricity alone. Such heating systems 
generally need three times as much fuel as other systems3 and are, in addition, not prepared 
for solar combinations that would have reduced energy consumption with another twenty-five 
percent or more (Lorenz in Henning 2007, Persson 2006). These circumstances provide a 
background to research presented and discussed here.  
 
 
Long-term impact of past decisions 
 
Two years ago, I made a follow-up study among households living in detached houses in two 
Swedish regions (Henning 2007). All of these householders had recently replaced their oil-
boilers or electric resistance heaters with new and more energy-efficient heating systems, 
mainly for renewable energies. The tight intertwinement of houses, heating systems and 
inhabitants which pervaded the results of this study, left me with an increased awareness of 
the long-term power inscribed in material structures such as houses and heating systems. 
While created, as they are, from thoughts and ideas that seem relevant to particular groups of 
people in particular contexts and at certain points in time, cultural externalisations like houses 
continue for decades or centuries to influence human beings in various ways, and to frame 
their decisions. 
 
Heating decisions in detached houses 
 
The degree to which householders in this study perceived their options to be restricted by the 
shape of their houses varied a great deal, however. Some of them saw the form and size of 
their house as a given. These would, for instance, immediately drop the idea of using bio-
pellet or firewood when they could not think of anywhere to store these, or they would let the 
existing boiler room determine the size of the hot water store. Others saw it differently and 
decided to solve one thing at a time. One woman, for example, had had the hot water store for 
her bio- and solar heater installed in her tiny four m2 laundry room before she had figured out 
how to fit everything else back in: 
 



'The only problem was that I could not fit the tumble-drier in again. I guess I will have to put it 
someplace else. Maybe I can have it in the entrance hall; I could build a cupboard around it 
perhaps. Besides, I am not that much at home right now anyway, so I will not need it that much'.  

 
A majority of the households had made some kind of smaller or larger alterations to the house 
before installing the new heating system. One family took down a wall between the kitchen 
and the living-room to create a larger room for the new stove. One couple moved a door and a 
wall to create a good site for a bio-pellet stove in the kitchen and a suitable corner in the 
living-room for the hot water store. Another decided to move the boiler-room down to the 
garage on the ground floor so that they could enlarge the kitchen by incorporating the old 
boiler-room into it, etc. Still others would let little come in the way of getting the kind of 
heating system they wanted. They saw no problems in making thorough alterations to their 
houses. Thus, one couple had added an extra floor to the house just to get a suitable roof for 
the solar collectors. Their children had grown up and moved out, so they did not really need 
this new room, they told me. Still, they were happy about the arrangement and found the 
improvement in the appearance of the house to be an extra bonus.   
 
For all these men and women, the house was the natural point of departure when choosing 
among new heating alternatives and deciding upon one of them. It was the departure point 
when deciding where each heating component should be situated and, before the installation 
could be made, in which order various tasks should be performed. In the end, many of them 
also had a lot more work done on their houses than they had originally planned. Most of the 
interviewees spent a great deal of time thinking about how they should handle the 
opportunities and limitations offered by the physical form of the house, and many suffered 
some degree of agony before they could decide on suitable solutions. This fact contributed to 
my interest for situations where material structures like houses and heating systems are 
created in the first place.  
 
Slow-to-change structures  
 
The physical structure of the house and the way people are either inhibited by it or change it 
illustrate the link between decisions, change and continuity. In order to understand change, it 
is not enough to understand decisions, activities and courses of events that can have a 
stabilising or changing effect on the existing social order (Moore 1986; Henning 2000). We 
also have to understand that very order, the structure which is both the condition for a 
modification and the continuity that is being modified. What is transient and what is slow to 
change must be looked upon as relative, however. There is no absolute dichotomy between 
them. The world is not divided into passing thoughts, decisions and actions, on one hand, and 
stable structures, on the other; these are only stable or quick-to-change in relation to one 
another.  
 
In classic anthropological theory, structure and process were recurrently presented as a 
dichotomy, as a theoretical difference between abstract models of stable regularity in society 
and individuals' actual actions. Sometimes other words have been used. Firth differentiated, 
for example, between social structure and social organisation (Firth 1961; Moore 1975; van 
Velsen 1967). Turner (1969) made a distinction between structure and communitas and Nadel 
between the forms of relationships and their content (Nadel 1957; Scott 1991). Barth wrote 
about the differences between social form and process (Barth 1978; Moore 1975), and 
Giddens (1993) about structural qualities and subject. The significance of the words has 
certainly varied somewhat, but common to these authors seems to be an observation that 



people's lives together are characterised both by casual incidents and more regular courses of 
events. 
 
One way to close, or at least narrow, this theoretical gap between stability and change, is to 
treat the idea of 'structure' as something that is nearer people's lives than the abstract 
generalising models of society for which the structure concept has often been used (Henning 
2000). If the intention is not merely to use the concept to describe the regularities and cultural 
patterns of a certain society, but to do so for the particular purpose of describing processes of 
reproduction, modification or change, it has to be brought close to the people we study. 
Structures like houses, for instance, are then seen as cultural expressions that have stabilised 
in the material form of a house and thus become slow or difficult to change. In this version of 
the concept, there is an in-built inertia in social, material, and conceptual structures, but they 
are not thereby static.      
 
Two steps forward, one step back 
 
Buildings in particular tend to stand for very long periods of time. They are stabilised and 
slow-to-change cultural externalisations which continue to influence inhabitants throughout 
their life-cycles. We saw, in the examples above, how human beings use a variety of methods  
to handle rather similar restrictions on their freedom of action. Still, restrictions like the form 
of a house do have an impact on cultural life. And they also have an impact on our ability to 
live convenient lives with less energy. One of the women we interviewed still lived in her 
childhood home. Her description of how their basement had been used throughout the years is 
a very illustrative story of how the ideas behind the initial construction of a house connects 
with changing habits and ideals among Swedish households as well as to the increasing 
amount of energy needed for heating. 
 

'Our basement was not actually built to be used as ordinary living space. When I was a little girl, 
we children had a play-room down there. Kids who play, they get rather warm anyway, so it did 
not really matter if it was seventeen or eighteen degrees down there. Then it was used for laundry, 
and later for storage. Today, we use it as a recreation room for watching television, and my 
husband has his hobby-room there. Back then, in the 70s, you would put on slippers and an extra 
sweater (if it was too cold). Today, you would never do that.'  

 
At present, newly-built single-family houses in Sweden tend to increase in size. They also 
tend to be constructed with large kitchens and living-rooms, while storage rooms, boiler-
rooms, and basements are small or are not being built at all. Bigger houses generally entail 
more energy for heating purposes. A lack of space for storage, on the other hand, makes it 
hard to fit a hot water store into the house. The hot water store is the core component of 
water-borne heating systems which are flexible and capable of being efficiently run on 
different sources of energy. Such a store is also a necessary centre of water-borne heating 
systems which use solar energy to cut down the amount of fuel.  
 
When deciding on how houses and heating systems should be constructed, when houses are 
being built or heating systems installed, new long-lasting and slow-to-change physical 
structures are created. While two steps forward may be taken worldwide with attempts to 
mitigate global warming, the accumulation of nuclear waste and depletion of natural 
resources, one step is simultaneously taken backwards when building houses that will 
continue to restrict the ability of its inhabitants to reduce their energy consumption. It was 
with these aspects at the back of my mind I began to focus more on decisions concerning new 
houses.  



 
 
Socio-structural framing of house-buyers' decisions 
 
After the initial decision to build a house of their own, one of the things which house-buyers 
have to attend to is the vast amount and variety of Swedish companies that sell houses, and to 
decide which of these companies they will buy their house from (a decision which tends to be 
the outcome of a buyer-seller interaction). In turn, this choice very much determines the 
nature and number of decisions they will make during the construction process. 
 
The majority of companies in Sweden who sell the popular prefabricated detached houses 
deliver walls, roofs, windows etc to the building site. These parts are then put together on the 
pre-prepared site. However, the two companies in which I took a particular interest, had found 
their niche on either side of this major path. One of them produces 'volumes', which means 
that entire houses are built inside a factory. When a house is transported to its destination on 
two or three lorries the construction and decoration is completed down to quite small details. 
Wallpaper and paint is in place. So are kitchen cupboards, water closet and bath tub. The 
other company uses an entirely different procedure. This company build their houses directly 
on each site by teams of carpenters, and usually, only the sawn timber is prepared in a factory. 
In this case, the buyer of the house is closely involved in the actual construction of the house. 
The social and conceptual structures of these companies have clear impacts on the decision-
making processes of their respective customers. 
 
The 'volume-house' 
 
The volume-house company is part of a larger concern of house construction companies. A 
main idea behind this particular affiliated company is to offer their customers good quality 
products at fixed prices. One way to achieve this is by having a limited number of 
subcontractors with whom they complete all negotiations before any customer contacts are 
made. Another strategy is to make the handling of orders as efficient as possible. They do this 
by planning in advance and trying to envisage and prepare for as much as possible 
beforehand. 
 

'For example, the customers fill in this last line, this wallpaper will go into this bedroom. Then, of 
course, we know beforehand how many lengths of wallpaper that particular bedroom needs. And 
we know how many lengths you get from one roll. Naturally, we have already figured that out. If 
you buy this type of house, this number of wallpaper rolls is needed. So the only thing we have to 
fill in is the delivery date from the factory. If we fill in the 28th of January, the wallpapers will 
arrive on the 21st of January. We have already written this into the system, so to speak'.  

 
While previously, it would take them three or four days to make an order for a house, it now 
takes them about an hour. The drawback with this time-saving system is that any change gives 
them a lot of extra work: 'If you want to switch (from a heat pump) to a bio-pellet stove and 
so forth, we have to change the system'. The fact that even seemingly small changes will add 
to the overall costs is difficult for their customers to accept: 
 

'Then someone wants to move a window. A window cannot cost that much money, they think. No, 
but that is when we have to go in and do the drawings all over again. The production drawings are 
in our printer. The name of the house-type, push a button, out comes forty-seven drawings, 
thirteen descriptions and fourteen lists.(...) Order specifications, production specifications, it takes 
about an hour with this system. And then, if a customer wants to change something on one of the 



drawings, then of course everything has to be done by hand instead.(...) This is hard for the 
customer to (take in)'.  

 
When a certain customer still wants to make a specific change, they may say 'Yes sure, we 
can change, but then it has to be done in this way'. They have recently produced a leaflet for 
their salesmen, unofficially called a 'This-is-what-you-also-may-choose-list', containing 
information about additional choices which their clients may make if they very specifically 
ask for them. For example, now and then someone wants to have a sauna installed on the 
upper floor. To prevent this client from saying 'I want a sauna this or that, so or so', the 
company has already prepared for a few types of sauna, which he or she may chose from. 
There is a limit to the number of alterations to the basic house-models the company can allow, 
however. While the primary strategy for the salesmen is to try and persuade decisive house-
buyers to be satisfied with fewer changes, when this strategy fails they finally have to advise 
their clients to go and look for a house elsewhere.  
 
The company representatives I have been talking to are proud of their well-made houses 
where everything is thoroughly thought through, something which has taken them a lot of 
work to achieve. One of them had read a newspaper article about one of the other house-
companies' customers. The article described how someone had made numerous decisions, 
choices and alterations, although finally realising that the house had become inferior to the 
original house model: 
 

'This was the best article I have ever seen written! We have used architects, designers and 
constructors, you know, developing the best possible solutions. Should they (the clients) get in and 
ruin this... , they do not think about ..., they are not educated to think in this way, our customers. 
And still, lots of companies let their clients decide.'    

 
The 'multi-choice house'   
 
Some of the ideas behind the 'multi-choice house' differ radically from those of the 'volume-
house'. Although both companies sell pre-fabricated houses, providing a variety of basic 
house models to choose from, this second company explicitly promote their business by 
emphasising the fact that buyers can tailor each house according to their own wish, and that 
they may chose between buying their house as a construction kit, as prefabricated 
components, or as a house which is ready to move into. This means that their clientele ranges 
from those who order a construction-kit and do most of the construction and installation work 
together with friends, relatives, neighbours or craftsmen in their personal network, to those 
who wish to buy as much service from the house-company as possible.  
  
Generally, house-building is a much longer process in this company, often continuing for two 
years or more. During this period, the salesmen guide their clients step by step through the 
large numbers of decisions they will have to make. One of the salesmen told me how he 
always initiated new collaboration with clients by making them more aware of what lay ahead 
of them: 
 

'This is probably the most important thing you will do in your life (I tell them); building a new 
house. There are two things most of all, which you need to be prepared for. The one is that it will 
cost you a lot of money. The other is that there will be an enormous amount of decisions to be 
made throughout the entire journey. It is not as if you sit here and decide how it should be planned 
and which kitchen cupboards you want, and it is all done. No, it is a really long (journey). 
Everyone has to be prepared for that.' 



 
Several salesmen agree that the more advance knowledge their clients have about house 
construction, the more they tend to indulge themselves in detailed decision-making, and the 
more they also tend to worry that they have missed something. It is possible to go into detail 
about each minor part of the construction. Rather than choosing a standard window, for 
instance, you may decide whether it should be transomed and mullioned, whether the bars 
should be loose or fixed, or whether there should be more ornamental woodwork around the 
windows. Common to most of their customers, however, is a wish to do something special to 
their future home. They want to give their house a personal touch.  
 

'Most of the time, you want to do something a little bit 'cooler' than the standard choice, than what 
you may find in a catalogue. Most of them make some kind of personal change in the house. The 
plan and, well, equipment, such things. To get a more personal feeling to it all. They may be 
satisfied with the planning, but they may (still) want to make the kitchen a little bit different, so to 
speak. This immediately means a deviation from the standard solution.'  

 
I was told how house-buyers tend to focus on very different things. While one person is very 
focused on the aesthetics of the exterior, others will concentrate on creating a large kitchen 
with lots of space and exclusive kitchen equipment, and still others on how many bedrooms 
they will have. People can plan an entire house around their old chest of drawers, prepare a 
built-in glass showcase in the living-room wall for a whisky collection, or decide to invent a 
way to throw dirty clothes from the bathroom down to the laundry basket one floor below. 
'Some people spend a lot of time on details like this', said one of the salesmen, 'personal 
details which may not be mundane, but still perfectly possible to accomplish.  
 
One strategy this company uses to handle all this variety is to give their customers three main 
alternatives. They may choose the standard solution for windows, kitchen cupboards etc, or 
they may pay extra for one of a certain number of more costly alternatives. If they wish to use 
items which cannot be delivered by the subcontractors, they get a cost reduction and are then 
free to solve this by themselves. 'We do not force our customers', one of the salesmen said. 
'(We do not say:) You must do this! No, we are flexible. It is important to have a sensitive 
ear'. They are also careful to explain as clearly as possible how costs will add to the house 
price when clients make their personal changes or additions: 
 

'It is important to us to explain that, if you choose to put in a sauna in your house, well, then this is 
what the material costs. However, there are other costs as well. The carpenter will have more 
work, the electrician will have more work, all such things. If it is a bathroom, you may need 
someone to put up the glazed tiles and someone to install a floor drain in there. So you have to 
make them understand, if you add this, there may be five more craftsmen who get more work to 
do. So there will be a cost for all of those.' 

 
The client - salesman relationship   
 
The respective social and ideational structure of these two house-companies clearly frames, 
directs and restricts decision-making among their clients in different ways. Still, the fact 
remains that many house-buyers (although particularly those investing in a 'multi-choice 
house') feel nearly drowned in decision-making and the changing emotions that come with it. 
In most cases, the choice of heating system is a minor drop in this flood of decisions waiting 
to be made. Their overall interest lies in the home they are about to create: 
 



'Then there are those who come here with their own plans which are not even close to the house 
models in our catalogue. This happens quite often. The architect is able to make their dreams come 
true, but they (the clients) also have to learn to keep within reasonable bounds.'  

 
This quotation from a salesman illustrates the fact that, in the situations and sequences of 
events where house-buyers are constructing their future homes, they are primarily and literally 
building their dreams. This is one context in which decisions about heating equipment and 
future energy use are thoroughly embedded.   
 
Decisions whether to install one kind of heating-system rather than another tend to be 
perceived as less interesting than decisions which give a neutral house that particular personal 
touch which transforms it into your own home. In this situation, the easiest way to select 
heating equipment is to take the advice of your salesman. The salesman has his main focus, 
knowledge and ability elsewhere, however. Most essential for a successful house-seller is his 
ability to establish rapport with his clients. In companies like the 'multi-choice house', where 
the salesman - client relationship usually continues for more than two years, sometimes 
remaining even after the construction of the house is finished, the buyers of the house learn to 
trust the advice and guidance of their particular salesman.  
 
These salesmen are employed as consultants by a vast majority of companies who sell 
prefabricated houses. This means that each of them runs their own consulting agency, 
although they rent their offices in the house construction company building and are part of a 
common overall organization as well. One effect of this organizational structure is that each 
salesman has to know a little bit of everything, ranging from building permits to door knobs. 
Very few of them have the ability to be an expert on specific issues, such as heating and 
energy-efficiency. What they need most of all is social competence, an ability to be a 
'diplomatist' in their contacts with clients. Each of them depends for their survival on their 
capacity to attract many house-projects to their specific agency. Rumours must be spread by 
word of mouth, that this salesman is a particularly reliable, honest and pleasant person to deal 
with. A natural consequence is a reluctance to take the risk of making alterations in areas 
where customers have been proved satisfied, such as introducing a new kind of heating 
system and a new sub-contractor. 
 
When being asked explicitly, salesmen sometimes assured me that their customers were free 
to install any heating system they liked. Still, the salesmen tended to turn to the house 
construction company's basic selection of equipment when giving the advice their clients put 
so much weight on. For example, some of the house-buyers described how initially they had 
been interested in including a solar thermal solution, but how they gave it up when they did 
not get any support for this.   
 

'Then we have chosen one of these ground source heat pumps. It suits the plot ... those we buy (the 
house) from sell them. And you ask around, sort of, how they experience it and so on. 
Acquaintances and some other places. And then the guidance also from the seller there (at the 
house construction company). Because he said, there are these different suggestions, but for such a 
big house it is most cost-effective with a ground loop or borehole pump. Then we asked a little 
about this thing with solar energy. We have asked a little whether that is something one should 
prepare for or something like that, but that is all we did. There is no government policy in this 
direction today that I know of with some subsidy or something like that. So it was nothing to 
bother about right now anyway, I guess that was the answer we got'4.  
 
 



Situational contexts of decision-making 
 
The present standard heating solution for detached prefabricated houses in Sweden is to use 
electricity alone for house heating and tap water, and to include varying kinds of electrically 
driven heat pumps in the equipment. Since one of the basic requirements for specific artefacts 
to be spread and implemented is their availability (Edqvist and Edquist 1980), this limited 
selection of heating equipment seriously restricts heating decisions among those who buy new 
prefabricated houses.  
 
Research initiative to increase the selection of heating equipment 
 
Since about three times more energy has to be used for the production of electricity as 
compared to the production of heat, it is, for climate and resource reasons, highly problematic 
to use electricity alone for the heating of houses and tap water. These were the backgrounds to 
an initiative taken by a group of technical energy researchers5.  
 
The objectives of these researchers were to help house construction companies to add to their 
selection of heating equipment. They would offer a limited number of these companies to 
make comparative cost- and energy-efficiency calculations of their present electric heating 
solutions and other heating solutions with bio-fuels and solar thermal technologies. They also 
offered to help the companies to adjust energy-efficient heating solutions with renewable 
energies to their specific house models and customers. Out of the ten house construction 
companies initially contacted, two agreed to take part in the project. These were the 'volume-
house company' and the 'multi-choice house company' described earlier.  
 
Subsequent sections will describe in some detail this collaboration and some of the decision-
making processes it entailed. However, first I want to give an idea of the situational context in 
which these processes were embedded. Both companies received the suggestion from the 
research group at a time of economic recession and a change of building regulations. While 
both companies had to deal with the coming change of building regulations, the smaller 
'volume-house company' was much more affected by the economic recession. The focus in the 
present and following sections lies on this company, starting with every-day decision-making 
strategies, as perceived and described by the managing director. Since each new development, 
such as the one proposed by the research team, is costly for a company, while stability means 
pay-off time for previous investments, I had asked him how he managed to strike a balance 
between change and continuity. 
 
Handling decision-making  
 
The managing director of the volume-house construction company felt like a spider in his 
web. The concern management of the parent company knew they did not have to engage 
themselves much in how he handled his company. Naturally, he would often bandy ideas with 
his closest collaborators before making his decisions, and he would ask others for advice in 
areas he was less acquainted with. Still, it was more or less his job to find out what they 
would go in for, and how and when they would do so.  
 
He found some kind of decisions easy to make. At some point old machines just had to be 
replaced. And it was never an issue whether or not one should adjust to new demands 
concerning working environment, building regulations etc. These things simply had to be 
done. It was also part of his role as a business executive to continuously revise the running of 



the factory and look for 'cost drivers', for those which would reduce costs. Such decision-
making was almost as easy and self-evident. Then there was a third kind of decision-making:  
 

'Then, of course', he said. 'You have the other (third kind of decision) which is more difficult, so to 
speak. Like, for instance, whether you should change house models or put this in or that in or ... 
That is when you have to weigh in your feelings. The other (kind of decisions) are quite easy, 
actually.'    

 
Marketing was one of the bigger posts of investment where he had to make difficult 
judgements, weighing costs for the best possible exposure against how much house 
production this presumably could lead to. Different aspects had to be considered: What might 
the customer see as interesting? How should they market themselves? And where should they 
choose to be seen and heard? He also had to get a good feeling for where the trend was 
heading, or they could end up selling houses which people were no longer interested in. Some 
information he could get from reading the catalogues of other companies:  
 

'Recently, there has been a lot of focus on energy, so now all the house suppliers have on their 
website that they have this superduper energy in their houses. So we have to do this as well. You 
have to hook on to everything which is a must, there are some things you just have to show. And 
then, preferably, you should be a little bit better than the others, or you should be a little bit 
tougher, or a little bit neater or something.'  

 
He would read a lot of interior design magazines, watch such programmes on television and 
collect as much impressions as he could from various sources, trying to get a feeling for what 
was going on. The introduction of house models in functionalist style was an example of what 
they did to try and stay at the forefront. His recent suggestion to their marketing firm that they 
should use more of the trendy pastel colours was another (although received with mixed 
feelings). At some point, however, he had only his own feelings and assumptions to go on: 
 

'You can never feed in enough information to be sure, so at some point you have to say to yourself 
that time is up, you have to decide. You cannot go around treading water any more. (...). The 
feeling - what I think - that plays a very big part. Because, when I have collected all these 
impressions, I still cannot know if this is what is going to be the future, I have to go on what I 
believe it to be.' 

 
Long-term visions and goals did not govern their activities, but they did provide a frame of 
mind which helped the director to take some of the more daring initiatives. His optimistic ten-
year plan to broaden their clientele and to reach a production several times as large as today 
had worked that way. When the recession came with receding order intake, he had already 
given some of the strategies he came to pursue some thought. For instance, had it not been for 
this plan, he probably would have declined a request from Norway to deliver a hundred and 
twenty houses per year and told him that they could not produce that many houses in their 
factory: 'But now I answered, Yes, we can do that, no problem!'  
 
From an outside perspective, the balancing acts of decision-making which went on at the 
house construction company during this period seemed very difficult. How did they have the 
strength to keep open to external initiatives and demands while simultaneously having to 
work hard to increase their orders and keep an extra eye on the budget? 
 

 'You have to poke and pry into everything', was one answer I got. 'I believe all business 
executives need to be curious. Even though our goal is stated as a profit such and such, this is not 
the thing. The thing is to do your job, and to do it well.'  



 
He also had a strategy of trying to figure out how each new investment could be used for 
several different purposes, of how he could 'kill two birds with one stone'. This strategy was 
time-consuming at first, but he was inspired by the challenge of saving them time and money 
in the end. They had, for example, achieved a right of option on land close to the Norwegian 
border, and drawn up plans for terraced houses and small one-storey houses particularly 
suited for senior customers. The idea was to attract new kinds of clients, from the 
neighbouring country too. Since they could not know whether people would buy or not, the 
project was considered a bold venture in times of economic recession. Still, he felt this risk 
was outweighed to some degree by the fact that a lot of people would see their signs and hear 
about their company. Furthermore, they could use the plans as an object of reference when 
approaching a large number of middle-sized municipalities all around Sweden, offering to 
construct any kind of building most needed in each particular municipaliity. They would even 
be able to reuse their project brochure.    
 
This man explained animatedly how he loved his work for its intensity, and for the contrasts 
between his roles as a planner and a 'fireman' who had to solve problems in an instant. He felt 
he was able to use his full capacity as a person, ranging from carpenter, building engineer and 
constructor to clever 'inventor' and leader of the manufacturing process and the overall 
quality.  
 
Balancing acts in times of recession  
 
When this house construction company first received the proposal from the research group, 
the economic recession had not yet got its full grip on Sweden. Nor had the new building 
regulations been decided upon by the Government and reached their full effect among the 
house manufacturers of the country.  
 
The managing director would later regret that he had not prioritized this collaboration more 
from the start and seen the opportunity to be ahead of their competitors more clearly. Now, a 
year and a half later, and due to the stricter energy demands in the altered building 
regulations, all their competitors seemed to market their houses with concepts like 'low 
energy', 'super energy' and the like. Their company now seemed to be doing well once more, 
but six months earlier the recession with low order intake had reached them with full effect. 
He described how they had to work harder in such situations to get the orders in: 'You have to 
work upon each and every contact even when you know that the chance to get this one as a 
client is minimal. You have to pull each tiny string'.  
 
With low order intake, there were also lots of questions which needed careful weighing up. 
They had to be able to both 'scrape and widen', that is to save where it is possible and 
simultaneously find ways of widening the scope of their business. Thus, quite a large number 
of their employees at the factory had to go (although some were later reemployed), the web 
catalogue had to be less fancy than before with still pictures rather than animated, etc. At the 
same time, more money and planning was put into marketing nationally and regionally: 'we 
burn money to get clients' (he laughed). If the order intake is halved, the trick is to double the 
amount of client contacts, I was told. This can be done in two ways. Either you try to get more 
clients, or you augment your type of clientele.  
 
One attempt to reach new categories of customers was to deviate a little from their primary 
trademark, which was to provide detached houses with high quality fittings installed and 



ready. Instead, they now introduced two choices of furnishings, where one was a cheaper 
option of more simple furnishings, like wash-basin rather than vanity unit etc. However, it 
takes a lot of work even to carry out an alteration in the fittings and is therefore not a self-
evident decision:  'Actually, deciding about these different things is probably the least of it. 
Then you have to go into the marketing aspects, and you have to make a lot of changes and 
redirections in the ordering system.'  
 
Unexpected effects of new building regulations 
 
The new building regulations included raised requirements to reduce energy consumption in 
new-built houses, and these were particularly strict for electrically heated houses. Since nearly 
all the producers of pre-fabricated houses in Sweden had, as their basic selection of heating 
equipment, electricity with exhaust heat-pumps, they were now forced to make certain 
changes. One way to try and meet the requirements was to insulate their houses better. At the 
volume-house company, and others like them, this was not a tempting alternative, however. 
The external dimensions of their houses had the exact maximum size for road transportation. 
Consequently, while other companies could add to the insulation of the walls on the outside, 
they would have to do this on the inside, thereby making the interior of the house smaller. In 
that perspective, a more efficient exhaust heat pump seemed a lot more tempting. As it turned 
out, they were not alone in choosing this easy way out 6.   
 
Accordingly, one of the more unexpected effects of the new energy requirements was the 
immediate and exceptional success of a small company with few years in business. The 
inventor of their product, an unusually efficient exhaust heat pump, started his business some 
six years earlier. Their first years in business were tough when they managed to get along 
with very small means and only a few heat-pumps sold per year. However, apart from a dip in 
their sales figures during the worst part of the economic recession the previous autumn, their 
production had been steadily increasing. Only six months earlier they had decided to take the 
important step of starting a proper factory.  
 
Now, since the new energy requirements were established, they had suddenly gone from 
selling about thirty pumps per year to six hundred pumps per year. Furthermore, one of the 
two major heat-pump producers in Sweden (owned by a large German household appliances 
concern) had placed an order, making them the main distributor of these exhaust heat-pumps 
on the Swedish detached house market. In the meantime, the 'inventor' and his small group of 
employees could relax, concentrate on a few remaining customers in Sweden, and enjoy their 
new attempts to expand abroad.  
 
 
The art of structural modification 
 

'Since we are talking a lot about behaviour, I don't believe we will change the client's behaviour by 
100 percent, or 90 percent. But I do believe that we may change five, ten percent who will think 
that maybe it is possible to have this extra space for energy equipment'. 

 
I could not but agree with this house-company manager (breaking my silent probe interview 
strategy). Such very small adjustments is what change is about. The collaboration between the 
research team and the two house construction companies led to some such small adjustments 
of the physical structure of new-built houses as well as of their respective ideational structure, 



their bank of knowledge and experience. Some of the changes suggested by the research team 
were easier to accept than others, however.  
 
Experience exchange 
 
The first and second meetings between the volume-house company and the research team 
involved a large proportion of experience exchange, and some of their respective modes of 
thinking were given a first slight modification. The researchers were taken on a tour around 
the factory, learning the particular way of constructing houses as 'volumes' in a factory. They 
also came to realize more fully how important the coming building regulations with raised 
requirements on energy supply actually was for the company. This issue would engage both 
parties in long lively discussions, speculating on what the coming regulations might entail for 
the use of electricity, bio-fuel or solar energy.  
 
At first, the men from the house construction company mainly listened to the technical 
researchers' presentations and suggestions, searching for aspects which might be of interest to 
them. They picked up some more specific information, such as the importance of feeding 
incoming hot water at the right level in a hot water store, the selection of sizes and 
appearances of such stores provided on the Swedish market, and the necessary 
correspondence between the size of a store and a solar collector7. However, the suggestion 
they found the most interesting, and which they slowly began to embrace, was a way of 
giving their clients the option of combining different sources of energy, or of changing their 
mind later on. This could be accomplished, they learned, if a hot water store was used as the 
centre of the heating system:  
 

'And then we learnt these things about flexible energy. That you can have such a hot water store 
and put in any source of energy and take it out. I have learned very much from that information, I 
had no idea before'. 
 
'And this thing with flexible systems felt like .... And you can use it (one source of energy), and 
then you can throw it out ... quick has hell. Five years from now, it may not be used anymore. 
Then it is a brand new thing (a new kind of equipment or energy source) which is really super. In 
with it, switch! So easy to just "swish, swish", and it is ready. Instead of maybe having to rebuild 
the entire system to make it work. So this thing with the storage tank (was) the most useful I saw 
really (of the information we got)'. 

 
Negotiating material change 
 
Thus, having a hot water store as the centre of the heating system was one of the first and 
most important ideas which were agreed upon. Still, the best location for a hot water store in 
their house models, as well as the size it should have, came to be one of the main problems 
the two groups faced and had to solve together. The following dialogue between a researcher 
(R) and a man from the company management (C) concerning where a hot water store could 
be placed is taken from one of their first discussions on this issue: 
 

C: This is where the heat-pump stands today. This part is exactly the same in all the houses. So 
here we have a bit of empty space. We could rearrange a little if we wanted to fit in a .. (hot 
water store). But the question is how big it is .. 

R: Then we have a walk-in clothes cupboard as well. 
C: Yes, then we have a walk-in clothes cupboard in there. Which you could use for something ..., 

if we chose to do so... So there is little, little space. Then you have the foundation (void under 
suspended floor) where you could put a store in as well if you like. 



R: How high is that? 
C: Seventy centimetres (air space underneath the house). There has to be some store which you 

could use directly (for this purpose). 
R: No, these hot water stores need to be tall and upright.(...). Or, maybe you could, just as you 

make these extra balconies and things like that, have an extra volume, a volume (with all the 
heating equipment inside and on the roof) which could be attached to the house. 

C: Mm (I later learned that he felt this would look extremely ugly). 
 

The discussions continued in this vein. What I find particularly interesting here is to see how 
strongly the future physical structure of the house is already embedded in the social-
organisational structure of the company. As we saw earlier in the description of the volume-
house company, even very small adjustments of their ordering system could have a domino-
effect with big consequences in time and money. Thus, long before the house is actually built 
its future materiality is hard to change. 

    
Initially, the research team suggested that the volume-house company should install a hot 
water store prepared for solar input as basic equipment in each house model. A device which 
reuses heat from outgoing air should replace parts of the functions of a heat-pump. As 
optional choices, they could then have a variety of stoves for firewood and bio-pellet and, if 
they liked, also some different kinds of electric heat-pumps. The heating solution which the 
company finally decided on was quite far from this initial suggestion, however. Since the new 
exhaust heat-pump (described above) was an easy way of meeting the coming building 
regulations with Government requirements for energy use, they could not resist the temptation 
of using these as basic equipment in all their houses. Still, they really liked the idea of having 
a hot water store for flexibility. They also decided to add solar heating as an additional choice 
for customers who were not content with only just meeting the new regulations. One of the 
researchers was quite discontented at first with these rather small adjustments with electricity 
still as the prime energy carrier3: 
    

'To just go from one kind of electric heat-pump to another would not be a real change. It would 
merely be like switching from a Volvo to a Saab. Besides, the same services for the customer as in 
a heat-pump device could very well be provided by other means'.  

 
Still, he and the other energy researchers in the team had to accept this decision. After all, 
their task was merely to give advice and to guide the house construction companies in their 
decision-making. The idea was to open a door, not to create disagreements. What the volume-
house company now had decided to do was to fit a 60 x 60 cm hot water store (the Swedish 
standard size for household appliances) in beside the heat-pump. The heat-pump would be 
attached to the store, as would a small solar collector for those customers who chose this.  
This meant that the researchers now had to forgo their own views on what they saw as an 
optimal climate and resource oriented approach. The small store could now only support a 
small solar collector. The collector would also have a standard size and could therefore not be 
adjusted to each household's hot water consumption.  
 
 
Decision-making: A cultural matter 
 
The management of the volume-house company and the university research team agreed to 
continue their collaboration. They would produce a brochure for salesmen and buyers 
presenting the flexibility of their next heating system, the efficiency of the heat-pump it 
included, and the option it provided for adding solar heating. The researchers would produce a 



report with their calculations, and they would hold two one-day seminars about solar thermal 
systems for salesmen and employees working with assembly at the factory.  
 
Even though the two social actors were on friendly terms, communication did not always run 
smoothly. This was not only a matter of them being in different situations and having 
differing interests and foci. Their struggle to reach common decisions was also linked to their 
varying professional habits. The fact that their perspectives differed became even more 
evident when the managing director of the 'volume-house' company decided to incorporate the 
small, and recently so successful, heat-pump company in this collaboration. The three 
differing perspectives among men representing the 'volume-house' company, the research 
team, and the heat-pump company, add further information about the context in which their 
attempts to reach common decisions were made.   
 
Limping communication 
 
As the project proceeded, the different habits at universities and house construction 
companies became increasingly clear. The researchers took it more or less for granted that 
their suggestions and drawings should be banded to and fro between themselves and the 
volume-house company and that they would be able to discuss their results with company 
representatives regularly. Much to their surprise, however, the originally so positive, almost 
enthusiastic, company men now seemed reluctant to change much. Worse still, they rarely, if 
at all, commented upon the progressing work of the researchers, but had to be constantly 
'chased', as one of the researchers put it. Consequently, the researchers were taken by surprise 
when one day a ready-made brochure about the new heating systems was in their letter-trays. 
At the house construction company, the collaboration process was described somewhat 
differently:  
 

'I am more used to working with technicians you see, and they have been more out there, in 
business so to speak. And there you work, and you present the product. You do not discuss every 
tiny detail so much, but you ask for a solution and you get a solution. I think that is the big 
difference between the University and the company, how the collaboration has been now, and 
when I go to a consulting agency. Like Sven at the marketing agency, he doesn't want me to sit 
and poke (at everything) like this. He wants to do the job for me'. 
 
'If one buys something from (company x): Your furnace has to function in my house! Naturally, I 
don't want to discuss with them how they should function. They tell me how it functions and then 
we adjust the house to fit (...). It is the same thing when we started with that brochure. There was a 
lot of technical data and stuff and no nice pictures or anything (when we received their 
suggestions). It is not that we want a list. Who (...) wants to buy a list? There has to be a nice 
photo of a lake ..., you have to convey a feeling at the same time'. 

 
Three perspectives 
 
With stricter energy demands coming up, and with their urgent need to find new groups of 
customers, the timing of the researchers' offer could hardly have been better for the 'volume-
house' company. It was obvious that they would be able to use their favourite strategy of 
'killing two birds with one stone'. The research team simply had the time limits and aims of 
their research project to consider, but for the now included heat-pump company the situation 
was different. They had had some previous contacts with this house construction company. 
However, since their situation was now one of a rather sudden expansion and success, they 
did not really need the extra job which the invitation to collaborate with researchers entailed.  



 
Thus, not only was the timing differently perceived among the three, but so was their 
respective interest in this collaboration. Clients, or rather their marketing towards presumptive 
clients, were the primary focus for the men at the house construction company. They were 
particularly intrigued by the prospect of collaborating with a university team, since this would 
lend legitimacy and trustworthiness to their marketing. The prospect of using solar energy 
was another advantage, since such a product would provide them with a 'tougher argument'. It 
would be something more selling, they figured, than merely marketing a well-isolated house 
as their competitors did: 'You can feel that when you use the sun and solar energy, this 
titillates the environmentally conscious.' Clients were also in focus at the heat-pump 
company. However, in this case, their client was the house construction company itself. When 
the managing director of that company asked them to participate, they did so. Also the 
research team was focused on the house construction company, particularly on its willingness 
to change in its selection of heating equipment. Their interest lay in the heating system itself 
and in their ability to implement their technical knowledge about energy-efficient and flexible 
heating systems with hot water stores and solar thermal combinations.   
 
The meaning they gave each other's artefacts varied, as did their respective ways of 
perceiving one another. The researchers were critical of the habit of installing heat-pumps 
with integrated stores, since these would, for many years to come, inhibit householders from 
using anything but electricity for their house-heating8. Quite the reverse opinion was held at 
the heat-pump company. Since their heat-pumps already managed to substantially reduce the 
amount of electricity used for heating1, they could not see separate hot water stores prepared 
for solar heating as anything but an unnecessary technology. Furthermore, they did not share 
the researchers view that solar thermal technologies should be used during clear days in 
spring and autumn when there is a big need for house heating in Sweden, but stated that the 
sun only shines during summer when there is no need to heat houses9.  
 
The fact that one of the two main researchers in the team openly declared that he had his own 
solar energy business opened up for alternative ways of interpreting his two roles. The heat-
pump representative seemed to judge both roles with equal suspicion. The house company 
men, on the other hand, enthusiastically chose his role as a university representative during 
the main part of the project, while later on in the process smoothly, and without much of a 
discussion, beginning to turn to him as a businessman. Thus, while the managing director of 
the house construction company valued highly the legitimacy which the researchers gave to 
both solar artefacts and their own marketing, the man from the heat-pump company 
management felt no such thing. And while the house construction man was sure that 'the 
university cannot cheat people', the heat-pump man was equally convinced of the opposite. 
Even though many people were asking for solar energy, even asking his company, he was 
sure that this was only because people do not know how things should be done. 
 
A cultural matter 
 
We see here how decision-making is very much a cultural matter, not only in a wider sense of 
cultural variation and culture-specific phenomena. Individual decision-making is clearly 
linked to the group they represent and with whom they share certain habits, experiences and 
modes of thinking. I have always found Edward Sapir's more specific thoughts about the 
nature of culture wise, inspiring, and 'up to date', and believe it is time for them to be revived 
in a more serious manner.  
 



In his later writings in the 1930s, Sapir considered the true place of culture to be in the 
interaction of specific individuals and in the world of significance, which each and every one 
of those individuals unconsciously can create for him or herself by taking part in these 
interactions (Mandelbaum 1949). Each person not only interprets an interaction in his own 
way, he said, but can also convince others that his own interpretation is right. At the end of his 
career, Sapir thus came to regard culture as something changeable and very varied. He would, 
for instance, describe the varying degrees to which individuals have something cultural in 
common by saying that the act of communication in a group becomes more economical the 
smaller the group is and the more complex understanding that has been attained within it. He 
was keen on emphasising the importance of the individual, but he considered it even more 
essential that the anthropologists' models should be as close to reality as possible (ibid).   
 
I find it useful to add to his theory the suggestion that culture should be seen as a subjectively 
experienced fellowship composed of the experiences, complexes of ideas, and habits or 
customs which individuals share to a greater or lesser extent with one another (Henning 
2000). This way of defining culture is not only a way to clarify the connection between 
individuals and groups, but helps to keep the picture of cultural boundaries indistinct and to 
keep an opening for processes of change and modification. In their meeting of perspectives 
and struggle to reach common decisions, the main actors of this story slightly modified some 
of the more slow-to-change cultural structures of organisations, buildings and complexes of 
ideas. Some of these were perceived as more easy to change, while others were a lot less so.     
 
 
Epilogue 
 
When I last heard, the volume-house company had begun marketing houses with the new 
heating solution and was planning for a demonstration house. They were now rather 
impatiently awaiting a common price estimate and offer from the heat-pump company and the 
solar thermal company they had engaged. Meanwhile, at the heat-pump company, they were 
asking themselves whether anyone actually was willing to take on the overall responsibility 
for this project. They did not believe anyone would agree to let them test a combined solar-
heat-pump solution in their home. And even if there was such a person, who would pay for 
this, they wondered? The solar thermal company had offered to sponsor a hot water store, but 
they themselves certainly could not give away such an expensive object as a heat-pump. The 
solar thermal company, for their part, has now simply sent the house construction company an 
offer on their own products.  
 
The really big surprise for the research team came from the other house construction 
company, the 'multi-choice house' company. This company had seemed less enthusiastic at 
the beginning, and had agreed only to let two of the researchers make comparative cost and 
energy-effectiveness calculations for one of their house models. During one of their first 
meetings when discussing the possibility of constructing houses with enough space for a hot 
water store the company men (C) had explained to the researchers (R) the impossibility of this 
idea:   
 

C: I tell you, that if you can succeed in taking three square metres from the kitchen and making a 
space for heating devices instead, then you are really clever! 

R: I cannot see why you have to take it (the space) from the kitchen. If you build a house with 180 
m2 and do not have room for your heating equipment ... I think that is really strange! 



C: It is so important (for our customers) that the kitchen is big and the living room is big and the 
bedroom is big... And the first space which has to go is the laundry room and the built-in clothes 
cupboards. They are disappearing, more or less, to create room for (...) big open spaces. 

 
However, almost two years later one man in the research team suddenly got a phone call from 
the house company, telling him that: 'Now we have designed a house the way you wanted it to 
be! Inspired by their earlier discussions, the growth of their company, and the new building 
regulations, they had eventually decided that it was time to take the lead and show 
presumptive customers how energy-efficient buildings should look like. So now, in a few 
weeks time, they will start building a demonstration house with thicker walls, well-insulated 
windows mainly facing south, a steeper roof to suit the solar collectors, a water-jacketed 
stove10, and a space in the middle of the house to house three large hot water stores.    
 
 
Conclusion 
 
One intention with this chapter was to illustrate how some decisions may be seen as 
emanating from chains of interaction between individuals of varying cultural sharing. By 
following such a chain, I want to tell a story about how decisions come about to install one 
heating system rather than another in Swedish detached houses. The house-buyers, who are 
occupied with building their dreams, are dependant for their decisions on the diplomatic 
salesmen and their limited selection of heating equipment. The researchers' initiative to 
increase this selection of equipment landed, not only in negotiations with men from a house 
construction company and a heat-pump company, but in a situation of economic recession and 
new building regulations. In writing this chapter, the vision of a bead necklace, rather than a 
chain, is what comes to my mind, with each bead symbolizing one of the contexts of decision-
making in which the interaction is based and perceived by each of the actors.  
 
A further aim has been to point at some of the effects and conditions of decision-making by 
connecting chains of interaction to processes of change and reproduction. I argued that, in 
most cases, changing processes are merely minor modifications of more slow-to-change 
cultural externalizations, stabilized in social or physical structures, or as verbal expressions 
and ways of thinking among groups of individuals. Decisions which result in physical 
structures like houses, or in the social and ideational structures of company organisations, 
tend to frame further decision-making for long periods of time. The varying ways in which 
householders dealt with such structural framing of their decisions was exemplified in the first 
parts of the chapter. Also the negotiations between a research group and two companies at the 
end of the chapter illustrate how slow-changing structures may, or may not, be modified. Like 
the necklace of beads, the end of the chapter then connects again with the beginning by the 
clasp.   
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Footnotes 
 

1 Heat-pumps use electricity to collect heat from ground, rock, lake or out-door air. An exhaust heat-
pump retrieves heat from outgoing ventilated air.  
2 Studies in Norway, as well as in some other European contexts, has shown that this is a common 
phenomenon (Ryghaug and Sörensen 2008, Wilhite 2008). 
3 Thermal energy produced directly for usage consumes only one third of the fuel consumed when 
electric energy is produced and later converted into thermal energy. Thus, one way in which energy 
resource consumption could be reduced is to avoid electric energy for heating purposes (Henning and 
Lorenz in Henning 2007). 
4 However, the opportunity to install solar heating on a later occasion is severely restricted when 
proper preparations are not made from the start. It was, at the time, also possible to apply for  
government subsidies for solar thermal installations.   
5  After some ethical and methodological hesitation, I decided to incorporate my technical research 
colleagues into my study. Their approach was more implementation-oriented and provided me with 
irresistable opportunities to listen closely to negotiations and discussions where new active decisions 
were provoked.    
6  A number of Norwegian studies have in similar ways shown that building codes function both as 
minimum and maximum requirements (Ryghaug and Sörensen 2008) 
7 If you wish to heat your house with solar heated water during clear days in spring and autumn 
(rather then merely getting hot tap water during summer), you need more solar collectors and, 
consequently, a larger tank in which to store your hot water for later use.   
8 Generally, small hot water stores are included in the neat white square products called heat-pumps. In 
more rare cases heat-pumps are attached to bigger separate hot water stores instead. The latter kind of 
solution facilitates replacements or combinations of electricity with any other water-borne source of 
energy (Lorenz and Henning 2005).   
9 Similar culture-specific representations are more thoroughly described in Henning 2000.  
10 A water-jacketed stove (usually situated in the living-room) has a 'jacket' of water which is heated 
by the stove and led via a hot water store to the radiators of the house. .  
 


