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Sweden has a long tradition of using nature’s raw materials in the built 
environment. Perhaps not surprising as forests cover 70 per cent of the 
country’s surface. Wood is part of all moments of life and contributes  
to people’s well-being. The use of wood is also deeply rooted in Swedish  
culture, having inspired many artists, writers and craftsmen through  
the centuries. 

Architects, designers, and urban planners are accustomed to combine  
innovation and experience based on cultural heritage and skills to  
create unique spaces and objects.

Woodlife Sweden puts the user of the built environment in the centre.  
The visitor is taken on a journey through Sweden, its different climates  
and conditions – from city to country, from small-scale projects to  
urban transformations.

A sustainable society also takes care of the forest as a renewable and  
living resource. In Sweden, the use of wood and forests have been  
protected by law since 1903, and when a tree is taken down, at least two  
new trees are planted. As a result, Sweden’s forests continue to increase  
in size, even though Sweden is a major supplier of wood products.

Most of the projects presented here are completed, some are on their way  
up, while others are for the moment only strong visions of a better future.

                   Welcome to Woodlife Sweden!
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Well-being  
and wood

Choosing wood over other building materials favours our planet’s 
health. But can it also benefit human well-being? Wood has been 
used as a building material for millennia, but the health benefits 
are only recently being studied. Some things have been answered, 
while long-term effects need more looking into. 
 
Timber is proven to help regulate humidity and improve air quality 
because of its ability to absorb, store, and release moisture. 
Timber is also hypoallergenic because it traps less dust than  
soft materials like carpet.
 
Along with the physical health benefits of timber, people 
generally find the appearance of timber calming, which 
researchers believe could reduce blood pressure, lower  
stress levels, and improve emotional states for occupants. 

Biophilic design (our desire to commune with nature) is increasingly 
used in buildings to boost occupants’ connection to nature through 
elements like natural views and light, plants, water, and exposed 
wood. It is believed to improve our general well-being. 
 
As humans, we have a natural desire to be outdoors, yet we spend 
most of our time indoors. So, when we can’t be in nature, why don’t  
we bring it indoors?
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Sustainable  
planning

The UN estimates that two-thirds of the world’s population will  
live in cities by 2050. In Sweden, almost nine in ten are city  
people, and the rate of urbanisation is continued high. Urbanisation 
is not only about people moving to big cities, but also about 
people in rural areas moving to nearby towns. 

Keeping the growth of our towns and cities sustainable is an 
urgent matter. Components that go into a smart city include 
circularity, smart energy grids and a sharing economy. Choice  
of building material and technologies are an important part  
of that mix. Practical advantages of wood include short 
establishing times at the build site, and a flexibility that  
simplifies making additions. 

Our growing population with increased urbanisation has created 
a demand for more buildings, including large-scale residential 
buildings. This might lead you to believe wooden houses are out 
of the picture. But recent developments in building technology 
have rather placed timber constructions more in demand.

Wood is the only renewable building material and wooden houses 
also function as carbon sinks, storing carbon dioxide instead of 
releasing it into the atmosphere. Timber buildings is one part  
of a holistic planning approach that includes reducing water and 
energy use, increasing recycling, and opening for sustainable 
transport. 

An increase in demand for timber will also provide more jobs  
in rural areas, close to forests, where jobs are scarce.
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A city with  
public spaces

A city needs public places where we can meet: the town square, 
recreation in the park, a pathway through nature, an outdoor gym  
or sports field, theatres, art galleries, libraries, cafés and restaurants  
– they all play a role in creating the city’s very own living room.
 
These spaces should be inclusive, flexible, and accommodate 
all types of activities. People of all ages, genders and gender 
identities should feel at home. One space can make room for 
many different activities. Accessibility is another crucial factor, 
letting everyone partake regardless of physical abilities. 
 
The city’s living rooms are important symbols for how we want  
to live together, and it is important that the rooms we build  
today consider future needs and are sustainable in as many  
ways as possible. 
 
Building these living rooms out of wood comes with a lot of added 
benefits. Today’s timber structures have greater load-bearing 
capacities and spans in relation to its weight, allowing us to 
create larger rooms with wood as the supporting frame. Much can 
be prefabricated and assembled on site, making for a quieter and 
faster construction process. Houses can also more easily be built 
in sensitive or tough-to-navigate environments.
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Wood for  
vital systems

Most industrial and infrastructure buildings today are built of  
steel and concrete, as they must withstand harsh climate conditions 
and last for a long time. When steel began to be used as a building 
material, constructors looked at the properties of wood and imitated 
them in elements such as cast-iron pillars. 

More and more, however, the wood industry is looking to other 
materials for development ideas, and today wood can often  
do what steel and concrete were alone with just years ago.  
The newfound load-bearing strength and versatility of wood  
have brought us the world’s first wooden wind turbine.  
It seems almost too symbolical to be true.  

A construction that is made of wood instead of steel is also 
lighter, which in many cases provides advantages both in terms 
of transport and erection or construction. A powerful advantage 
considering the challenges of heavy transportations in inner city 
environments. Wood might be in a lighter class, but it punches 
above its weight when it comes to load bearing abilities.  
A wooden building can also be established relatively quickly  
and in challenging build locations. 
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Designing a  
circular future

Fitting a business model with circular thinking means starting at 
the beginning, with design and planning. About 80–90 per cent of 
the conditions for recycling are created during the design process. 
Circularity requires some level of recycling in manufacturing, using 
local materials to avoid long transport routes, and reusing materials. 

Wood’s predisposition to be used circularly is an additional 
dimension of its environmental benefits. Wood is the only renewable 
building material available, and it fits perfectly into a circular 
system, both within production and from forest back to forest. 

Certain industries, like furniture design, have come a long way in  
using recycled or sustainable design in new production, and inspire  
others to follow suit. In the construction industry, using wood is an  
important step, but more stages of the build process need to 
consider circularity and recycling. 

A building’s ability to be assembled and disassembled into various 
components makes it easier for future changes or entire moves of a  
specific structure, extending its lifetime. As the goal is not to remove 
and build new, but to reinterpret and reuse the existing, there is also  
less stress on the environment. Another way to create longevity is 
to add wood extensions to existing buildings.
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Getting closer  
to nature

Wood houses have an ability to bring us closer to nature, regard- 
less of where we are. Before the 20th century, when Sweden was a 
poor agrarian country, most people lived in close proximity to – and 
created a strong bond with – nature and the forest. 

It was a place where fairy tales came to life, where dangers lurked,  
but also the place that provided us with fuel, food and materials. 
The forest continues to inspire a rich host of experiences, often 
reflected in music and literature.

The small houses were usually built of wood as it was simple, 
available, and often cheap. Even when industrialisation arrived 
and many moved to larger cities, those who could afford kept  
a strong relation to the countryside. 

The craft knowledge lived on from generation to generation.  
The houses themselves can almost be compared to jewellery in 
their richness of detail, where the craft tradition has been refined 
and more recently reinterpreted with the help of new technology.

Today, many long to the forest for recreation and relaxation, drawn 
in by the scents, sounds and clean air. The world is discovering the  
forest as an environment for therapy, and there are guided tours for 
‘forest baths’ during which people immerse themselves in nature. 

Wood construction is cost-effective and passes on financial 
savings for the customer. But it also provides economic value  
to families who own and manage forests, and by creating jobs  
in sparsely populated areas where the raw material is located.
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A good place  
to work

We spend a large part of our adult lives at work. Our health and  
well-being are affected by the work environment, regardless where 
we work. And wood can play a role whether the workplace is at an 
office or a farm.

Material choice and layout are important parts of the work 
environment. Wood provides a favourable environment in terms 
of humidity, temperature, and acoustics. But researchers are also 
looking at a possible correlation between the visual presence  
of wood and employees’ satisfaction at work, lower absenteeism, 
higher levels of concentration, and improved productivity.

A quality workspace is about more than just efficiency; together-
ness, health and well-being are all important aspects for a 
sustainable working life. Social aspects are important during 
work hours and can be created through open floor plans, dining 
areas, and meeting rooms. Wood can help provide a calm 
atmosphere, with great acoustic qualities.

With wood constructions, we can make more advanced alterations 
to the existing environment. ‘Timber-on-top’ is a concept for how 
wood constructions can be placed on top of existing structures. 
It’s a sustainable way to reshape a city. 
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Where people  
can thrive

Timber houses carry historical romanticism of a family living 
close to nature. But back when the red cottage was the norm for 
residential buildings in Sweden, multi-storey wooden houses 
were prohibited. New construction methods and fireproofing tech-
nologies meant the prohibition from the 1880s was lifted a few 
decades ago. These developments brought timber constructions 
out of the woods and made timber high-rises possible. 
 
Other recent technological advances have also made our timber 
homes more flexible. Interior walls can be built to be moved 
during its lifetime, thus changing the layout. Similarly, windows 
and doors can with ease be placed in varying locations in otherwise 
identical apartments. Even balconies can more easily be moved 
when the structure is of wood. 
 
Wood has advantages other than sustainability. It is lightweight 
and easily handled, leading to shorter establishment times at the 
build site. Wood is also a good fit with modular houses, allowing 
for construction in hard-to-reach places. 
 
But none of this would matter if people did not enjoy being 
surrounded by wood for its warmth and natural feel. Most people 
connect to an environment that looks, feels and smells like nature.  
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