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Abstract
Buying and selling housing is for most a very important event that can strongly affect their financial situation. At the
same time homes are recognized as places with great importance above and beyond financial matters and in everyday
talk and in the previous literature homes are described as safe-havens, status symbols, influencing networks of friends and
acquaintances, canvasses for projecting identity, tied to gentrification, segregation and much more. Previous literature tends
to separate and focus on either economic/financial aspects or more symbolic values in housing, and/or separate its analysis
to either owners of homes or buyers of homes. This study bridges the restricted focus in the previous literature by analyzing
both buying and selling housing from an economical sociological viewpoint. The market and case is buying and selling
housing in the County of Stockholm and since often the same household appear on both sides of the market close in time,
a switch-role activity, the notion of switching and how the two roles relate to one and the same actor is central to explain.
The explanation provided is further warranted in that this type of market, understudied in all types of previous literature,
is a type of market which, not at least via internet platforms, is growing in volume. By ethnographic work, interviews and
observations, buyers and sellers of housing are studied and analyzed. The theoretical concept of modes is used to create
an understanding and explanation of housing buyers’ and sellers’ actions. The three research questions; what buyers and
sellers do, how they do it, and why they do it are tied to the mode apparatus. Buyers are found to be disperse as their mode
displays are plenty and varied. Some buyers are committed and certain of what they want in the future home and what the
right price is, while some are eager to learn and find out what a good housing deal is. Others display modes of dreaming
of future homes, play shop or try to learn what the proper way to buy housing really is or should be. Sellers are found to
be much more coherent as group and as one mode display. The relatively set way in which sellers are provided a script on
what to do and how to do it make them remarkably conformist. Sellers are found to show great trust in the institutional
practice of the housing market. The lack of personal and subjective displays of identity and taste stand out. Sellers are
found to display a general mode of involution, where culture and style tends to be ever watered down. Comparing the two
sides of the market, buying and selling housing are therefore understood as two very different activities housed under one
roof. Many actors appear on both sides of the market, as both buyer and seller close in time, but what the actor subjectively
value as buyer and what influence their mode display, is not relevant when switching to selling. What is won for the buyer
in the sense of having a distinct subjective mode is lost in uncertainty about what is the best deal on a unit of housing.
Sellers on the other hand have little ability to display any real image and identity in their home for sale. However, what is
lost in not having a distinct subjective mode display is then won in the certainty that following the script will secure the
best possible deal. The study’s results point towards the value of further empirical work on switch-role markets to provide
an extended knowledge of what is found here.

Keywords: buyers of housing, sellers of housing, market practices, homes, housing markets, Stockholm County, switch-
role markets, theory of modes.
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Sammanfattning  

Att köpa och sälja bostad är för de flesta en mycket viktig händelse som starkt kan påverka deras ekono-

miska situation. Samtidigt är hemmet en plats med stor betydelse utöver ekonomiska aspekter, och i var-

dagsprat och i den tidigare litteraturen beskrivs hem som tillflyktsorter, statussymboler, påverkande av nät-

verk av vänner och bekanta, en tavelduk att projicera sin identitet på, samtidigt är hem och bostäder även 

knutna till begreppen som gentrifiering, segregation och mycket mer. Den tidigare litteratur tenderar att 

separera och fokusera på antingen ekonomiska eller finansiella aspekter eller mer symboliska värden i bo-

städer, och/eller separera analysen till antingen ägare av bostäder eller köpare av bostäder. Denna studie 

överbryggar dessa begränsade fokus genom att analysera både köp- och försäljning av bostäder ur en eko-

nomisk sociologisk synvinkel. Stockholms bostadsmarknad och vad som faktiskt händer på den är fokus-

området och eftersom det ofta dyker upp hushåll som agerar på båda sidor av marknaden nära i tiden, en så 

kallad switch-role aktivitet, är det även centralt att förklara rollbyten och hur de två rollerna köpare och 

säljare förhåller sig till varandra. Förklaringen som ges är ytterligare motiverad av att denna typ av marknad 

växer i volym, inte minst via internetplattformar. Genom etnografiskt arbete, intervjuer och observationer, 

studeras och analyseras köpare och säljare av bostäder. Det teoretiska begreppet ”modes” används för att 

skapa en förståelse och förklaring av bostadsköpares- och säljares agerande. De tre forskningsfrågorna; vad 

köpare och säljare gör, hur de gör det och varför de gör det är knutet till ”mode”-apparaten. Köpare visar 

sig vara diversifierade och varierande och deras ”mode-displays” är många. Vissa köpare är engagerade 

och säkra på vad de vill ha i sin framtida bostad samt vad som är rätt pris, medan andra vill ta reda på vad 

som är en bra bostadsaffär. Vissa uttrycker drömmar om framtida hem, leker affär eller försöker lära sig 

hur det rätta sättet att köpa bostad verkligen är eller borde vara. Säljare har visat sig vara mycket mer lika 

som grupp i sitt uppvisande av en ”mode-display”. Det relativt standardiserade sättet på vilket säljarna får 

ett manus, om vad de ska göra och hur de ska göra det, gör dem anmärkningsvärt konforma. Säljare visar 

stort förtroende för den institutionella praxisen på bostadsmarknaden, och en brist på personlig och subjek-

tiv uppvisning av identitet och smak sticker ut. Säljare uppvisar generellt involution i sin ”mode”, där kultur 

och stil tenderar att bli urvattnade. Jämförelsen mellan marknadens två sidor visar att köp- och försäljning 

av bostäder är två väldigt olika verksamheter inrymda under ett tak. Många köpare och säljare dyker upp 

på båda sidor av marknaden nära i tid, men vad aktörerna subjektivt värderar som köpare och vad som 

påverkar deras ”mode-displays” är inte relevant när de byter roll till säljare. Det som vinns för köpare då 

de har ett distinkt subjektivt ”mode”, förloras i osäkerhet om vad som är den bästa dealen avseende en 

bostad. Säljare å andra sidan har liten förmåga att visa någon verklig identitet i sitt hem som ska säljas, men 

det som går förlorat i att inte ha en distinkt subjektiv ”mode” vinner de i säkerheten av att de kommer säkra 

bästa möjliga affär om de följer manuset. Studiens resultat pekar på värdet av ytterligare empiriskt arbete 

avseende switch-role marknader, för att ge en utökad kunskap om dessa. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

In this study on buying and selling housing, I provide an explanation for why buyers and sellers transact 

housing, what they do in and around the housing market, and how they conduct, feel, and think about these 

activities. The gathered material involves a specific case delimited in time and space, Stockholm’s housing 

market1 (hereafter SHM) during the period 2011-2016. The market for housing is described below, but one 

presumption is that SHM is a typical example of what it is like to buy and sell housing in Sweden. My case 

study hence aims not only to offer a specific description and explanation of one context, but also to provide 

a more general explanation of buying and selling housing in Sweden, and shed light on two more abstract 

phenomena: housing markets in general and switch-role markets.2The buying and selling of housing is 

clearly a hot topic in almost any discourse in Sweden today. People have always needed housing across 

space and time and housing is, and has always been, a central “object” for those who transact it. However, 

the interest in relation to housing has never seen the level we are currently experiencing. Swedish media, 

for example, are flooded with output about housing shortages, price increases, potential housing bubbles, 

Swedes’ willingness to get deeper and deeper in debt, advice for “getting it right” as a buyer or seller, home 

decoration advice, and the like,3 and discussions about buying and selling housing can be heard virtually 

everywhere in daily life (on the subway, at dinner parties, in the workplace, etc.).   

 

We certainly do not lack suggestions, also based on research, as to how and why buyers and sellers are 

doing what they are doing in relation to, for example, the research site chosen here, or on housing markets 

in general; however, seldom are the two central roles (buyers and sellers in my case) described, analyzed 

and, most importantly, synthesized into one explanation. To fill this gap, my purpose with this dissertation 

is to understand and explain both buyers and sellers of housing.  

 

Three features of buying and selling housing motivate the topic of the dissertation: It is a financially im-

portant good; it is a good that is important in status/identity aspects; and the market has interesting features. 

The financial aspect of housing is massive. Housing makes up most of individual Swedish households’ 

private wealth, roughly half of it stemming from this aspect.4 To buy housing is to get involved in a market 

transaction in which very high monetary sums are at stake and, furthermore, in a market where prices (as 

 
1 I  use “Stockholm’s housing market” and SHM interchangeably, and the case is delimited to housing bought and sold in  Stockholm County 
(Stockholms län). 
2 A type of market where actors can and will switch between being buyers and sellers (often close in time). 
3 Whereby at least decoration/interior design is an “industry” or market in its own right, which furthermore was booming at the time of this study. 
4 For many households, housing is the most important asset. In 2008 the total “housing wealth” in the form of detached houses and housing asso-

ciations amounted to approximately SEK 2,600 billion, after the deduction of housing loans, which is half of households’ total wealth. Gross – 

i.e. without the deduction for mortgages – the value of the housing was about SEK 3,850 billion. In comparison, the value of households’ direct 
and indirect holdings of shares and fund units at the end of last year is estimated at approximately SEK 800 billion (https://www.bover-

ket.se/sv/om-boverket/publicerat-av-boverket/publikationer/2009/bostad-formogenhet-och-konsumtion/), and see Cervenka (2022) for compari-

son in relation to inflation. 

https://www.boverket.se/sv/om-boverket/publicerat-av-boverket/publikationer/2009/bostad-formogenhet-och-konsumtion/
https://www.boverket.se/sv/om-boverket/publicerat-av-boverket/publikationer/2009/bostad-formogenhet-och-konsumtion/
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shown in the tables below) have skyrocketed over time. I was motivated to understand and explain how 

real people of flesh and blood cope with the financial importance of housing. It makes sense, for example, 

to truly understand why Swedes are willing to buy housing at rapidly increasing prices, and to do so with 

borrowed money,5 creating an impressive “mountain of debt” for them on both an individual and aggregate 

level. In one sense, the answers to this question are obvious—the housing shortage in Sweden at large, and 

especially in Stockholm, is of course a primary reason for buying expensive units. In the language of soci-

ology, housing shortage is a causal force, which drives more and more people to buy housing in Sweden 

today, which in turn increases prices. However, with inspiration from Zukin (2014: 13ff), my suggestion is 

that even if many buyers of housing choose to buy primarily in order to get a roof over their heads, this 

cause does not explain or help us understand, for example, how buyers reason and prioritize when coping 

with the financial value of housing (see for example McCabe 2016). Neither is it clear how the financial 

weight of housing relates to identities, status, security, and the two sides of the market. For example, there 

are few previous explanations of how sellers relate to the high demand on the housing market. As seen in 

the tables below, it is not the case that sellers flood the market with their commodities in an attempt to cash 

in on the high demand; instead, supply is relativity low. Again, there are common-sense answers to this 

type of such facts—involving both “lock-in effects” (for instance related to taxation/fees when selling) and 

the obvious reason that one most often needs to buy a new place if selling one’s current home. However, 

much like what was just suggested in relation to buyers of housing, we know little about how and why 

owners tend to hang onto their homes; could it, for example, be due to sentimental value, security, or fa-

miliarity with a location? I hold that such explanations should be brought to light and analyzed in relation 

to what people actually say rather than, for example, assuming that older people benefit financially from 

holding onto their (oversized) house that taxation on profit hinders household from selling, and the like. By 

carefully exploring those who make up “supply and demand” on SHM, my intention is to determine how 

and why transacting a good might include elements that are non-obvious. In terms of research questions, 

my study delivers answers regarding how buyers and sellers think and act when transacting the most valu-

able “thing” in their possession/their desired future. SHM is the place where most of the objects in Sweden 

are present; i.e., it is where most units of housing are bought and sold, and has the highest number of 

housing owners.6 Therefore, in the Swedish context, it is on SHM that one can expect buyers and sellers to 

have the most information about value and prices, supply, demand, and so on. Thus, I argue that it makes 

the most sense to choose as the unit of analysis the place and actors that “switch the most” (in a national 

 
5 “By the end of the year (2016), Swedes had borrowed SEK 3,300 billion, which is SEK 228 billion more than the same period in 2014. Of this, 

housing mortgages amounted to SEK 207 million. Consumer loans rose by 3.7 percent in the same month, compared with November when they 
increased by 3.1 percent” (http://www.expressen.se/dinapengar/svenskarna-fortsatter-att-lana-i-rekordfart/). “During the fourth quarter household 

debt increased by 57 billion (1.5 percent), which is largely the same rate of increase as the previous quarter. On an annual basis, the rate of increase 

again fell slightly and was noted at the end of the fourth quarter to 6.8 percent. Mortgage loans account for 77.5 percent of households’ total debt” 
(https://sebgroup.com/sv/press/pressmeddelanden/20172/sebs-sparbarometer-for-fjarde-kvartalet-2016-hushallens-formogenhet-nar-ny-

rekordniva). For an international comparison see www.oecd.org/housing/policy-toolkit/data-dashboard/wealth-distribution/. 
6 SCB, statistic Sweden, reports that: “Only 33 municipalities have more housing association apartments than rental apartments. More than half of 
them are in Stockholm County. Täby has the largest share of condominiums (91%), followed by Vallentuna (89%) and Lomma (84%)” (my 

translation; https://www.scb.se/hitta-statistik/statistik-efter-amne/boende-byggande-och-bebyggelse/bostadsbyggande-och-ombyggnad/bos-

tadsbestand/pong/statistiknyhet/bostadsbestandet-2018-12-31/). 

http://www.expressen.se/dinapengar/svenskarna-fortsatter-att-lana-i-rekordfart/
https://sebgroup.com/sv/press/pressmeddelanden/20172/sebs-sparbarometer-for-fjarde-kvartalet-2016-hushallens-formogenhet-nar-ny-rekordniva
https://sebgroup.com/sv/press/pressmeddelanden/20172/sebs-sparbarometer-for-fjarde-kvartalet-2016-hushallens-formogenhet-nar-ny-rekordniva
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comparison), where transaction rates are the highest,7 and where price and demand are higher than any other 

place/market where housing is bought and sold in Sweden. The more specific data on housing and economic 

matters is presented below; here, it suffices to state that if one is motivated to explain both buyers and 

sellers, it makes sense to study the place where this activity is frequent and where the stakes, at least finan-

cially, are very high. I hold that an analysis is called for in regard to what real actors say and do in relation 

to a market where “aggregated action” makes emotions run high among both actors and bystanders, and 

that the case chosen here is a vivid example of this. As is shown in Chapter 2, previous literature is full of 

theories, assumptions, and analyses trying to explain what sociologists often call “economic action”, and a 

whole field of social science dedicated to housing. My approach, however – studying both sides of a market 

and singling out a case/market good with specific financial importance – is rare, regardless of which social 

scientific discipline the work comes from.  

 

Another feature that has served as motivation for studying the buying and selling of housing comes from 

the nature of housing as a good. Two aspects stand out here. First, housing regardless of whether it is owned, 

rented, shared, or desired (by for example a buyer) – should be understood as a symbol, a sign of status 

and/or identity (Bourdieu 2005, cf. Halle 1993). This sign, or symbol, of housing can be related to the 

private sphere and “the self.” Previous literature, for example, often describes that some see their home as 

a “mirror of themselves” (see for example Marcus 1997; Mallet 2004) or as a “canvas for projecting one-

self” onto (see for example Almqvist 2004 and Clapham 2005: 138ff for review). A common move in 

previous literature is to grade, or order, housing symbols into a social status structure in a hierarchical sense 

(see especially Bourdieu 1984; 2005) so that for example, certain areas are seen as more valuable, and/or it 

is possible to place inhabitants’ tastes in a status hierarchy. A person’s/household’s home, then, tells us 

something about its owner and in turn about that person’s taste and distinction in a larger field of tastes/sym-

bols. Others stress housing as a symbol of a safe haven, shelter, or protection (Allen 2008; Desmond 2016: 

293f; Saunders 1990, cf. Heidegger 1993:244), but also as a physical place to which inhabitants have a 

bond and relation (Beckert & Aspers 2011: 13, cf. McCraken 1988). This literature (as will be more evident  

in Chapter 2) on housing in regard to symbol and status is rather varied and quite comprehensive. However, 

few previous studies approach the symbolic qualities of housing from the market perspective I apply. It is 

obvious, for example, that the place where an inhabitant currently lives has a unique value to them, but we 

have little previous knowledge of how and/or why this value is commensurable into market prices and/or 

what types of value buyers of housing see in others’ homes. The symbols and meanings of housing are also 

reflected in the case chosen here. Housing most likely has similar meaning(s) to inhabitants at least across 

the many Swedish housing markets, but I suggest that my choice of SHM offers us a case of “heightened 

reality” as the trends, fads, and fashion related to housing often appear to start there, and actors there adopt 

new things at a more rapid pace. Examples of this include home decoration and interior design, but new 

ways of pricing and conducting viewings of units for sale are also important trends that are often first seen 

 
7 As an example, 107,802 housing association shares were sold nationwide in 2015. Of these, 40,694 were sold on SHM, 10,497 in Gothenburg 

(Sweden’s second-largest city), and roughly the same number in Malmö, Sweden’s third-largest city (www.scb.se). Prices, regardless of whether 

they are measured through indexes, averages or median, or are lumped into total amounts, are the highest in Stockholm. 
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on SHM and then possibly spread to other Swedish housing markets. SHM is thus assumed to be a typical 

case of what buying and selling housing in Sweden is like, yet where certain aspects such as the economic 

weight of housing along with trends, fads, and fashion (in all aspects of housing) are more visible and direct 

compared to, for instance, Kåseberga, Krylbo, Köping, Karlstad, Korpilombolo, or any other place in Swe-

den where housing is bought and sold.  

 

Third and finally, I have chosen the housing market for its interesting structural features. “Structural”, or 

structure, is used in two senses here: (i) A description of how Swedes live, in a structural/objective fashion. 

Owning housing is “normal”, since a majority of inhabitants of Sweden in general and specifically Stock-

holm live in bought rather than rented housing. In Chapter 2 I show how and why researchers within the 

field of “housing studies”, or “housing research”, have for ideological and strategic reasons chosen to ex-

pend their energy on rental housing in Sweden and have therefore not analyzed the owning and buying-

selling of housing to the same extent. The current situation, with more people than ever before owning their 

housing, needs to be analyzed, and furthermore in a way in which real actors’ thoughts, acts, fears, and 

desires take the front seat. (ii) An equally important structural feature is when market relations are described 

as “social structures.” Following Aspers (2011b), I depict a market’s social structure as consisting of two 

sides, or two market roles (buyers and sellers of housing in my case), whereby actors are directed at a 

specific good or service.8 So a social structural definition of SHM, and most other housing markets, is that 

it is made up of two sides whereby a mutual interest in transacting housing, or exchanging rights to housing 

for money, creates the market (see also Aspers et al. 2020). Actors are furthermore assumed to have role-

specific interests (“buy cheap” and “sell expensive”) so that they are pitted against role incumbents on the 

opposing side of the market, also potentially placed in competition with other actors on the same side of 

the market (ibid.). Now, I assume that Aspers got this right (built on previous use; see Aspers & Bengtsson 

2014; Aspers et al. 2020) and thus do not “test” this aspect of the theory. Instead, the theory is used as an 

assumption in further investigating real actors’ relations across the market (between buyers and sellers in 

my case) and among actors in the same role.9 Few have made use of Aspers in this sense in previous 

research, and even Aspers’ (2011b) nuanced theory of markets’ social structures and his typologization of 

market types (including switch-role markets) are just that—theories. Empirical evidence is needed in order 

to shed light on what happens when actors actually switch between being buyers and sellers of housing. 

For example, is the relation between actors affected, across roles and between roles, when they switch 

between the sides of the market?  

 
8 The market exists only if and when three parties are present so that market competition occurs; i.e., either two sellers compete to sell their units 

to at least one buyer, or two buyers try to outbid one another in relation to at least one seller (Aspers 2011b). A common question and/or objection 
is then what about instances when there is no triad (i.e. only two parties exchanging)? My reading of Aspers is that mere exchange “becomes” a 

market exchange if and when a horizons of market interaction is present. For example, it is not hard to imagine a house put on the market with no, 

or only one, interested buyer. Bracketing all types of reasons for the low interest in this fictitious house, I suggest that the seller can still argue that 
there is a “proper market value” for it. She should suggest to buyers that houses in her area usually, or on average, have a value of xyz and that she 

should therefore be offered the same amount. This is thus an appeal to the horizon of the market, a justification of worth based on past events and 

competition (cf. Boltanski & Thévenot 2006), and if there are now major shifts in supply or demand or something seriously wrong with the house, 
she is highly likely to be able to sell at the average price, even if the right to the house is exchanged in a strict sense without competition. 
9 I see Aspers’ theory as a significant step forward in a structural/relational/competition sense. So, while other current theories of markets struggle 

with depicting how a competitive relation should be theorized in a structural sense (see for example Martin 2009: 9; cf. Granovetter 2017), some-
what dismiss the notion of market definition(s) (see for example Haskell & Teichgraeber III 1996: 3) or theorize only one side or type of market 

(see White 1981), I hold that Aspers’ theory avoids this problem. Yet, this study is an empirical one; theory and definitions are used primarily as 

tools for analyzing the empirical material.  
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It is through the choice of the market for buying and selling (rather than, for example, renting and subletting 

housing10) that an investigation and theorization of switch-role markets can be made. Studying and explain-

ing a market structure, and theorizing a market type, is not something one typically associates with an 

ethnographical study; but, building on Martin’s (2017: 24) argument that “sometimes the only way to get 

at causal variables is by people who have experienced them telling you about them,” I hold that the struc-

tural explanations of the sort I aim for here must start from real actors’ perspectives. It is by getting “the 

phenomenology right” (cf. Aspers 2001; Goffman 1974: 8) that broader generalizations can be made in 

regard to market actors, housing markets, and switch-role markets, and previous causal and structural the-

ories can be further elaborated.  

 

To conclude this section of motivations for choosing to study actors buying and selling housing, I want to 

stress that, although I have given three broad reasons for this choice of topic, pointing out that housing is a 

financially important good, that it is a good that is important in status/identity aspects, and that the market 

has interesting structural features, my assumption is that these parts are related. My aim is to show how, 

why, and whether, for example, economic matters bleed into social and relational matters such as identity 

and status. I am motivated to, for instance, fill the gap in the literature that Mark Granovetter argued exists 

in relation to how individuals carry different types of motivations and juggle them: “Current social theories 

offer little insight as to how individuals mix these goals” (Granovetter 2017: 23).11 

The case of Stockholm’s housing market and research questions addressed 

In the section below, the motivation of the study is framed more in detail in relation to the chosen case of 

SHM. A more detailed and in-depth discussion of the population at the time of the study and the sample 

strategy is found in Chapter 4 (the method chapter), while the state of existing research on housing is dealt 

with in Chapter 2. However, already here some aspects of what this is a “case of” need to be addressed.  

 

The overarching assumption concerning the case in this study is that it speaks of what it is like to buy and 

sell housing within a limited space and time. The emphasis is on understanding and explaining an experi-

ence of transacting. Thus, topics such as rented housing, social housing, housing policies, housing segre-

gation, building rates, and many other important areas of research are only dealt with if and when they are 

deemed as a way, or factor, to understand buyers and sellers of housing on SHM. The assumption is thus 

that this is a study of one case, and it is the material – the real words and acts of buyers and sellers – that 

determines, for example, whether it is important where among the 26 municipalities (see Appendix, Figure 

 
10 Securing and allocating housing, and/or allocating a home in your possession, can be a problem regardless of whether you sublet-want to rent or 

buy-sell. However, similarities aside, we know not only that buying and selling housing are activities that we know less about (than tenement and 

subletting) from an economic sociological perspective and, more importantly here, that navigation in a buyer/seller market contains more ambigu-
ities and decisions than when navigating in the rental market, at least from the household perspective. 
11 Granovetter distinguishes between economic and non-economic goals and proposes that research should aim to explain the how and why of the 

intermingling of these two types of actions. I claim that my work here is such an attempt.  
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a) of Stockholm County a transaction took place. This outlook requires me to approach a whole host of 

related factors in my explanation, all of which are dealt with in Chapter 4 (see also Appendix) if and when 

an informant’s words or the situation at an observation point can be interpreted as emphasizing such an 

aspect. Claiming that buying and selling housing, within a delimited time frame, in such a diverse and large 

area as Stockholm County, is only one case does however require some further explanation, which I provide 

below in the light of my sociological viewpoint.  The economic sociological approach I use in this study 

enables me to assume that both buyers and sellers, regardless of who they are and where they conducted 

their transaction, must be assumed to be aware of, for example, what a price represents to them and to others 

(cf. Weber 1978: 22ff). Thus, while we know that housing demand has a great deal to do with location, 

making it relevant to speak of submarkets or micro markets (see for example Watkins 2008), my assumption 

is that no matter what part of SHM the actor is operating within, he or she is aware and capable of under-

standing others, other areas, and so on. My assumption, in a nutshell, is that if and when a household can, 

and does, supersede the thresholds on SHM, and buys (and consequently is also able to sell) a unit of 

housing, these actors are “typical” in the sense that they are assumed to be wide awake and aware market 

actors.12 Being aware is assumed to entail knowing what is expected of oneself and having at least some 

grasp of what actions need to be taken and/or recalling what one did in retrospect. To be clear, the popula-

tion of buyers (and thus, by default, also sellers) in the time frame studied here is not the same as the 

population of inhabitants of Stockholm County (see Chapter 4 and Appendix for relevant data on inhabit-

ants). Those who bought, owned, and/or sold housing, for example, were generally better off financially 

speaking than those who rented housing. The population is thus biased, but rather than settling for buyers 

and sellers being geared into only acting from their economic situation, I instead suggest that more can be 

understood and explained  when one assumes that all observed and interviewed actors are acting in a market 

that is about “one thing” (Aspers 2011b: 9); this is related to saying that both buyers and sellers are assumed 

to have the ability to evaluate, compare, and even discover new things about themselves, others, and the 

housing object. Saying that I assume that SHM is about “one thing”, then, is to say that the units of housing 

in Stockholm County – no matter if one looks at free-standing structures in Bromma or apartments in 

Bredäng, villas or row houses, an apartment in Kungsholmen or one in Rågsved – can be compared by real 

buyers and sellers. Even if a buyer is dead set on buying in a certain area or a seller (naturally) has to sell 

their house in the spot/market where it stands, both buyer and seller understands, evaluates, and even (at 

least in their minds) substitutes one unit for another. Simply put, they understand that the many local supply 

and demand submarkets in Stockholm County still relate to one another, all being housed under the larger 

label of SHM. 

 

As already touched upon, one assumption in this study is that buying and selling housing are social actions 

(see Weber 1978: 4ff). Highly simplified, this suggests that what is done when transacting housing is much 

 
12 This can be portrayed in a neoclassical economic theory sense, in that the price for the whole bundle of characteristics of an individual unit of 

housing is agreed on by both buyer and seller (Lancaster 1966; von Rosen 1974). The exchange value for housing is then related to virtually any 

other exchange value-price. For example, average square-meter prices for apartments in Handen or houses in Haninge are average prices for “sub-
markets” for a specific location and type of structure, but are also related to the whole of SHM, and indeed to all other markets—as what buyers 

and sellers are able to agree on regarding price depends on their subjective evaluation of basically everything they are willing to give up/transact; 

i.e., what they will buy and sell through agreement (see especially Walras 1952: 83ff). 
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more than solitary decision-makers establishing their order of prefaces when it comes to housing. Actors 

are instead assumed to understand, for example, what others value in a unit of housing. Looking at average 

prices on Hemnet.se (Sweden’s largest website featuring housing for sale) or simply noting how many 

others are at a viewing-showing13 are two examples of considering the meaning construct of others in one’s 

own actions. The social aspect of SHM can also be seen in the more abstract sense of the culture of the 

market. What others do, say, do to their homes, offer as bids, and so on makes anyone on SHM “(…) 

suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun (…)” (Geertz 1973: 5). This brings me to suggest 

that meaning-making is an intersubjective project—just where one’s self ends and “the other” starts is as-

sumed to be fuzzy, at least when it comes to abstract aspects such as the value of culture. Taken together, I 

suggest that it is highly likely that, for example, first-time buyers want a whole range of things when it 

comes to their new home, but also realize for instance that if they are willing to compromise on, say, loca-

tion they can get more space, and so on, i.e. what others value in housing effect what I myself have to offer, 

and understanding what prices, demand and supply entails enables making strategic choices. This intersub-

jective web of culture-meaning is then an assumption about knowledge of the market but necessarily a 

knowledge which one can verbalize in relation to for example the principle of scarcity.  In a similar sense, 

sellers are assumed to create expectations as an intersubjective prospect, with even the most experienced 

housing seller having to tackle the fact that selling one’s home is a project in which the final price is deter-

mined by others. If this assumption is accepted, and even though households are likely to have preferences 

(for certain qualities like size, price, style, area, and the like) and most certainly hope for a specific outcome 

in relation to the final price, it is also assumed that sellers are willing and able to also adjust their prefer-

ences, evaluate, and even substitute one unit for another, and also to situate their action in a social sense. 

In relation to sampling, I therefore suggest that I sample actors on SHM – regardless of how odd they for 

example are in relation to renters of housing, and no matter how their individual background and/or specific 

preferences are constituted –on “equal terms,” as they are all expected to share a knowledge about SHM as 

being about one thing. This assumption can also be framed as being able to understand and thus share a 

“story” (Abbott 1992: 79). This story, in turn, could be read and basically agreed upon, regardless of 

whether or not one has experience of SHM, and regardless of what specific context one has dealt with in 

regard to housing. The notion of a shared story is related to a major school of thought on methodology in 

sociology that aims to idealize and depict the “typical” (see Weber 1949: 90f cf. H. Becker 1998: 164), and 

my assumption is that the typical experience of buying and selling housing on SHM can be found regardless 

of who the buyer or seller is, regardless of what was bought and sold, and regardless of where the unit 

stands, as the actor is assumed to be  skillful in understanding and navigating in the market, adjusting to 

others, and perhaps even adjusting themselves. It is important to establish that this study’s aim to describe 

the typical, paired with the aim of exploring potential difference (see for example Hochschild 2016: 247), 

creates somewhat of a dissonance. This is intentional and is one puzzle that is worth keeping in mind in the 

discussion around the research question below. Framed more directly: How and why is exploring the two 

 
13 A potential buyer of housing goes to a viewing, a seller of housing arranges a showing.  
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sides of the market the same as, or at least overlaps with, pinning down the shared story and typical expe-

rience of buying and selling housing (and is this even actually the case)?  

Research questions addressed    

The research questions and the overarching purpose of which they are distillates are presented here. The 

purpose is to study buyers and sellers of housing in Stockholm County during 2011-2016, with the aim of 

offering an understanding and explanation of housing market actors. I intend to achieve this aim by answer-

ing three general research questions: 

 

What are buyers and sellers of housing doing? 

How do buyers and sellers of housing do what they do? 

Why do actors buy and sell housing?  

 

These three questions in themselves compile nothing more than a journalist’s account or “reporter’s list” 

(Abbott 2004: 106), and while I do suggest that journalistic answers are highly valuable in understanding 

the transaction of such an important good as housing, the sociological research questions answered here are 

different from a reporter’s list. Following Abbott (2004) I will show how and why an analysis of these 

questions enables me to make new discoveries; how they, with inspiration from Zukin (2014), can provide 

both a sociological explanation of supply and demand in an area under a specific period; and, equally im-

portant, how they enable an explanation of what the experience of being on SHM is like. 

   

(1) What are buyers and sellers of housing doing?  

Buyers and sellers of housing on SHM do quite a number of things. One way to frame this, as just men-

tioned, is to stress that what as a sociological research question digs more deeply into aspects that help us 

understand and explain things systematically. Besides signaling a theoretical focus on doings, action, and 

practice, the what question is used here to zoom in on doings as manners. As will be evident in the empirical 

chapters, this differs in all sorts of ways among my informants. While some buyers focus on the moment of 

transaction (what they did when they signed the contract for the unit they bought, how they behaved when 

bidding), others describe what they did to locate interesting units, some stress the need to get a mortgage 

approval, some describe what they did in this role as a direct function of why they bought “in the first 

place”, and naturally all types of “mixed” answers also occurred. So, in different ways informants (and 

observed actors) disclosed to me what buyers typically do when in a housing market; also, however, when 

their answers somehow stray from typicality, they talk about distinct behavior. Formulated in another way, 

a research question of my what type is interpreted by the questioned individual. The answer is often a taken-

for-granted description of activities, and even though I assume that most actors are able and willing to 

analyze their own behavior/acts, an analysis is a radically different type of activity than acting in a housing 

market (see for example Schütz 1964: 26, cf. Mills 1940). When describing what they did, actors often 
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resort to saying “I did what I always do”; i.e., relying on taken-for-granted knowledge/practices (see for 

example Dewey 1922: 45). It is my analysis of what actors do (and say they do) that enables the establish-

ment of the typical activities of buyers, and while this explanation is based on what real actors say and do 

– their “complex of meaning” (Weber 1947/1964: 96) – my explanation is most often quite different from 

talk of motivation and recounts of what happened to an individual household on the market. In the empirical 

chapter I show how and why distinct takes on typical acts of buyers should be interpreted as divergent ways, 

or modes, of being a buyer. This procedure was then repeated among sellers, among whom a similar pattern 

of distinct and typical takes was established. All in all, what answers are used as a heuristic device (Abbott 

2004) to reveal what actors themselves perceive as typical of each role, and what distinct interpretations 

and takes exist regarding what actors do in a housing market. By default, a difference between what buyers 

typically do and what sellers typically do is visualized, an inter-categorical difference between what buyers 

and sellers do. Since this is a study of a single case, the diversity and multitude of actors’ doings in both 

roles are of equal importance as “typicality” (see H. Becker 1998: 164ff for this argument, cf. Martin 2017: 

37f). The difference is then, in one sense assumed to be rather obvious—sellers perform certain typical acts 

and buyers differ in their typical acts. Yet, it still needs to described and analyzed14. However, the differ-

ence, found among actors’ doings in the same role – which I will call intra-categorical role difference – 

provides and equally important empirical/descriptive grounds on which I build my typologization. For ex-

ample, sellers of housing in my material do, or refrain from doing, various things to their homes when they, 

and their good, are on the market. In these doing the naturally differ from what buyers do when for example 

going to viewings, but they are also assumed to differ within the role of sellers. My analysis of informants 

and observed actors, when it comes to doings related to buying and selling housing, provides a building 

block for my explanations of buying housing and theorization of switch-role markets. It is worth pointing 

out that the general, or transportable, findings however must be carefully evaluated (cf. Desmond 2016, 

Martin 2017: 36f). Put in another way— if I had rested solely on analyzing differences and similarities in 

what buyers and sellers of housing on SHM do, little generalization would have been possible. Therefore, 

to deepen my understanding and create explanations, I also analyzed how actors in my case transact hous-

ing.    

 

(2) How do they do what they do? 

The second research question builds on the descriptive work and analysis of what answers. How answers 

are analyzed in order to understand performances and utterances around typical acts. My explanation relates 

to two possibilities: (i) How one behaves as an actor on SHM can depend on one’s experience and 

knowledge of how things are done in the setting/situation. For example, I identify how and why inexperi-

enced buyers (in relation to more experienced buyers) have a distinct way of monitoring the supply of 

housing. (ii) How one behaves can depend on what motivations one has for one’s role performance – for 

example, how actors’ motives interplay with their role(s) in viewings, what role the situation plays in 

 
14 For example important to describe and analyze since actual role incumbent seldom has reason to do analytical work on typical practices, compare 

buyers and sellers doings and so on. 
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actions taken. The second type of analysis of how answers (related to order, the situation and strategy) 

obviously has a tendency to bleed into why answers (discussed below), but I provide an explanation of 

motives that most often must be understood as hidden from, or at least cloudy for, the actors themselves. 

For example, I hold that few “curious neighbors” who attend viewings reflect on the fact that they are 

breaking one interaction order while maintaining another. Much like my analysis of what answers, my 

analysis of how answers is done at a level that lies beyond the scope of most actors. It is important to get it 

right as buyers and sellers of housing, but the cost (in time, money, and effort) of analyzing others’ perfor-

mance, how both they and oneself do it, is seldom warranted. It is central in my study, however. In regard 

to how, the analysis enables answers to general questions concerning whether it is the person that is the 

glue, or core, to similarities to and differences from others in the same role (as well as similarities to and 

differences from people in the opposing market role), or whether it is rather the situation that determines 

what how one performs in a role (cf. Abbott 2004: 105). 

  

(3) Why do they do it? 

 

When it comes to why someone buys and sells, it is first what actors self-report as reasons or motivations 

for the transaction that need to be identified and sorted. The task is then, again, to analyze how and why 

these motivations relate (or do not) to why one does things in a certain way, as buyers and sellers, relates 

to what acts they have performed and how they have performed them (i.e. tie the analysis of the three 

research questions together to form an explanation). Analyzing why someone buys and/or sells housing, 

and connecting this finding to what they do and how they do it, however, does carry a number of risks. In 

the method chapter (4) I discuss the risk of “going native” or siding with certain informants when doing 

ethnographic work, and in the theory chapter (3) I discuss the related issue of how and why I assume that 

why answers are related to  and how answers among informants in my material; but here it suffices to state 

that there are sound arguments and empirical evidence15 that motives (note: not motivations), portrayed as 

causes for and of actions or acts, in fact do not arise before these actions are performed. The findings and 

thus the argument are instead that the answers I collected when posing questions of the sort “Why did you 

sell?” or “Why did you buy that apartment?” are in fact accounts (see especially Scott & Lyman 1968) 

and/or justifications conjured up by my informants to satisfy the person asking the question (Mills 1940, 

cf. Goffman 1989/2002). I will make this case more forcefully later in the thesis, but briefly suggest here 

that I readily admit that most of the why answers I have collected are accounts given after the fact. However, 

in crosschecking my results by asking questions about future events I am able to explain what parts of 

accounts come across as simply rationalizations or justifications, and on the other hand what parts appear 

to have bearing on future actions. Simply put, even though I identify instances in which actors try to excuse 

or defend their actions retroactively, I also find that some elements of why one bought or sold are best 

understood as having been there before these actions were taken. Both justifications and motivations are 

 
15 See for example Martin (2011) for a thorough argumentation and walkthrough of previous research on motives. 
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analyzed and tied to what informants have done and how they have done it, and are discussed in the light 

of what they will do in the future. My finding is partly that, since buying/selling housing is a rare or at least 

infrequent event, revolving around a highly important good, both sellers and buyers should be understood 

as highly aware and reflective in regard to why they bought and sold, and how their motivations changed 

(or did not) in the process of being in the market. So, while one should be skeptical of ethnographers gen-

eralizing about motivations and causality, or fieldwork aimed at explaining why actors have done some-

thing, I argue that my approach to motivations—tying and analyzing them in relation to practices and per-

formances—reveals something that could hardly have been accomplished if I had skipped why questions 

and/or stuck to simply providing an account of “what is going on” (cf. Goffman 1974: 8). With the three 

research questions present, we now turn to some important background features. 

    

Buying and selling housing in Sweden and Stockholm 

SHM, like most legal markets, is organized by the Swedish state (see for example Aspers et al. 2020). In 

fact, the state’s role is often particularly stressed in the few sociological inquiries into housing markets (see 

especially Bourdieu 2005; Zukin 2014), in the sense that everything from the acquisition of land to building 

permits, loan-mortgage financing, and many other things related to housing entails state involvement. Hous-

ing in the Stockholm region is no different: Besides deciding on building permits and land allocation on the 

local level (municipality- and county-level decision-makers), the Swedish state also controls and affects 

SHM in the sense of housing policy. This is important to keep in mind in the account below, as while the 

text is centered on the transaction and market aspect of housing in Stockholm County, both supply and 

demand on SHM are likely affected by the state. I focus, for example, on the housing shortage in Stockholm 

below, and not on the fact that social housing is not a part of Swedish housing policy (see for example B. 

Bengtsson 2012; 2022), even if this absence is one aspect that creates the housing shortage. Something 

similar can be said of the relationship between buying and selling housing and other markets and/or a 

household’s economic situation. Housing is both a monthly cost and an important financial asset. Simply 

put, the household income(s) and investments in the form of stocks and bonds and the like are highly likely 

to be related to prices for housing on SHM (see for example White 2002) just as interest rates are. So, while 

the text below centers on numbers involving supply and demand and a description of the process of being 

on SHM, I try to indicate whether and when the overall financial situation of a household is likely to affect 

its outlook  housing.              
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Housing in Sweden and Stockholm  

In Sweden, privately owned housing comes in mainly four forms: “houses” with property rights (småhus 

or simply hus in Swedish)16, ownership right apartments17 (äganderätter), cooperative tenements18 (kooper-

ativa hyresrätter), and housing associations19 (bostadsrätter/bostadsrättsföreningar), which in turn can be 

divided into “genuine” and “false” housing associations (äkta and oäkta bostadrättsföreningar). As both 

the ownership right and cooperative tenements forms are quite rare in both Sweden at large and Stockholm 

specifically (and co-ops are clearly a borderline case in a market sense), I have chosen to focus on houses 

and housing associations here. In the tables below one can see that in 2016 these two forms of housing 

ownership represented 62.7% of all households in Sweden and 62.9% of all households in the Stockholm 

County. One can also see that the main difference between Sweden and Stockholm is the share of house-

holds that own houses (41.3% in Sweden, 25.1% in Stockholm) vs. the share of households owning an 

apartment in a housing association (21.4% in Sweden, 37.8% in Stockholm).  

 

Table 1. Number of households 

 

(source: www.scb.se) 

 
16 Includes detached houses (fristående villor in Swedish), as well as terraced houses and semi-detached houses (“kedjehus”, “radhus”, and “parhus” 
in Swedish). 
17 Ownership right apartments are “villas stacked on top of each other.” A relatively recent invention (first established in 2009), ownership rights 

were created to satisfy those who desire to own an apartment with no strings attached to other owners in the same building. Ownership rights make 
it possible to sublet one’s unit at whatever price one desires. At the time of its creation this was an “advantage” over housing association ownership 

when subletting. In 2009 housing association rights had some restrictions when it came to rent setting, but these restrictions have now been lifted, 

so subletting a housing association apartment is no different in rent or contract terms from doing so with an ownership right apartment. It is however 
worth noting that some associations have rules banning extended secondhand subletting.  
18 Cooperative tenements are apartments in the same construction, owned by an association. If one is a member on the waiting list for tenement 

housing, one is offered such an apartment either when a new construction is built or a previous member of the co-op moves. One pays a one-time 
fee, but is then basically a tenant until one moves and the fee is returned (i.e. you don’t sell your apartment but rather return it to the association 

and get your fee back). 
19 A housing association is a multi-household, or multi-family, property. An owner of a housing association apartment, or a house, owns the right 

(“rätt” or “rättighet” in Swedish) to a certain unit in the association; i.e., in legal terms the owner does not own an apartment per se but rather an 

economic share in the property (or properties, if the housing association consists of more than one) along with the right to use a certain unit in the 
property. The right to this unit, or apartment, is unlimited in time, provided that the member fulfils certain obligations to the housing association. 

One of the most important obligations is that an annual fee (often paid monthly) should be paid to the housing association. The amount of the fee 

is typically based on the share the unit represents within the whole association (the bigger the share/home the bigger the fee). The fee should cover 
the costs for the daily maintenance of the shared spaces and utilities (often, for example, cleaning of staircases and elevators, service of shared 

laundry space), the interest costs of any mortgages the association might have, and any other costs associated with operating and maintaining the 

property. Although false housing association sounds slightly dodgy, in reality the term is linked to the taxation of the housing association – the 
taxation rules for a “false” housing association are not as beneficial as those for a “genuine” one. An association is “false” if it consists of less than 

60% privately owned shares/ “bostadsrätter” (the qualified base). Rental apartments, premises rented out to corporations, etc. are not part of the 

qualified base. In most other respects, a false association is identical to a genuine one. The association is required by law to have a board, consisting 
of elected shareholders. The board, just like in any commercial firm or organization, is responsible for the daily operation of the building/association. 

For readers not familiar with Swedish tenure forms, I would argue that a housing association is close to the condominium system (found around 

the world), but that the Swedish housing association stands out in that it was created to allow housing to be privately owned but at the same time 
not be a market good. Simplified, it can be said that Sweden’s social democratic party has always juggled an acceptance of private property with a 

fear of what markets do to things and people. In the case of housing, a system was created that on the one hand allowed and even encouraged 

ownership, but on the other put regulations in place to deter owners from speculating and trying to make a profit through owning housing19 (see for 
example B. Bengtsson 2022, cf. Uddhamar 1999).Villas are in one sense more straightforward: You buy and sell a structure for your own purposes. 

However, as new owners sometimes regret discovering, owning the house is not always the same as owning the property. Some houses stand on 

ground owned by the municipality, and the house owner must then pay a fee to the landowner (“tomrättsavgäld” in Swedish). Besides this fee 
(which also applies to some housing associations), buying a house in Sweden carries with it certain peculiar fees (which in reality are extra taxes); 

other than that, however, owning a house is pretty straightforward. 
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In 2015, almost 108,000 housing association rights (or shares) and more than 58,000 houses were sold in 

Sweden at a total value of 367 billion SEK (218 billion SEK and 149 billion SEK respectively). The Swe-

dish GDP for the same period amounted to 4,239 billion SEK (www.scb.se), and comparing this to the value 

of sold housing one can see that the sale of housing represents a significant part of the GDP (more than 

8.5%). As can be seen in the tables below, the average purchase price for houses as well as housing associ-

ation rights greatly increased from an average of 951 KSEK for a house and 390 KSEK for a housing 

association right in the year 2000 to an average of 2,567 KSEK for a house and 2,019 KSEK for a housing 

association right in 2015. 

Table 2. Sweden – Sales & average purchase price 

 

(source: www.scb.se) 

 

In Stockholm County 40,694 housing association rights were sold in 2015, which is 37.7% of all housing 

association rights sold in Sweden during this period. The total purchase value amounted to 133 billion SEK, 

representing no less than 61% of the total value of sold housing association rights. The number of houses 

sold in Stockholm amounted to 9,662 in 2015 (16.6% of all houses sold in Sweden), with a total purchase 

value of 48 billion SEK, which is almost 32.3% of the total purchase value of houses sold in Sweden that 

year. Also, in Stockholm the increase in average prices has been strong, and from already high levels, 

adding fuel to the ongoing debate20 about a possible housing bubble.  

  

Table 3. Stockholm County – Sales & average purchase price 

 

(source: www.scb.se)  

 
20 Simplified, the debate consists of two sides: Some claim that there truly is a price bubble, while others see the scarcity of housing and the steady 

influx of people to Swedish cities (particularly Stockholm ) as the natural driver of the massive price increases over time.   
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Housing in Sweden and Stockholm is best understood as a scarce commodity. In a national comparison, 

the demand structure and rising prices on the Stockholm housing market is typical of the larger Swedish 

cities (Gothenburg, Malmö, and Uppsala), as well as of university towns and/or regions, which also display 

high demand (Uppsala, Lund, Linköping, Umeå, and the like). In small towns and more rural regions of the 

country the demand side is harder to generalize but, highly simplified, prices are for example lower outside 

Stockholm than within the city limits. So, all things being equal, it is the case, for example, that a large 

turn-of-the-century house in Norrland’s inland can be bought for a fraction of the price of what the unit 

would cost in a region with high demand. However, the housing shortage is not limited to the larger cities 

and university towns. In a recent report (bostadsmarknadsenkäten) compiled by the National Board of 

Housing (Boverket), 255 out of Sweden’s 290 municipalities reported a current lack of housing, 34 that the 

housing situation was in balance, and only one (Övertorneå) an excess of housing (www.boverket.se).  

Table 4. Lack of housing 

  

The housing shortage in Sweden can partly be understood as influenced by people moving away from the 

countryside into cities in order to work or study, and by the increasing population. So, while there are trends 

that goes against the move from the countryside, housing shortage is best understood connected to a grow-

ing population of Swedish cities. Paired with construction of new housing being low, it has resulted in a 

real gap between supply and increased demand, which is one important explanation for the sharp price 

increase for housing in Sweden at large and particularly in Stockholm. During the 1990s the building rate 

in Sweden greatly decreased due to increasing building costs in combination with a drop in demand caused 

by the economic crisis that hit the country during this decade. The lowest building rate was reached in 1998, 

with fewer than 11,500 apartments being built. After this the building rate increased, until 2008 when  it 

dropped again due to the financial crisis. In 2010 fewer than 20,000 apartments were built, a drop from 

approximately 30,000 apartments per year in the preceding years. In 2012 the building rate began increasing 

again: After a modest increase in 2011, it increased by 30% in 2012 and another 12% in 2013. In an inter-

national perspective, however, the building rate in Sweden is still low. Investments in new housing have 

varied between 3% and 4% of GDP in recent years, which is lower than the EU average (4.6% of GDP in 
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2014), and compared to the Nordic countries for 1995-2014, Sweden had the lowest building rate for the 

entire period.  

Table 5. Building rate 

 

(www.scb.se, source: Eurostat) 

Also, financial factors can be described as a cause of the high demand for housing. The overall economy 

and/or business cycle in Sweden is favorable, and the negative interest rate21 makes borrowing money cheap 

for Swedes, which stimulates demand and the possibility to pay higher purchase prices for housing as the 

interest on mortgages is historically low (cf. White 2002). The rising prices for housing may in themselves 

also be a cause of the high demand for housing. Few other investments can match the increase in value that 

housing in Sweden has displayed (see tables above showing the increase in average purchase prices from 

2000 to 2015).22 The facts about supply, demand, and prices for housing discussed above provide a powerful 

answer as to why one sells and buys housing. Housing is scarce in the Stockholm region, regardless of 

tenure form. If one has the financial means, buying housing is at least the most time-efficient way to get a 

roof over one’s head and also get all the other important things a home can provide. The flip side is—the 

housing shortage makes it “rational” to sell. A seller will most likely be selling a good that has increased 

in value, even if they haven’t made any investment in it. I follow this (rather obvious) suggestion in regard 

to why people bought and sold housing during the time period I have studied. Relevant questions include: 

Is buying housing first and foremost a solution for getting a roof over one’s head as there is a lack of housing 

 
21 Robur, the interest set by Sweden’s central bank (Riksbanken), is negative. The Swedish banks thereafter add their margin, but in general the 
interests on housing loans are still very low in a historical perspective.  
22 In the empirical chapters I show what real buyers and sellers think about investment in relation to housing. Since price value is the highest on 

SHM, is it likely that investment is more common here than in other parts of Sweden. Although investment is a reoccurring theme in my material, 
it seems likely that something similar would have occurred if buyers and sellers of housing in any other part of Sweden with a housing shortage 

had been studied. This, I argue, is due partly to the legal/tax issue related to housing, and partly to the importance of housing in economic terms 

(i.e., housing is the single most important source of private wealth and debt). Housing in Sweden is secured from being solely an investment for 
private persons; that is, buying and selling housing as a business carries a different/higher tax scale. So, although it is likely true of most Swedes 

that they live in their “piggybank”, as housing can be both shelter and investment, the rules prevent them from turning this into a proper business 

enterprise. 
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to rent? and Is selling housing above all a way to make a profit? However, it is also important to keep in 

mind that these “rational hypothesizes”, or likely answers, need to be qualified in several ways. For exam-

ple, even if sellers are driven by self-interest to make a profit, they still have to live somewhere; what is 

“won as a seller” is then likely to be a “cost as a buyer” —i.e., it is now obvious how short-term and long-

term rationality are related. Another potential caveat in relying too heavily on the rational answers is that 

housing is a thing that many strongly oppose seeing as a market good (see Pattillo 2013). It could be that 

many owners of housing felt that buying is/was a necessary evil. One also needs to be wary of a multitude 

of other aspects that lie beyond the individual buyer or seller; do personal networks, trends, and fashions 

on the market explain what actors do on SHM as well as how and why they do it (see DiMaggio & Louch 

1998). Below I continue with some outlines in order to answer such a question, framed more in relation to 

the experience of being on SHM. 

The market and submarkets for housing  

Just as SHM can be understood as one distinct market, separate from all other spot markets where housing 

is bought and sold in Sweden, so can the case of SHM be understood as being made up of numerous sub-

markets, centered on a specific location or building type23 (and see Appendix figure a). As mentioned above, 

however, this is not at issue in this study24 as the process of being in the market has more things in common 

than not. Although the demand for and supply of housing can (and do in my case) have context-driven 

features25 both buyers and sellers are assumed to be approaching housing for sale from a horizon of one 

market—you might only be interested in buying a semi-detached house from the 60s in a certain southern 

suburb of Stockholm, but you evaluate the asking price and the features of houses on the market (and 

perhaps also what you are willing to pay) in relation to other types of housing; for example, a different type 

of house in the same area, houses and apartments in other areas, and so on. In the description below of what 

the process of buying and selling housing is like, for example, I only distinguish between housing 

 
23 As it is comprised here, Stockholm’s housing market can be understood as a typical example of a Swedish city, and indeed similar to most “older” 
European cities. The city center (the “boroughs” of Södermalm, Norrmalm, Kungsholmen, and Östermalm) is made up mainly of rental and housing 

association apartments, while suburbs and/or satellite towns display a mix of rental and housing associations as well as houses with property rights 
(detached and semi-detached houses, terraced houses, etc.). The different areas have different average prices. On average, square meter-prices are 

higher for apartments than houses, and the smaller the apartment the higher the square-meter price. As apartments are more frequent in the four 

areas that constitute the inner city (often called “within the tollgates”; “innanför tullarna” in Swedish) square-meter prices are higher there than 
outside the inner city. However, the constitutions of each of the four boroughs naturally also differ. Larger apartments, for example, are more 

common on Östermalm than Södermalm, and Södermalm has more units of housing than the others. Each borough also has a distinct status or 

symbolic imagery. For example, Södermalm has historically been the “working-class island”. However, due to gentrification the working class was 
pushed out of Södermalm and now instead often chooses to live in areas south of the toll gates (see Franzen 1992, cf. Zukin 2014). Södermalm is 

today best understood as “hipsterville” although there is naturally some contention over this new identity. 
24 Put in the theoretical language I subscribe to, housing associations and houses are two different goods, and are hence moved on two different 
markets (see Aspers 2011b: 9). In a similar sense, each area in Stockholm could be understood as constituting a distinct market, an auction for one 

good, at a certain location and geographical point, to the point that for a small number of buyers each and every good sold is unique or a singular 

market. A similar case can be made concerning the type and age of the construction. One could argue that newly built housing (and/or remodeled 
housing) is one market, while “second-hand” or previously lived-in housing is another, or that some buyers only want houses built in the 60s or 

apartments from the turn of the century. However, I have chosen to investigate a market for housing, thereby implicitly saying that actors on this 

market are willing to substitute one good for another, and/or use other units as points of reference. Put in terms of Aspers’ (2011b) market definition, 
it is a market for one type of good, in one specific spot, with distinct rules and “culture” that unify numerous submarkets into one market. So while 

I, for example, make several identifications of actors “in the market for housing of a certain type”, I argue that the general idea is that demand rarely 

centers on only one unique house, apartment, or even street in a certain area; instead, buyers are willing to substitute one thing for another (to a 
smaller or greater extent). 
25 For example, a seller cannot move the apartment to a different level in the house, or most often cannot move the whole house to a different area. 

Therefore, sellers and real estate agents often try to associate their unit for sale with an area/name/status that is believed to have the highest value. 
There might be real preference for a certain quality such as area, but that is a preference related to the assumed knowledge about the market. It is 

thus an empirical question to establish actors preferences and an unquestioned assumption that these preferences are “used” by knowledgeable 

actors.   
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associations and houses in the few instances in which it is called for. The same holds true for the case study 

vis-à-vis buying and selling housing in Sweden at large: Many things are similar, and I will point out what 

potentially sets my case apart from the rest of Sweden when it comes to buying and selling housing. By 

describing what sets apart and unifies the buying and selling of housing in Stockholm and Sweden, I am 

also able to allude to what is typical of housing market actors’ practices.   

The process of buying and selling housing in Sweden 

Sellers of housing, with the help of real estate agents, should be considered “market makers” (cf. Abolafia 

1996), in my case on the Swedish housing market generally speaking26, and the same holds true for most 

housing markets around the world. It is the individual/household/seller who initiates a whole series of acts 

that lead up to the actual exchange of the buyer’s money for the ownership of (or rights to) a unit of housing. 

When starting the process of selling, it is likely that a seller first wants to get an indication of the value of 

the housing. Evaluations and all kinds of advice for selling can easily be found online. By punching in some 

relevant characteristics of a unit of housing the potential seller, or anyone else, can get an estimate of what 

the current market worth of a unit of housing is27, and statistics for purchase prices for similar objects in the 

same area can be found on, for instance, Hemnet.se, Booli.se, and Mäklarstatistik.se. Housing in Sweden 

can be legally sold without intermediaries meddling in buyers’ and sellers’ affairs, but in most cases a real 

estate agent is used by sellers in order to get help with evaluation, advertising, viewings-showing28, and the 

contract. Therefore, early in the process the seller normally contacts one or more real estate agents, who 

most often suggest a “no-strings-attached home visit” to the unit in question. The home visit is partly a 

sales pitch, a way for the real estate agent to get a foot in the door, but it is also tied to an evaluation of the 

unit. If and when a seller and a real estate agent come to an agreement, the agent agrees with the seller on 

a starting price for the home that is to be put on the market. As the final price on housing in Sweden is 

most often established through an auction, and as the real estate agent’s payment is often constructed as a 

commission/percentage of the final price, it is in both parties’ interest to set a starting price that secures the 

best possible final price. Both social scientific and common-sense knowledge suggest that attracting the 

largest possible number of bidders in an auction is the best way to secure a high final price. Real estate 

agents use all kinds of methods to attract attention and stir interest in the unit that has been put on the market 

(high-quality photographs, vivid descriptions of the unit and the area where it is located, etc.), but an at-

tractive starting price is naturally one crucial aspect. So, there are incentives for both seller and real estate 

agent to market the housing at a starting price that is significantly lower than the anticipated final price, 

especially since the seller has no legal obligation to sell the housing even if a potential buyer makes a bid 

that is over the starting price. However, there are some rules that should be followed. The real estate agent 

inspection authority (Fastighetsmäklarinspektionen, FMI) is a state authority that supervises real estate 

 
26 It is worth noting that newly produced housing, houses, and housing associations alike are often sold by companies or firms in Sweden. Here the 

seller is also the market maker, and everything stated above therefore holds true regardless of who the seller is, with the important exception of 

price. Newly built housing in Sweden is often given sticker prices.  
27 This is what social scientists call a hedonic, or basic, econometric model, with market worth as the dependent variable.   
28 The seller show their home and the potential buyer view a home for sale. I have therefore opted for letting the role in question decide, so that the 

in the empirical chapter about buyers I use the term “viewing” and in the two chapters on sellers I use the term “showing”.  
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agents and provides information on what is considered good practice (“god sed” in Swedish) among them. 

If a consumer believes a real estate agent has done something wrong, this can be reported to the FMI, which 

will make a decision in the matter29. Despite the existence of disciplinary authorities, however, there are 

several grey areas30. The Swedish guild for real estate agents (Mäklarsamfundet), for example, explicitly 

states that: “ pricing and bidding on real estate is not governed by law. A starting price should be an assessed 

market price that the seller is willing to accept if he or she is otherwise satisfied with the buyer”31. I argue 

that this type of wording shows that real estate agents are quite free to be flexible in their reasoning about 

what is a suitable starting price. One party, the agent, is responsible for both making a market assessment 

and at the same time trying to establish a starting price that serves both the agent’s and the seller’s (self-

)interests. Real estate agents in Sweden are generally quick to congratulate themselves for reforming the 

pricing system, so that for example the much discussed “bait prices” (“lockpriser”) are gone, and for putting 

practices in place that allow buyers and sellers to see the average final prices in an area. However, it is 

empirically the case that bait prices are back on the Swedish housing market32, and that SHM displays an 

even greater gap between starting and final prices than the rest of the country33. For an outsider, or someone 

with little experience of selling housing in Sweden, it is important to stress two things. First, the real estate 

agent is legally and formally expected to represent both buyer and seller, or more precisely to cater to both 

parties’ interests34. However, Paragraph 8 in Fastighetsmäklarlagen (the Swedish real estate agent law) has 

the following addition: “Within the framework of good practice, the broker must pay particular attention 

to the client’s financial interests” (ibid. my translation and emphasis). What “particular attention” actually 

means is something for legal scholars to debate; instead I want to suggest that, as most readers realize (or 

have experienced), in reality the real estate agent is what Stovel & Shaw (2012) call a “biased” broker—

more a representative of the seller than the buyer. So, while many other countries have either a system in 

which both buyers and sellers have an agent, or one in which a truly neutral party (often a lawyer) overlooks 

the signing over of the rights, Sweden stands out in this regard35. The second aspect worth highlighting is 

 
29 FMI’s statistics show that the main reasons real estate agents are reported to the FMI is that consumers of housing experience that the bidding 

process has not been satisfactory, or that the real estate agent has used unrealistically low prices – bait prices (lockpriser). A bait price is one that 

is set unrealistically low in order to attract buyers when marketing the housing. Other problems could be things like the description of the housing 
not being accurate in ads and/or in the prospectus but also issues such suspected money laundering. FMI’s decisions to warn real estate agents have 

mainly been linked to shortcomings related to the use of overly low/bait prices in the marketing, shortcomings when it comes to following the rules 

concerning money laundering (“penningtvättslagen”), failure to perform sufficient identity checks, errors in housing descriptions (mainly related 
to area where the housing is and monthly fees), and shortcomings when it comes to inspection clauses. However, these decisions rarely lead to any 

actions other than that the FMI in some cases issues warnings to real estate agents. Note that a new board for solving disputes was approved by 

Kammarkollegiet (a state authority that operates under the finance inspection authority) in May 2017. The new board, called ‘the real estate market’s 
board for complaints’ (Fastighetsmarknadens reklamationsnämnd, FRN), will be able to handle both the disciplinary supervision of the real estate 

agent industry as well as economic disputes between consumers and real estate agents. Such disputes were previously handled differently depending 

on what real estate agent organization a particular agent belonged to. The aim of the new board is to make it clearer to the consumer where to report 
any complaints. 
30 In 2017 the Swedish consumer agency’s report even focused on services provided by real estate agents and, for instance, highlighted the problem 

of bait prices (see note above) and the fact that there is a great, partly unfulfilled, need for unbiased information in this area. Some of the measures 

that the consumer agency suggests, in order to strengthen consumers’ situation on the housing market, are the establishment of a consumer board, 

more effective supervision, amendments to current laws, and clearer information to consumers.      
31 https://www.maklarsamfundet.se/konsument/budgivning my translation 
32 http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf 
33 See for example (http://www.dn.se/sthlm/lockpriser-lockar-allt-fler-maklare/, my translation). Leaving aside the moral aspects for now, it is also 
interesting to note that the system for governing good practice is enforced by a jury of peers (i.e., the real estate agent inspection authority is 

comprised of real estate agents). Another striking feature is that the rules are somewhat fuzzy, regarding not only what breaking the rules constitutes 

but also what type of reprimand bad conduct leads to. Generally speaking, the self-government of “good practice” appears to be a highly fluid and 
uncertain way to govern behavior! 
34 https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/fastighetsmaklarlag-2011666_sfs-2011-666 
35 “In Denmark it is forbidden for a real estate agent to represent buyers and sellers at the same time, or during one transaction. The Danish broker 

has an obligation to refer the party not represented by the broker to a separate counselor, for example a lawyer. It is believed that one broker can-

not serve both buyers’ and sellers’ interests in one transaction. In Finland, like Sweden, there is a statutory requirement for a real estate agent to 

http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf
http://www.dn.se/sthlm/lockpriser-lockar-allt-fler-maklare/
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/fastighetsmaklarlag-2011666_sfs-2011-666
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the price mechanism. The price that the seller and real estate agent go to the market with is the starting 

price. The market price, or final price, is settled in an auction. The auction proceedings are described below, 

but as stated above, there is often a substantial gap between the starting and final price36 in Sweden at large 

and particularly in Stockholm.  

On the market 

In most cases, the real estate agent is responsible for all the marketing and sales of the housing. This is, so 

to say, one service that the seller pays the real estate agent to perform via several tasks on their behalf37. 

Information on and pictures of the unit are made public in ads. Common forms of advertising include 

online/on websites38, in the housing section in newspapers, and flyers and signs in the real estate office’s 

window and close to the unit for sale. While interested buyers can learn of units of housing for sale through 

friends, family, colleagues, and all sorts of strong and weak ties (Andersson 2017; DiMaggio & Louch 

1998, cf. Uzzi 1997), most potential buyers visit “general housing websites” since the supply is clearly 

visible there, and aspects can be sorted or filtered so that more specific information can be found39. For 

example, Hemnet.se, the largest and most used forum for displaying the supply of housing in Sweden, 

allows users to filter based on price, size, location, and type of structure. Other valuable information is also 

available in ads, most often the date and time of the viewing-showing and/or contact information for the 

real estate agent if one wishes to arrange a private viewing, i.e. most viewings-showing are “open houses” 

although the pandemic created a situation where real estate agents nowadays most often demand that at-

tendees book a time slot for the visit to the home for sale. However, some housing units never leave the ad 

stage, and do not actually appear on the market but are instead sold or pulled back before or shortly after 

the first public viewing40. For instance, it has been common in recent years, in order to “beat” other potential 

buyers before the public viewing and auction start, for one buyer to make a bid that is substantially higher 

than the starting price with the prerequisite that this bid is only valid provided that a contract is signed the 

same day. When selling “high-end” houses and apartments, it is also common that real estate agents only 

offer private viewings; i.e., interested potential buyers need to contact the real estate agent in order to be 

invited to the viewing. Most real estate firms also have some form of register of buyers who sometimes get 

an invitation to a pre-viewing, but most units on SHM are sold through public viewings41.  

 
see to both the client’s and the buyer’s interests. This does not mean, however, that the Finnish broker should be impartial; the real estate agent is 
primarily the seller’s representative” (http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-

konsumentverket.pdf: 36, my translation).  
36 (see http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf: 39) 
37 With the caveat that no payment is delivered to the real estate agent until the buyer’s money is obtained. A seller can hence decide to break the 

contract with the real estate agent at any time, and the work the agent has performed is not paid for.  
38 On platforms such as Hemnet.se, Booli.se, and Blocket.se  
39 While housing ads provide information for potential buyers, in the empirical chapter I show that these ads are used by many people for other 

purposes than strictly buying. 
40 There are different ways this can happen. Many real estate firms keep records of buyers, and some invite these buyers to certain units for a “pre-
viewing”. Interested buyers can start the auction for housing, via the real estate agent, before the unit has been put up to be shown to the general 

market. Another possibility is that only one potential buyer shows interest and the seller potentially comes to an agreement with this person.   
41 When interest is weak or scarce or the sales process is slow, real estate agents often encourage potential buyers to book private viewings. Selling 
housing in rural parts of Sweden, on average, takes a much longer time and requires the real estate agent to arrange private viewings for interested 

parties, while doing so on SHM is generally a much quicker process and requires less work by the real estate agent, at least when it comes to 

viewings.  

http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf
http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf
http://www.konsumentverket.se/globalassets/publikationer/var-verksamhet/konsumentrapporten-2017-konsumentverket.pdf
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Viewings/Showings 

The viewing is the first chance for potential buyers and other interested parties – curious neighbors, etc. – 

to see the place in real life. It is an opportunity to crosscheck the impression and pre-notion one has, often 

formed by looking at the ad, compared to real life. So, a viewing makes it possible to look at, feel, and 

smell the place, and ask the real estate agent (or an assistant to the contracted agent) questions. One major 

reason for having viewings is of course that housing is a significant and important good. Just as most people 

want to see (and sometimes test) a car, a boat, a horse, and the like before they buy, so must housing buyers 

be generally assumed to be interested in seeing the place in the flesh. 

 

From the seller’s and real estate agent’s perspective, a showing is an example of showcasing a good, giving 

potential buyers a chance to “experience” a commodity that they hopefully want to bid on. So firstly, just 

as a real estate agent often puts a great deal of work into taking pictures of the unit they are marketing and 

constructing the text/information on it in the ad, they (and the seller) also try to make the place “look its 

best”. Taste in and for housing is likely as varied as taste for any other item or good, but because the 

intention here is to attract as large a group of bidders as possible, real estate agents, home stylists, home 

stagers, and interior decorators often stress that housing should be presented in as neutral  a light as possible, 

while at the same time highlighting “selling points” in the home for sale (examples could be space, light, 

time-typical features, placement in the building, garden, etc.). Secondly, since the viewing takes place in a 

market, it is perceived in the light of other units of housing and the general financial situation at any given 

time (for example interest rates, the stock market, seasonal variations42). Few sellers of housing can affect 

the general financial situation or buyers’ willingness and ability to borrow great sums money in order to 

buy. What sellers can affect, however, is when their homes are put on the market. The time at which an 

object enters the market can be crucial if one believes that the interest online (“clicks”) and the number of 

viewing attendees are indicators of the final price. For example, it could be both beneficial and a setback 

for similar units to be on the market at the same time as one’s own unit is put up for sale. Similarly, having 

a viewing on the same date as another unit close by could  attract attention to one’s own home for sale, but 

can potentially also be a case of a neighbor showing off a dream castle, lessening the interest in your ground-

floor one-bedroom apartment or unrenovated villa.  

 

Units of housing for sale differ in their unique-similarity aspects, demand is higher in some areas, certain 

features are more sought after than others, etc. Many features in housing are “unchangeable”—you cannot 

move an apartment in the building it is in, and nor is moving a house to a different location a viable option 

for most sellers. Instead, sellers have to work with the impression that the home for sale gives off. They 

can alter the physical state of the unit, renovate, paint, clean, furnish, bring in fresh flowers, and so on. 

Impressions of a home among potential buyers are experienced in relation to other homes (whether cur-

rently on the market or not). The viewing is therefore a situation in which potential buyers use some form 

 
42 SHM has “seasons”, with fewer objects on the market during summer than winter, generally speaking, and with supply normally peaking in the 

fall (late august-early September) and at the start of the new year.  
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of scale or previous impression to evaluate things. How this type of evaluation is done among real actors, 

and how and why some buyers use different methods to establish the value of the home for sale, is a question 

I answer in the empirical chapters of this study. A general assumption, however, is that all parties involved 

in a viewing have some point of reference: Some, for example, are highly knowledgeable about the current 

supply in the area, while some focus on averages and compare final prices for a type of unit (and/or area), 

others some just go with their gut feeling, and still others compare their childhood home to the unit at hand, 

etc. Never does an attendee walk into a viewing as a blank slate (cf. Bourdieu 1984).  

What is a viewing like? 

Most viewings take place on Sunday, with a second viewing on Monday or Tuesday the following week. 

Additional and/or private viewings are usually possible to arrange. As noted above, the pandemic changes 

the practice of viewings from having been completely “open houses” to instead requesting that attendees 

book appointments. However, the situation today is that many real estate agents “suggest” that attendees 

book a time slot, but there is few that hold on to making an appointment as a requirement. In many ways 

the procedure of viewing return to what was the case at the time of this study, for whatever reason an 

attendee comes to a viewing, the procedure is the same: You take off your shoes or put on shoe protectors, 

meet the real estate agent (or a representative of the real estate firm hired by the seller), are offered a pro-

spectus43, and are allowed to walk around in the unit for sale. Generally speaking, the showing-viewing is 

the point at which the responsibilities start to shift from seller to buyer. It is the buyer who needs to inquire 

about the unit, and it is the real estate agent who is to answer any questions about it. The seller’s main job 

is done, so to say, when the unit is put up for show; from this point on the proceedings are mainly reliant 

on the real estate agent and potential buyers. Attendees naturally have different ways of behaving at view-

ings: Some talk incessantly to someone who has accompanied them, the real estate agent, or other attendees 

(and sometimes to themselves). Others are quiet and do not’ ask any questions, instead just looking around. 

Some tap on walls, measure things, open cupboards and drawers, turn on taps, and fiddle with radiators. 

Others appear to behave like “museumgoers”, not touching anything at all. There is obviously no law that 

tells attendees how to behave, but rather norms and shared understandings of what good and bad manners 

entail. In one sense the viewing is like any other shop experience: Some find it good to read newspapers 

one doesn’t intend to buy, some squeeze avocados to find the right ones, some make small talk with other 

customers and staff, etc. Viewings, however, are different in that (i) no haggling over prices normally oc-

curs, and (ii) the viewing takes place in someone else’s home, which requires at least taking off one’s shoes 

in order not to bring in dirt, etc. Since it is the potential buyers’ duty to inquire into the facts of the unit 

(“undersökningsplikt”), it is up to those attending the viewing to ask the real estate agent for all the infor-

mation they require and/or consult the prospectus they have been given44. The time the attendees get with 

the real estate agent naturally depends on how many other attendees are there, and whether or not they ask 

 
43 Some real estate agents meet and greet inside the unit, and/or have the prospectuses lying on kitchen counter or the like. That is, one isn’t always 
handed a prospectus at the front door.  
44 It is worth noting that many real estate agents make the prospectus available online in connection to the ad, and questions can of course be asked 

of the agents outside the viewings as well. 
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questions. Generally speaking, questions involve the unit at hand or buying housing in general (although 

small talk and questions asked out of sheer curiosity of course also occur). Put in another way, as buying 

housing is such an important activity, often done on relatively few occasions over one’s life span (in com-

parison to buying other goods), and as it is the buyer’s responsibility to inspect the unit they are buying, the 

face-to-face meeting with the real estate agent is important to many potential buyers. There is no ban on a 

buyer sending legal counsel or a friend, or even a contracted real estate agent, as a representative to a 

viewing, but the general idea is that potential sellers’ interests should be accommodated by the real estate 

agent at the viewing.    

Prospectus 

A similarity between selling a house and an apartment is that the real estate agent creates a prospectus on 

the unit. The information in this prospectus comes both directly from the seller as well as from public 

records and, naturally, from the housing association if this is the unit’s ownership form. The prospectus 

contains information about the fee (for housing association rights45), approximate energy costs (or a so-

called “energy declaration” is prepared), square meters, condition (and here house prospectuses often con-

tain more detailed accounts than those for apartments), etc. For housing associations, the most recent annual 

report should also be made available to potential buyers. Here, one finds the balance sheet46 and profit and 

loss statement47 of the housing association, and also often information on the condition of shared functions 

and/or the structure overall (i.e. facade, roof, drains/sewage/water pipes and the like). Houses with property 

rights are different from apartments in that the whole structure is bought. The condition of the roof, drain-

age, heating system, etc. are naturally interesting to both future house and apartment owners, but future 

house owners have no association to fall back on. Reading up on, comprehending, and assessing, for ex-

ample, the likelihood of a future increase in the fee, the house’s heating situation, the likelihood of having 

to change the roof, etc. are the responsibility of the “rational” housing buyer. In general, buyers of housing 

association rights need to pay close attention to financial matters in the sense that they are entering an 

association with a shared economy, while house owners need to be knowledgeable about the cost and effort 

it takes to maintain a whole structure without support from others. The prospectus is an important document, 

stating the condition of the housing unit being sold, and the seller is obliged to sell the home in exactly this 

state. The prospectus is signed by both buyer and seller when the right of the unit changes hands.  

 

It is common that real estate agents register the name and number of everyone who attends a viewing, and 

then contact each and every one of them to get the auction started. Another option is that potential bid-

ders/buyers themselves contact the agent and ask to be noted as interested in the unit. Regardless of the 

method the agent uses to create a record of interested buyers, the viewing is the arena where the specific 

demand for a home is identifiable. Real estate agents hence report what type of interest the unit has attracted. 

 
45 The fee should cover the costs of each right/shareholding according to the owned percentage of the whole housing association, which can be 

broken down into costs of maintaining shared spaces, interest expenses for mortgages, etc.  
46 The balance sheet includes information on all the assets and liabilities of the housing association, as well as on balanced results.  
47 The profit and loss statement includes information on the result of the year; i.e. all income (member fees, etc.) less all costs (cleaning, interest 

expenses, depreciation of the building, building tax, etc.).   
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From the potential buyer’s perspective, it is now time to decide whether the unit is of any interest, whether 

further information is needed, and/or whether one wants to visit the place again, etc. Depending on the 

number of attendees and of potential bidders in the future auction, the agent either starts the bidding proce-

dure or proceeds with further viewings48.  

The auction 

Bidding for a unit often takes place through texting and/or phone calls. The real estate agent has the list of 

potential buyers, and after the viewing each of these “listed” potential buyers gets a call in which the agent 

asks if they are willing to place a bid. The auction is open to anyone; i.e. the list of potential buyers is just 

a way to get things going, and anyone can jump in at any time during the auction. It is also possible for 

bidders/potential buyers to “pass” the initial round(s) of bidding, and it is up to the real estate agent to 

decide whether and when someone is out of the loop.49 Even though the unit has a starting price, which 

should be at least in the vicinity of what the seller is willing to accept, the bidder can choose to place as 

low or as high a bid as they want. If other buyers are interested, the bidding gets going. The size of raises 

is not regulated, and if the agent is willing to allow “hiatuses” the bidder can choose to wait and see, and to 

start bidding again in later rounds50. The agent is the “Walrasian auctioneer”, reporting the latest bids to the 

seller and other bidders. The auction can also often be observed (by anyone) in the ad for the unit on the 

contracted real estate agent’s website51.  

 

At the end point, when no further bids come in to the real estate agent, the seller decides whom to sell to 

(and consequently at what bidden price). I say “decide” since the seller is free to turn down any bid, includ-

ing the highest one, for non-disclosed reasons. The price is then settled; seller and buyer have come to an 

agreement. Important to note, however, is that the buyer is also free to withdraw the bids at any point, with 

no explanation or reason other than a change of mind; therefore, the agent and seller are normally very keen 

on signing the purchase contract52 as soon as possible after the auction ends. Before this is done, the date 

for access to the housing needs to be decided and put in the purchase agreement, and here some discussions 

can emerge between seller and buyer. Sellers likely have preferences for when access should be granted, 

and buyers similarly want quick or delayed access. Access dates can be, and often are, something that a 

potential buyer asks about at the viewing, and willingness to accept the seller’s date can be an advantage in 

the auction; but the matter of access isn’t settled before or during the auction. Buyer and selling need to 

come to an agreement on this afterwards.  

 
48 Naturally, several other options are also available—the seller can decide to pull the unit back from the market, the real estate agent can suggest 
that further viewings be put on hold, etc.   
49 Auction sniping is hence a real risk here. 
50 I argue that the possibility to “pass” at any stage in the auction, in one sense, is highly problematic from a legal/judicial or fair-process perspective, 
but that it also must be seen in light of what type of money housing is most often bought with. Since bidders are free to enter the auction without 

showing proof of their economic ability to actually back their bids, some bidders need to haggle with a bank in order to secure funding for further 

bids. That is, a bidder’s decision to skip the bidding in one round can be due to many reasons, and not having secured the mortgage can be one of 
them.  
51 The ad then often contains the notice “budgivning pågår”. 
52 A contract is signed after the auction is closed, and a down payment of 10% of the purchase price should be made within the next few days. The 
down payment is made to the real estate agent, and is not paid to the seller until the day the ownership rights are transferred. After this point, when 

the purchase agreement is signed, normally neither the seller nor the buyer can withdraw from the deal without consequences (if no special para-

graphs in this regard have been included in the agreement).  
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Another important issue is the condition/state of the unit. Swedish property law (“Jordabalken” and 

“Fastighetslagen”) requires sellers to state whether they know of any serious faults or problems with the 

property. Both seller and buyer can use an independent third party to conduct an inspection, and if this 

inspection is done before the sale by the seller, the report is most often included in the prospectus. If and 

when a report of the conditions (including potential faults/problems) is presented, the seller’s “hands are 

clean”. That is, the buyer cannot return at a later stage and claim compensation. The buyer is required by 

law to investigate all aspects of the property (“undersökningsplikt” in Swedish), and it is only of a fault or 

problem occurs that was “hidden” (“dolt fel”) – i.e., not stated by the seller and not detectable in the buyer’s 

investigation – that a buyer can be reimbursed by the seller in arrears53. However, what a fault/problem 

entails, how severe it is or not, and whether it is hidden or clearly expressed by the seller can naturally be 

very much in the eye of the beholder. Generally speaking, buyers can be assumed to be interested in getting 

reductions on the price and sellers not. The real estate agent’s task in the concluding negotiation between 

buyer and seller is naturally to make them agree on a price (and/or price reduction) and access date. If the 

negotiation stalls the seller is free to, via the real estate agent, contact bidders who lost the auction (but are 

perhaps willing to accept the terms) and/or to put the unit up for sale again.  

Financing the purchase of housing 

When it is time to sign the purchase agreement (often the same day or the day after the auction ends), the 

buyer and seller meet (often at the real estate agent’s office), and shortly after the purchase agreement has 

been signed a 10% down payment should be paid by the buyer. The down payment is a form of deposit that 

is paid to the seller through the real estate agent’s client account. It is only after the purchase agreement has 

been signed, and the 10% down payment is paid, that the buyer must show that they have the means to back 

their bid. Before, or at least during, the auction, the agent usually asks the potential buyers if they have a 

so-called “pre-approval of mortgage loan”54, but as potential buyers do not need to present any real evidence 

of the existence of such pre-approvals, it is thus technically possible for them to go through the whole 

bidding process without having the economic possibility to conclude the purchase.  

 

As noted above, the purchase of housing is most often done with the help of borrowed money. The process 

of applying for a loan at a bank is normally quite quick. You can fill in an application for a mortgage pre-

approval online and get an instant preliminary answer on the screen, and after the bank has checked your 

economy by running a preliminary credit check (“kreditprövning”) and checking your credit report (“kredi-

tupplysning”) the mortgage pre-approval can be issued, often within 24 hours. For readers unfamiliar with 

Swedish mortgages, it can be interesting to know that the rules for borrowing money for housing have 

changed several times in recent years. On October 1, 2010, new rules relating to cash down payments 

(“kontantinsats”) came into force, with the intention of reducing loans and mortgages for households. The 

 
53 Hidden faults and sellers’ and buyers’ responsibilities apply to both houses and housing associations. However, a third party, an examiner (“be-

siktningsman” in Swedish), is typically only used for houses.   
54 “Lånelöfte” in Swedish. 
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new rule meant that at least 15% of the value of housing must be provided as a down payment; i.e., housing 

can only be eligible for mortgages up to a maximum of 85% of its value. However, there are no rules against 

financing the remaining 15% with another type of loan. On June 1, 2016, the rules changed again, this time 

with the aim of increasing households’ yearly mortgage payments. Before this rule came into force you 

could have a housing loan with no obligation to make any mortgage payments at all. It should be noted that 

the new rule only applies to new housing loans,; i.e. households that already own housing are not obliged 

to start making mortgage payments as long as they stay in the housing they already own. If one buys new 

housing, however, or increases the loans on one’s current housing, according to the new rule the household 

needs to pay at least 2% in yearly mortgage payments if at least 30% of the value of the housing has not 

been paid in cash, and 1% in yearly mortgage payments if at least 50% of the value of the housing has not 

been paid in cash.55 The banks themselves also have rules for determining the maximum amount a person 

should be allowed to borrow when buying housing. It is often required that the applicant have a job with 

indefinite duration and no previous records of non-payment (information about default payments is pro-

vided in the credit report that can be ordered from various institutes, for instance UC), and that the mortgage 

be lower than 5.5 times the applicant’s yearly pre-tax salary. Initiatives and new rules regarding  mortgage 

down payment must be understood as driven by the Swedish finance inspection authority’s (FI) fear of a 

housing bubble and Swedes’ tendencies to borrow more and more money over time 56. However, critics of 

the reforms point to the fact that the introduction of new rules involving mortgages has severely hampered 

newcomers’ ability to enter the housing market, and has possibly created a “lock-in effect” whereby housing 

owners are reluctant to sell their homes. 

Signing over the rights 

On the day of access the seller and buyer meet again, often at the real estate agent’s office. All remaining 

paperwork is taken care of, and the agent is in contact with the banks of both buyer and seller and ensures 

that the bank handles the money transfer from buyer to seller. The keys are handed over, and the buyer is 

now the owner of the housing.     

 

Every auction (if it takes place at all) for housing is unique—the object, the participant(s), and the process 

of reaching a final price are never identical to those involving another auction/unit. There are, however, 

some general features that can be identified: (1) Things move fast. Generally speaking, high demand leads 

to short and intense bidding wars. On SHM, if an auction gets going it seldom takes more than a week for 

it to end57. Objects being low in demand, or general situations of uncertainty on SHM, lead to a slower 

process, but the structure and logic of the auction make it speedy. For example, the situation on SHM as 

 
55 There are some exemptions to this rule, for instance for housing that has been newly built and for agriculture and forestry properties.  
56 FI is not alone in its fear concerning Swedes’ borrowing habits and Swedish housing prices; international players such as the IMF and the Swedish 

Riksbank, political parties’ pundits, etc., have expressed similar fears. However, it is FI that holds the governing role when it comes to mortgages 
– neither the Riksbank nor political parties can directly influence the rules and regulations.   
57 With that said, it is of course easy to find instances involving SHM and/or an object for which interest or demand has been weak and has therefore 

stayed on the market a very long time, or has not been transacted at all. What is general, or what applies even to instances of low demand, is that 
the process of buying and selling is quick. The seller can take forever to decide whether an offer is acceptable and the buyer can be very slow at 

delivering a bid, but this is at least a two-way communication with only one intermediary; when it comes down to it, one party offers something 

and another either declines or accepts it.    
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this is being written is clearly one of lower prices and fewer bidding wars than at the time of this study. But 

the actual process in which the rights and the keys are handover is not dependent on situation around supply 

and demand, it as quick today as it was during the time in this study. (2) The procedure is unregulated. 

There are plenty of rules, in the form of “good practice” that most real estate agents deploy, but formal or 

judicial laws are few. For example, as mentioned above, bidders are in no way tied to their offers. The 

seller’s position is weaker in relation to bidders, but the “Wild West” feature of the auction can be used by 

the seller as well. For example, it is known to happen that a seller can ask an acquaintance to bid on the 

unit (even if they don’t actually intend to buy it), or for the real estate agent to claim that there are many 

other interested parties (even if this is not the case).58 (3) Buyers are willing to get deeply into debt in order 

to be able to buy. The relation between what households earn and what they borrow has led to, for example, 

IMF suggesting that Swedish housing is seriously overvalued59.  

 

I have now given a brief description of what type of actions and practices exist in connection to buying and 

selling housing in Sweden. The intention has been to give a broad and schematic overview of the process 

and in the empirical chapter I go more into detail into what real actors actually do in the process of buying 

and selling housing. Below, I continue with disposition of the study and turn the literature review.  

Disposition of the thesis 

In Chapter 2 I provide a literature review. It is an overview of what has been done in relation to buying and 

selling housing in previous research, and the objective is to identify gaps or blind spots that this thesis can 

fill. Chapter 3 is the theory chapter, in which the tools used to perform the analysis in the empirical chapters 

are discussed. The method chapter (Chapter 4) builds on the theoretical assumptions found in Chapter 3, 

and describes how I actually did the gathering, sorting, coding, and analysis of my material. Chapter 5 is 

first empirical chapter, in which buyers’ reasons for buying housing are analyzed. Chapter 6 deals with 

buyers’ starting practices, how information is found, and how interesting objects are identified. Chapter 7 

deals with buyers’ sense of values in housing, and the strategies they use when actually buying. Chapter 8 

is about sellers’ reasons for selling and their views on the value of their homes. Chapter 9 continues with 

sellers in the actual process of selling. Chapter 10 is the concluding chapter—it is in this final chapter that 

I summarize the answers to my research questions; i.e., it is only when both buyers and sellers are dealt 

with that a final conclusion can come about.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
58 It is illegal use decoy bidders, and sellers should be offered a full record of bidders with their names and numbers, thereby giving them a chance 
to detect fraudulent behavior. But actually establishing that someone has placed a bid only to raise the price, without a real intention to buy, is of 

course difficult, not least since bidders have no obligation to follow through with their bids. 
59 http://www.fi.se/contentassets/b053efe7213a4843941042aa8f7340ca/stabrap17_1ny2.pdf 

http://www.fi.se/contentassets/b053efe7213a4843941042aa8f7340ca/stabrap17_1ny2.pdf
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Chapter 2: Buying and selling housing as a field of research – a 
literature review 

This chapter centers on previous literature and what has been done in previous research in relation to this 

study’s research questions. “What is known”, existing gaps in previous literature, and the contribution of 

this study are in focus. The chapter lays the groundwork for the arguments put forward in the following 

theory and method chapters (3 and 4), and provides a knowledge base and point of comparison for the 

analysis in the empirical chapters. The focus in the first section is on positioning the research question vis-

à-vis distinct fields in social sciences. The following sections then dig deeper into different perspectives 

and actual empirical research on buying and selling housing.  

Starting points for a review 

The body of literature on housing is enormous.60 The research questions in this study, however, delimit the 

scope of this review in two ways. First, answering what buyers and sellers of housing do, how they do it, 

and why they buy and sell housing involves placing this review on an actor, or micro, level. As will be 

evident below, this perspective is present in previous literature but is not the dominant one. For example, 

many sociologists tend to jump to grand theorizing and the macro level, and somewhat neglect real actors’ 

own understandings when crafting a sociological explanation of buying and selling housing. This is not to 

say that macro-level analyses are irrelevant in this review; rather, it suggests that one first look for literature 

 
60 The list of scholars and authors who use housing as “a case” is long and diverse—for example, Fredrich Engels (1935/2021) links housing a 

social problem to capitalism; Carl Jung (1967: 158ff) makes an analogy to his house to describe his own theoretical development; philosopher 

Martin Heidegger (1971) uses shortages in housing supply to make a point about authenticity; author Virginia Woolf ( 2011) highlights the im-

portance of having a room of one’s own; Deborah Levy (2021) ponders the role of home and the desire for homes; the sociological Marxist and 

phenomenologist Lefebvre (1991) makes housing a topic in order to critique everyday life; Bourdieu (1984, 2005) sees housing as a thing of 

taste/habits that can be situated in a hierarchical field of struggle; Warde (1992: 25f), a consumption scholar, is in fact critical of seeing housing as 

a good example of consumption at large; Richard Sennet (2019) discusses “ethics for the city” in relation to “building and dwelling” (2018); and 

well-known American sociologist Robert K. Merton (1951; see also Fowley 1980; Fox 2020) researched the planning of housing areas. One uni-

fying idea, then, is that housing is part of, or an example of, something bigger. So, even though housing is often recognized as a “peculiar good” 

by famous sociologists such as Sharon Zukin (1987; 2014), Robert Merton (1951) and for scholars specializing in housing (see for example Ball 

1986; Gibb 2009: 27; Kemeny 1992; S. Smith et al. 2006), housing as a good/commodity is regarded as not requiring a specific theory or method 

(but do see King 2009; Warde 1992: 25 for different forms of objections). I follow this viewpoint in this study; i.e., while housing is an extremely 

important good and the consumption, buying of, and selling of it as having some very distinct features make it stand out in comparison to almost 

all other consumer goods, the research questions are answerable by using existing conclusions regarding buying and selling housing. Related, many 

of the just referenced scholars are not to be considered housing researchers; instead, they use housing as an example to make more general conclu-

sions about individuals-society, social structures, the individual psyche, and so on. As argued in the main text, the relevant criteria is however that 

it is research about housing, and even more so research about buying and selling housing not if the research suggest him or herself to be a housing 

researcher.    
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explicitly on being buyers and sellers of housing and only thereafter relate more macro level studies to this 

study’s research questions.61 

 

The second sorting mechanism, which enables a narrowing down of the work of this review, is that the 

literature in the searchlight should involve economic matters in relation to housing.62 Sorted according to 

this principle, two very general images are present in the previous literature: “housing economics” and 

“critical housing studies.” Both need to be discussed in detail below, but here it is equally important to 

stress that the review work below is as much about literature that, at face value, is seen as being about 

buying and selling housing; i.e., the works addressed below – regardless of what social scientific discipline 

they belong to, their ontological and epistemological assumptions, and whether they contain buying/selling 

housing in their title, subtitle, or abstract, are reviewed because they are viewed as relevant to the current 

research questions. And not because they are conducted by famous sociologists, are examples of economic 

sociology (which I see this study as an example of) or are part of the distinct research field of “housing 

studies”.  

 

As will be evident below, there is little risk that this sorting mechanism is arbitrary or misses important 

works, as so much has been researched when it comes to housing, and most ideas and perspectives tend to 

cross disciplines. So, for example, economic sociological ideas are present in housing studies (see for ex-

ample S. Smith et al. 2006) and general sociology has studied buying and selling housing (for example 

Bourdieu 2005).  

Housing as an interdisciplinary research topic  

Housing economics is the dominant line of thought, or school, in housing studies. While there clearly are 

critical voices (see for example Kemeny 1992) even critics tend to start with economic theory, grounding 

their position on housing in opposition to economics as social science, rather than building science on 

housing from the ground up. It is clear that economic and economic theory is something housing researchers 

feel an urge to position themselves towards and/or against. This is important in this review in the sense that 

the case and topic in the study is explicitly economic. It is thus worth keeping in mind that even those 

critical of “housing economics” tend to be/get “stuck” with especially neoclassical economic theory, a phe-

nomena that furthermore tend to happened whenever social scientist of a non-economist sort investigate 

economic phenomena ( see Fligstein & Dauter 2007 for review of this in economic sociology). 

 

 
61 For example, the large body of literature on “housing regimes” (see for example; B. Bengtsson 2012; 2022; Esping-Andersen 1985; 1990; 

Hoekstra 2003; Kemeny 1981; 1995; Kohl 2017; Schwartz & Seabrooke (2009) ,cf. Blackwell & Kohl 2018a,b) needs to be reviewed in relation 

to what it has to say (and what it doesn’t) about what, how, and why actual actors buy and sell housing. 
62 Housing is both a noun and a verb, and/or housing is at least two things—the material dwellings we all live in, and at the same time an activity, 

“to house someone”. I have chosen buying and selling housing (rather than real estate  or property) as this speaks to this double aspect. As will be 

evident in the main text, this double take on noun and verb in a transaction sense is rare in previous literature.  
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Some examples can be found in which researchers argue for housing in itself as a thing worthy of being the 

start of a true scientific discipline rather than simply a field of research, indeed possibly something like 

“housing theory” (see especially King 2003; 2009). However, the much more common approach in housing 

studies is one of adding to the economical theoretical explanation of things, such as buying and selling 

housing (see especially S. Smith et al. 2010). Housing economists, for their part, sometimes suggest that 

sociological ideas are compatible with mainstream economic housing research (see especially Gibb 2010;63 

Watkins 2008). However, it is more often suggested that it can be important to be aware of what, for ex-

ample, sociologists and anthropologists do, as points of reference and thus not that these theories should be 

included in an interdisciplinary project (see especially Maclennan 2012). The somewhat mixed message 

from housing economists is,  that housing is peculiar—its durability, how it is “consumed”, the “spot as-

pect” (i.e., it is rarely moved but is rather bought and sold at one location), its cost to produce and to buy, 

its role as the most important financial asset for most households, and it being a “human right” are still not 

seen as sufficient reasons for housing being a social science discipline but rather one in which different 

disciplines take care of different aspects. This is, in one sense, a sentiment that housing economists share 

with many past and present social scientists’ researching housing: Robert K. Merton (1951, quoted in Foley 

1980: 458; see also Fox 2020) said that “the practical problems encountered by housing practitioners – 

architects, builders, community planners, administrators, project managers – cannot, of course, be solved 

by any one discipline (though decisions are sometimes made as though they were purely economic or ar-

chitectural or sociological). Each practical problem in this field is many sided, open to study from the 

perspectives of diverse disciplines. The sheer weight of practical problems in this field demands collabora-

tive research among several social science and other disciplines” (my emphasis). Something similar, yet 

slightly more separatist, is found in “(…) multidisciplinary view of housing studies: that different disci-

plines and perspectives are better suited to addressing specific questions rather than seeking an integrative 

inter-disciplinary approach” (Gibb 2009: 27; see also Ball 1986 cf. Guy & Henneberry 2000; Watkins 

2008). The slight dissonance that occurs, then, is that even if housing economists are rather thoughtful about 

what they should do vis-à-vis other social scientists when it comes to housing, their ideas (especially their 

social psychological assumptions about actors) are very dominant in all types of housing research. Whether 

or not the dominance of economic theory comes down to its being phenomenologically correct or not, 

whether for example housing markets are  actually “perfect markets” or not; whether the economic theory 

colonialization of other disciplines is caused by “false consciousness” or “performativity” or not and the 

like, are returned to when relevant below. But such a discussion needs to be grounded in a review of what 

housing economics actually assume and find in relation to buying and selling housing, so let’s continue 

with that. 

 
63 Gibb (2012) includes a chapter on “institutionalism” in housing research, and while his review of the history of ideas is thorough, he ends in a 

rather surprising turn whereby everything from performativity to behavioral economics is seen as an example of institutionalism. As will be stressed 

more below, I find this sort of inclusion  peculiar but indeed typical of all types of housing studies.  
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Housing in neoclassical economic thought 

The value of housing is, in housing economics, most often seen in the neoclassical economic theory light, 

in which value equals utility.64 Buyers and sellers are assumed to agree upon utility, and thereby establish 

a market price (see for example Walras 1954). The influence of neoclassical economic ideas is hard to 

overstate. While such ideas are questioned more today than in the past (for example by behavioral econo-

mist), they are still the backbone of mainstream economics in academia and most of the thinking about the 

relationship between supply and demand, market prices, and exchange value. Housing is an important good 

in a financial sense, and housing economists tend to argue about the value of housing from a market-liberal 

standpoint. While there are researchers and pundits who are influenced by neoclassical economics but are 

not market liberals (see for example Elster 1982a; 1982b), housing economists generally see housing as a 

good like any other, and state intervention in the market is seen, assumed, and found to create problems. 

The tie between neoclassical economic theory, the neoliberal argument for free markets and markets solu-

tion and the dominance of neoclassical economic theories of value as utility can sometimes create surprising 

bedfellows. For example, housing allocation is in Sweden  highly regulated in especially the “use/utility-

value model” for rented housing (“bruksvärdesprincipen”). “According to the use/utility-value principle, 

equivalent apartments must have the same rent while differences in rent must be matched by differences in 

use value. Using this principle, a fair rental structure was achieved”65 .Paired with the absence of social 

housing this is often seen as a backbone in Sweden as a “housing regime” one in which housing market 

where and are  caped and organized, limiting the possibility to make profit on others housing needs (see for 

example B. Bengtsson 2022, cf. Davidson 1994). Yet it has never been the case that privately bought and 

sold housing, especially not houses, have been banned from being a market good altogether, and the use-

value model is indeed partly built on neoclassical economic conceptualization of the value of housing as a 

use/utility value. Swedish politicians, mostly social democrats but also other parties, have balanced on the 

knife edge between housing as a market good and upholding  housing as a social right (see especially B. 

Bengtsson 2022) always with the neoclassical economic conceptualization as backbone. Another example 

comes in when housing economists tend to point to issues such as the difficulty for low-income households 

to get housing, lock-in-effects, low turnover rates/low supply, long waiting lists/queue for rental housing, 

and the like. Issues and problems related to housing could be solved, then, if the market were left to its own 

devices to take care of them (see Lind 2016; Lind & Lundström 2007, cf. Eriksson 2013). This type of 

market-economists outlook on housing does not have to take a strong neoliberal stance,66 a neoclassical 

economic outlook can be, and is (see for example Lind 2022), used to analyze and argue in regard to housing 

as social problem – a conceptualization that, as will be more evident below, is also a major part of housing 

studies of non-economist kind. It then is the case, I argue, that neoclassical economic theory with it sense 

of utility as the value of housing is the baseline for most researcher discussing and analyzing housing in 

Sweden. However, more generally speaking and in relation to the research aim in this study, housing 

 
64 Neoclassical economic theory and its intellectual siblings such as marginal utility and rational choice, due to their portrayal of value as utility, 

are sometimes called “neo-utilitarianism” (Joas & Knöbl 2009: 94ff). For other important similarities in this strand of thought, see Udhen (1994).  
65 https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/motion/bruksvardesprincipen-vid-hyra_GG02Bo403  my translation 
66 Lind, for example agree with critics of Swedish situation of housing in that the market nowadays effects a much larger portion of planning, 

building, renting and owning of housing than ever before (Lind 2015 cf. Christophers (2013) and more below in the main text). 

https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/motion/bruksvardesprincipen-vid-hyra_GG02Bo403
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economists and all those housing researchers, who, unwittingly or not, use the neoclassical sense of utility 

equaling exchange value  show little interest in research on, for example, what sellers value and why they 

sell their homes. Instead, at least economists, are clearly focused on what different levels of supply, demand, 

shift in demand and/or supply, intervention in the markets, and so on do to housing prices. It is predictions 

that are primarily sought. Much more can be said about the abstract, simplified economic outlook on the 

exchange of a good such as housing. But it is important to aim this part of the review at economists’ attempts 

to refine neoclassical economic theory in hedonics, or econometrics (see for example Arnott 1987). It is, so 

to say, by looking at hedonics that we can get closer to previous answers to this study’s research questions. 

So, keeping in mind that neoclassical economic theory from this studies economic sociological vantage 

point: Has (a) little to say about the research questions in this study, apart from the idea that actors are 

assumed to be “gain maximizers” and will thus act in a strategic, instrumental, and somewhat egoistic 

fashion (ibid. cf. Weber 1978: 24ff); Furthermore, that this account, especially in Walras’s form, (b) is 

paradoxical since it also assumes that the selfish buyers and sellers act peaceful and virtuously in the market, 

without emotions (see Orléan 2014 for thorough critique of this account). Related is then the absence of 

tension and conflict in neoclassical economic thought. Scarcity is for example often stressed in neoclassical 

economic thought (see for example Marshall 2013). Scarcity is however a concept that is accepted by the 

neoclassical “homo economicus” as a fact. It affects exchange value and thus price but you can either pay 

or no, consumer are thus nothing more than” price takers”. A portrayal which is quite different from clas-

sical sociological accounts (see for example Marx 2003; Weber 1978: 63ff.; Simmel 2004) and also differ-

ent from the sociological definition of markets I follow in this study. I for example follow Aspers’ definition 

in its stress on interest and competition as important market features to analyze (Aspers 2011b).We continue 

with this outgrowth of neoclassical economics, which is highly influential in both theory and practice in 

regard to most housing markets. 

 

Hedonics was the spearhead that enabled economists to give a more detailed analysis of most markets, and 

in many ways it played a major part in giving neoclassical housing economics dominance over competing 

strands of thought, such as political and/or institutional economics 67. The idea of hedonics, or econometrics, 

can be said to have its roots in Lancaster’s influential paper 68 (1966, cf. Muth 196069), and in housing 

research often also associated with Rosen’s (1974), reformulations of the neoclassical economic idea. He-

donic analysis assumes that buyers and sellers “price” distinct characteristics or “properties” in all goods 

(Rosen 1974: 34); i.e. people have a demand for distinct characteristics in housing, not for housing as a 

homogenous good. As in neoclassical economics, this pricing is made up of evaluations of the utility, but 

rather than the sum utility of the whole assumed homogenous good, it is the separate characteristics that 

 
67 Interestingly, in  the schools of thought, which hedonics overtook, transacting housing was indeed scrutinized in a more detailed and “social” 

way than in neoclassical economics (see Watkins 2008: 8). 
68 Sheppard (1997) argues that hedonics can be traced back to well before Lancaster (1966), building on Griliches (1961;1971) (who in turn refer-
ences even earlier sources for econometrics/hedonics, Court 1939 & Waugh 1929). Lancaster (1966) does allude to thinkers before him who have 

had similar ideas, and more important I hold that his statement systemizes hedonics in the most coherent way. I side with  Lancaster in the sense 

that it is more about identifying a foundational statement and systematic theory than finding the earliest possible seed of an idea.  
69 Muth’s ideas are highly related to Lancaster’s, but are portrayed in slightly different language. Here, housing is a good example of consumption 

in that one buys a “basket of food” with the substitution of housing as a key ingredient (see Whitehead 2012 for a review). However, the core idea 

is the same in Muth and Lancaster.  



 36 

are evaluated from the actor’s utility perspective. Since a unit of housing is a “basket” or “bundle of char-

acteristics”, for example a basket containing size, condition, location, and so on, and since one cannot buy 

an individual characteristic in housing (Lancaster 1966; see also Van Ham 2012: 48; Whitehead 2012: 117) 

individual consumers are instead assumed to identify what the relevant characteristics in the bundle are – 

their “individual” utilities – and then “bundle up” a unit of housing, for example, into a bundle utility-price. 

Like in neoclassical accounts, it is thus utility that is the main predictor of exchange value, or at least the 

limit for market actors on both sides of the market. Some features will have greater potential to offer utility 

than others, and hence some “properties of property” are in greater demand than others, and the higher 

demand the higher the market price and so on. As the only option is to buy a bundle of utility, it is the sum 

price/utility that counts, and a characteristic can be singled out and priced even if it can never be bought 

individually. So, building on Rosen (1974), McMasters & Watkins (2006: 911) explain that the hedonic 

principle modifies the definition of demand, yet assumes one general market and one price for housing: 

The “price of each attribute will have the same value throughout the market”. Walras saw all goods, includ-

ing housing, as homogenous, traded on one general market where every transaction is double in that it 

relates to demand for utility.70 Hedonic analysis alters this view slightly, seeing the demand for utility as 

separable for each characteristic of, for example, housing. If for instance a buyer of housing demands a 

certain service (like schools or public transportation), this becomes one relevant point of comparison be-

tween different units for sale. Even if housing units are always heterogeneous and never identical, they can 

be compared and evaluated according to demand for desired utilities (see Sheppard 1999:1599). Another 

way to put it is that demand for certain characteristic is measurable in one market, manifested in price 

differences between units of housing (see for example Arnott 1987: 979; Gibb 2009: 33, and see Follian & 

Jimenez 1985 for a review).  

 

For some readers the hedonic idea might come across as complicated, while for others it might seem unre-

lated to the research questions in this in study. But I argue that hedonics has had such a profound effect on 

how we all deal with buying and selling housing that it needs to be reviewed here. Also of importance, and 

as mentioned above, the utility-value system, a core feature of Sweden’s housing regime is framed around 

just utility being the basis for rents for housing. Characteristic of a unit are valued in an hedonic analysis 

,according to their estimated utility, and this then relates to a fair and just rent in the sense that location is 

taken out of the equation. Highly simplified, all things else being equal, a 60 square meter rental apartment 

on Strandvägen should have the same rent as a 60 square meter rental apartment on Skevbokvarnsvägen. 

So, when we below turn towards the literature which is critical to housing a market good it needs to be clear 

that the Swedish housing regime, in trying to balance housing a social right vs. housing as a market good, 

have a clear acceptance of some major parts of a markets price-supply and demand logic, while trying to 

cap other aspects (see especially B. Bengtsson 2022).  

 

 
70 One house provides less or more utility than another, and price differences depend solely on utility differences. Any other type of differences 

comes down to “anomalies” in the market. 
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The easiest way to understand hedonic modelling is to just look at how it is used: By entering in a few 

rudimentary pieces of information about a unit of housing on SHM, such as size, location and condition – 

its characteristics – one can get a basic sense of its value. And ads for housing for sale often contain price-

comparison points of average prices in the area where the unit is being sold. Both these examples are thus 

built on hedonic modeling. While housing economists tend to depict hedonics as a regression, or equation, 

in which the units of housing characteristics are independent variables equaling the estimated value/price 

(the “dependent variable”), this can be put in terms of “size+condtion+area+age+balcony+x+y=average 

price for an apartment in the area”. So, while it continues to be important to stress that hedonic analysis of 

housing has little to directly say about the three general research questions in this study, at the same time it 

is important to stress that hedonics has certainly “colonialized71” the real world of housing markets. The 

influence of hedonics on buying and selling housing is for example evident in when looking at the handbook 

literature. A steady stream of instruction on how to buy and/or sell housing are to be found in Swedish 

context (see for example Isacsson 2006; Ridder 2017; Triberg 2021; and see  Eldered 2006 for an influential 

American example). In a varying degree in relation to economics a social science these types of books tend 

to assume that supply and demand meet in equilibrium prices and that housing thus is a market good like 

any other and one take away message is that buyers and seller must realize how housing markets work, the 

market prices qualities in homes and the market price is the bundle price at a certain time and space. Gold-

stein (2016) is a good example of how housing economists often have a practical outlook on the value and 

evaluation of housing. Starting with the empirical fact that apartments in Östermalm are priced higher than 

those in Solna, which from the hedonic angle we expect to come down to the utility of the characteristic 

area but that actually lies in the fact that “For bigger apartments (100-300m2) price is however not governed 

by utility in Östermalm” (Goldstein 2016: 66, my translation, my emphasis). When the square meters ex-

ceed 100m2, the price increases dramatically and this is the “value paradox”. When the living space exceeds 

100m2 the apartment changes from being a utility object to being valued as a status object, serving as an 

object of investment. However, in reality it is both (i.e., both utility and status)” (Goldstein 2016: 66). One 

relevant objection towards this type of statement in the literature, is that one can never know for sure if it 

is empirically correct to suggest that housing transforms from utility to status object at 100 m2, at least not 

until one asks actual buyers and sellers of housing in Solna and Östermalm. Thus, even when housing 

economists take into account concepts like status in their hedonic understanding of value, we can never be 

sure whether this is really what distinguishes two units’ value or whether status is always the motivation 

for the higher price. Approached slightly differently, this line of reasoning sounds plausible as it starts and 

stops with what we know: Apartments are priced higher in Östermalm than in Solna, and status is a likely 

candidate for price differences. However, here status is only size, and it could well be the case (and it is 

often argued to be) that Östermalm carries some form of reputation, giving status to housing there regard-

less of the size of a unit. Housing markets might thus be explainable as more of “status markets”, where for 

example location has more to with price than the utility of the good (cf. Aspers 2010). Housing might also 

 
71 The term “colonialized” can be replaced with “realistic depiction” here; i.e., this is not the time or place to debate whether the reason for the 

success of hedonics is due to its being a correct abstraction of reality or to its being a performative idea that leads to false conciseness or the like.  
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be better explained by Hirsch’s (2005) notion of “positional good”. Another related problem is that we get 

no deeper understanding of the nature of the submarket. For example, if buyers of large apartments are in 

the market for just that (i.e., in the market for big apartments while not necessarily having a preference for 

a certain area), the higher price in Östermalm could be an effect of apartments more than 100m2 being much 

more frequent there than in Solna. Goldstein’s interesting introduction of status value in housing never gets 

a full explanation (an explanation that I hold can never be reached without talking to actual buyers). Another 

general problem for hedonic analysis is that historical data is a good index as long as prices do not shift; 

changes in supply or demand, however, can never be factored in. It is therefore beneficiary to zoom in on 

how the literature tend to analyze submarkets in housing. 

 

Submarkets 

Some housing economists (Maclennan (2012; see also Maclennan & Tu 1996) are somewhat critical of 

neoclassical econometrics, and warn that hedonic analysis can sometimes be misleading: -“(…) in which 

some list of characteristics fails to explain 60-70% of price variation” and hedonic analysis “(…) apparent 

robust appearance can be misleading” (Maclennan 2012: 18, my emphasis). As mentioned above, it is un-

clear, for example, how and why consumers can evaluate (the price= utility) of housing attributes that can 

only “be known ex post experience”, and hedonic modeling does not take into account information asym-

metry or the cost of information-seeking (Ibid.). This is bad news vis-à-vis the research question here as 

there appears to be a fairly high risk/chance that real buyers and sellers will have some “other form” prin-

ciple for evaluating housing that is not captured in the bundle of housing characteristics that are predicted 

to amount to price in a hedonic model. One way to slightly alter the image of a housing buyer, for example, 

is to assume that their decision process is rather in the form of being in the market for the utility of a 

“property of a property”. The area, or location, of housing is of course the most well-known example of 

such a property of property, and in many ways hedonics analysis sees location as the relevant factor in 

explaining price differences. But “aesthetic style”, “condition”, “distance to services” (everything from 

public transportation to quality of schools), and “cost of heating” are some examples aspects that also are 

assumed to influence prices (see for example Maclennan 2012; 10; 17f). Malpezzi (2003: 78) indeed con-

cludes that are “literary hundreds of potential housing characteristics that can be relevant on the demand 

side of housing”, but generally speaking it is the case that “variation in housing prices will reflect a differ-

ence in physical or neighboring quality” (also quoted by Watkins 2008). The likelihood of “hundreds of 

potential housing characteristics” having an impact on the demand for and price of housing then suggests 

the question—how many should be included, then? While the literature most often refrains from digging 

deeper into what real actors actually value and/or are in the market for (but do see McMaster & Watkins 

2006 for one interesting example), it is safe to say that there is a general assumption that actors in a housing 

market are rational and well-informed, and that it is above all the area/location that sets the stage for other 

preferences. One relevant aspect in this study, then, is that if one is assumed to be in the market for a specific 

area, it is assumed that one is willing and able to price units of different kinds, for example compare and 
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assess apartments on different streets, put a price on the distance to schools, etc., and to do this in the light 

of current market prices. Any problem with what is valued in relation to any specific characteristics can 

then, in one practical sense, be side-stepped by any actor who is familiar with the often-repeated truism 

“the market always gets it right”. That is, no matter what actors in the market do and do not desire, what 

they praise over other things and so on, previously paid prices are the best predictions one will ever have 

when it comes to a good being auctioned off. Seen from the most positive standpoint one can thus say that, 

as long as the data is sufficient, one can single out factors such as area and  special features like price—the 

level, or floor, in the apartment block, the value of an open fireplace, and so on. One drawback, then, is that 

when data is scarce, and/or when a unit stands out in relation to the most typical unit in an area, the hedonic 

prediction of market price is uncertain; there is a form of an “imaginary index unit of housing” that can be 

compared to real-life units so that one can talk about the price of “number of rooms in comparison to square 

meters”,72 but this index cannot be used to measure everything. Another aspect is that the more advanced 

the modeling gets in hedonic housing economics the more complex it gets—to the point that it is under-

standable only to those who master highly advanced mathematical methods/modeling. I share Maclennan 

& Whitehead’s (1996: 341, also quoted by Watkins 2008: 163) observation that “Many of those interested 

in housing studies find the approaches taken by housing economics both difficult to follow and of insuffi-

cient interest to make it worthwhile to understand the language in which they are written”. It is as if ad-

vanced modeling (see for example Wilhelmsson 2004) and the practice of evaluating housing, for example 

on SHM, are two different processes/models, when they in fact speak to one another, or rather should speak 

to one another. However, given its influence, and regardless of if “utility=value=price” or not, regardless 

of if the bundle of characteristics is phenomenological correct way to describe the value of home, and/or if 

hedonic modelling is to abstract and distanced from real everyday evaluations on for example SHM hedon-

ics needs to be addressed in disciplines and research traditions interested in explaining buying and selling 

housing. This includes those that very much oppose the idea of the market being able to settle the issue of 

value(s). Another related and equally important aspect is that while it is easy to find unclarities and draw-

backs with the hedonic model, it is also very easy to dismiss any form of criticism since the model spits out 

estimates of housing prices that are “fairly accurate” on a regular basis. It is interesting, for example, to 

note that some economic sociologists, interested in understanding and explaining values, evaluation-valu-

ation, and uniqueness role in markets have no particular objections to the hedonic account of housing. 

Karpik (2010: 24ff) uses housing – as a “non-singular good”, easily valued based on characteristics – as a 

counter-example to wine, which is a “singular good” that is very hard to value. Similarly, Aspers (2011b: 

114, 116) sees housing as a good in which information about prices often is so good that an owner can 

evaluate what their home is worth on the market. 

  

 
72 This type of housing evaluation, often provided by real estate agents, consists of regression analysis whereby a unit’s location, square meters, 
position in the building, and the like (independent variables) are entered online and one receives an estimate of the unit’s market value (dependent 

variable). This is called the “location-price method” (“ortsprismetoden” in Swedish). More discussion, in the main text above, relates to the hedonic 

model as well. It can be said to also be a straightforward approach to evaluating and guessing about final prices.  



 40 

The success of hedonic evaluation in real housing markets, and the increased precision in research on sub-

markets, are major advances made under the banner of hedonics. Highly simplified, research has brought 

about a more realistic assumption of how and why housing “gets” its market value, and the introduction of 

online hedonic evaluation has opened up a shortcut for anyone interested in estimated prices for housing. 

Hence, while there are relevant differences between basic applied hedonics, or econometrics, and the more 

advanced modeling, both are “success stories” (see for example Schnare & Struyk 1976; Goodman & 

Thibodeau 2003, referenced in Maclennan 2012: 17, cf. Watkins 2008: 168ff, Malpezzi 2003; Sheppard 

1999 for reviews). Thus, even if the fit with the research question deployed here is far from perfect, it has 

been necessary to look more closely at the hedonic model. One cannot, simply put, do research on for 

instance why people buy housing (as is done in this study) without looking at the previous research that 

truly studies the effects of demand and supply, and how people assess value in housing. Hedonics provides 

such previous literature, and all housing research somehow must position itself in relation to it. My open-

ended suggestion here it that the extended neoclassical economic theory of hedonics is important to return 

to in talk with and observation of real actors. It is important to look closely at issues such as utility as value 

and basis for price, rationality, calculation, and substitution. Hedonic models are an important point of 

comparison. However, there are clearly gaps as well. The most relevant one here relates to actors – those 

who sell and buy housing. While progress has been made, for example, in regard to what aspects are value-

priced in units of housing, housing hedonics mainly brackets what is actually done in the market by real 

buyers and sellers (cf. Granovetter 1985). I thus find this gap primarily in relation to my what and how 

research questions. But one also misses an overall assumption about when hedonics works and when it does 

not.73 Related to this, but more in regard to this study’s why question, it is a somewhat vague depiction of 

value(s) one is given. It is obvious that prices work excellently as a “rule of thumb”, and it is also easy to 

confirm that utility is an important aspect of the value of a unit of housing. But it is not clear whether this 

then means that utility is equal to price – or whether price is rather an agreement between buyers and sellers. 

If, how, or when this type of value relates to status (or not), is scarcity more important for final price than 

the desire to beat competitors and much more are still missing pieces. This can also be framed as the result 

price=utility=quality being somewhat tautological. It brings no further clarity to the nature of quality as 

only utility in housing.74 Issues such as explaining how information is gathered, how one could/should bid 

in an auction, and how and why buyers substitute one unit for another are still missing. However, and 

clearly as important as identifying gaps in housing economics, one at least gets an image of the whole 

 
73 For example, in the pilot study, I was surprised to realize that real estate agents in Stockholm rarely spoke of the hedonic model. Instead of giving 

me a detailed account of what amounts characteristics of homes were priced at, they most often said things like “I (or a colleague/their team at the 
office) sold an apparent in this area a while ago and it ended up at x million Crowns, and in comparison your apartment is x, y, z”. Agents almost 

always added euphemisms like “you know, this is just an estimate; where we end up in the auction depends on so many things…” I came realize 

that these types of evaluations are made according to the “area-price method” (“ortsprismetoden”), the rather simple logic of identifying one or 
several units of comparison and then establishing an area’s average square-meter price (see especially Brunes 2018). Rather than digging deeper 

into the characteristics of each individual unit, the area-price method delivers “good” predictions when a unit is representative of or similar to 

objects previously sold, and consistently less adequate predictions of market value when data is scarce or when an object is “different” from a 
typical unit in the area. This phenomenon of adapting to others’ theories/results/knowledge appears to be more about “performativity” (discussed 

in the main text below) than about hedonics being phenomenologically correct.  
74 In Sweden one can go online and enter the relevant parameters (always space/square meters, number of rooms, fees, and area, and sometimes 
“condition”, “kitchen”, and/or “heating”) and receive an evaluation of a housing unit’s expected “value” – market price. Another alternative is to 

be visited by a real estate agent who, in person, performs a housing evaluation or home appraisal. “Appraisal” is the American term for “housing 

evaluation/valuation”, a term more common in Europe. 



 41 

market in housing economics. The switch aspect of SHM is therefore easy to explain, I fact switching 

matters very little is only about self-interested actors trying to maximize gains. This is then still a gap on 

the micro level, which I claim is addressed in this sociological case study, for if, how and why this is utility 

maximizing or something else is missing in hedonics. This can also be related to macro phenomena. For 

example, the financial crisis that began in 2008, in which homeownership was a major part of and reason 

for the price bubble and linked shock of several financial markets. This is more often explained by sociol-

ogist and non-economist housing researchers than by housing economists (see for example Krippner 2001; 

S. Smith et al. 2010), who could have researched it by discussing why people so badly (if this is really the 

case?) want to own housing, and how a series of financial markets can be created out of this housing own-

ership. Framed slightly differently, economists of late have started incorporating “behavioral economics”, 

which in turn often uses housing price booms and busts and “housing bubbles” as an example (Shiller 2008; 

see also Akerlof & Shiller 2009). Yet behavioral housing economists are still very rare (see S. Smith et al. 

2010 for a review)75, so the review continues with another type of sociology that is often seen as economic 

theory’s harshest critic: critical theory in the form of critical housing studies.   

Critical housing studies 

Housing is something that virtually any living human being needs. A central notion in research is therefore, 

as the UN charter states, that housing is a human right76 (see Pattillo 2013 for a review). The Swedish 

“grundlag” (equivalent to a constitution) is equally clear in that housing is a right that the state, the “com-

mons” (the “allmäna”), should secure housing for its citizens77. Critical, as the term is used here, is equiv-

alent with  a critic of existing theory, the state of affairs in relation to both housing as at large, and research 

about housing. Critical theory is not a systematical alternative to previous theories and philosophies (see 

for example Jay 1996: 41) and critical housing studies is indeed a label which includes feminist theory and 

analysis, the Frankfurt School (and its followers), Foucault’s theories (and thus discourse analysis), Marx-

ist, neo-Marxist, intersectional approaches, structuralists, neo-structuralists and many more. Yet, it makes 

sense to approach this a one loosely held together approach in housing research, in that the stress on the 

just mentioned idea of housing a universal social right ties it together. Here we start with Marx’s (2013) 

notion about the class that owns the “means of production”, exploiting those having to sell their labor, the 

basis for the industrial-class society. Friedrich Engels’s (1935/2021) The Housing Question is an early ex-

ample of this Marxist, historical materialist, critical, conflict theory, sometimes used as a starting point to 

criticize the notion of “housing as commodity” (see for example Harvey 2009: 142; Pattillo 2013: 520). 

Given that commodities are governed by the uneven, and exploiting, class relationship, housing is seen as 

a “social problem.” Critical housing researchers positioned themselves on the side of those which are most 

in need of housing, and are generally highly critical of how and why the state have failed to secure housing 

 
75 A related macro gap is then also the sense in which housing markets are related to other markets (see for example White 2002). 
76 see for example https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/housing/pages/leilanifarha.aspx for relevant UN work on housing. 
77(https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/kungorelse-1974152-om-beslutad-ny-regeringsform_sfs-

1974-152). 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/housing/pages/leilanifarha.aspx
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(as a right) and equally critical towards the fact that housing is seen as a market good like any other. The 

critical element in housing research can be found everything from architecture (see for example Heynen 

2007, critical arch.), planning, social structure (see for example Harvey 2009), to housing as an engine of 

private wealth (Piketty 2014; see Cervenka 2022: 108ff for a Swedish example).Virtually any social scien-

tific aspects is to be found in the general asymmetry of power which permeates modern capitalist societies 

according to critical theory researchers. At the same time, but from the perspective of critical housing stud-

ies, even welfare scholars (who one expect to be on critical-housing as a right- side) have failed to incor-

porate housing as right in their theories and analyses: “The ambiguous and widely varying role of housing 

in systems of welfare is perhaps one important reason why so many pioneering studies of comparative 

welfare have ignored or omitted housing from their consideration (see, for example, Wilensky, 1975 and 

Esping-Andersen, 1990)” (Kemeny 1992: 55). We therefore continue below with the literature which ex-

plicitly focus on housing as social right keeping in mind that the critical perspective is somewhat loosely 

held together.   

 

Highly generalized, sociologists, in the critical approach, tend to see social problems as approachable in 

three different ways78, and in it is the critical perspective of C.W. Mills’ (2000: 3ff; 226), his portrayal of 

problems that is most often used. His famous suggestion is that individual problems are wrongly, and often 

“falsely consciously79”, seen by most as “private”. Instead, matters such as securing housing should be 

understood and explained in relation to groups and positions, and as social and “public” matters; i.e., a 

household, for example having a hard time making rent, or being homeless, comes down to the nature of 

the capitalist society. Given that this perspective is prevalent in housing research (see especially Ball 1983; 

Harvey 2009), we can head directly to the research questions and immediately state that virtually any aspect 

of housing is seen as a social problem related to the class structure of at least all market societies: “One 

thing that we seem to know very clearly about housing is that something is very badly wrong with it. 

Whether it be cost, its availability, its production or its suitability, housing is in a state of continuing crisis 

on so many different levels” (Atkinson & Jacobs 2020: 1). Economic matters are at the heart of the critical 

approach. With its roots in historical materialistic Marxist outlook on the social world,  housing is but one 

disguised/hidden area of conflict that is aimed at by researchers. For example: “Housing is under attack 

today. It is caught within a number of simultaneous social conflicts. Most immediately, there is a conflict 

between housing as lived, social space and housing as an instrument for profitmaking—a conflict between 

housing as home and as real estate. (…) More broadly still, the housing crisis stems from the inequalities 

and antagonisms of class society” (Madden & Marcuse 2016: 4, my emphasis). One relevant question, 

then, is how this directly relates to the research questions in this study. My suggestion is that it can be found 

in how and why housing matters relate to value and/or values in this type of research. This can be simplified 

into a critical stance toward mainstream economic theory—supply and demand resulting in the price paid, 

 
78 Conflict theory, symbolic interactionism, and functionalism (see for example Kitsuse & Spector 1975, Schneider 1985 for a review and see 
Woolgar & Pawluch 1985 for criticism). In the main text I start with conflict, or critical, theory and follow with a discussion of the other two. 
79 Mills (2000: 5, my emphasis) indeed speaks of actors who “(…) often become falsely conscious of their social position”, the quintessential critical 

outlook (see for example Jay 1996: 81ff).  
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in one sense, is foremost a way for liberal economists to put lipstick on the capitalist pig (see for example 

Whitehead 2012). One of more dominant thinkers here is Harvey (2009: 210ff.), who following Marx and 

Karl Polanyi, sees “exchange value” as what a market is about. The difference between exchange and use 

value is in where the potential “surplus value” lies. When renting, the profit/surplus value lies in the differ-

ence between what the consumer prices the utility at, and what/how much more they are willing to pay in 

an exchange price (ibid.: 170ff). This is then a Marxist addition to classical economists, such as Ricardo’s 

(1821; see also Ryan-Collins et al. 2017 for a review) conclusion in regard to “land-rent.” The addition is 

political and critical, in the sense that surplus value is something that only owners can make on housing  – 

a profit that, simply put, enables future profits and power to dominate. While at face value being about rent 

(and thus not buying and selling), it is important to note that it matters in this study in two ways: (1) the 

Polanyian-Harvey notion is that housing is a “fictitious good80” that even so gets priced and rented/sublet 

in a way that allows owners to make a profit. Housing becomes a commodity, which furthers the causes of 

capitalists and oppresses those without the means to own it. Related, but positioned more on micro eco-

nomic level, critical housing scholar assumes and find that housing, much like the good "land” (which is 

the form housing steam from, according to classical economists such as Ricardo) is a “positional good” that 

buyers and sellers value, and are willing to pay, for status reasons, at a much higher level than the actually 

utility of home/real estate (Ryan-Collins et al. 2017:9, cf. Goldstein 2016 referenced above81). Below we 

go more into detail about actual empirical housing research that uses this critical-conflict angle, but here it 

suffices to establish that “false consciousness” is all-important, as buyers and sellers, owners and renters, 

of housing are unaware of how and why their actions on a market such as SHM allow an unjust and unfair 

system to live on. This allows research and arguments to be framed in a such a way that the positive aspects 

of buying, selling, and above all owning, housing hide the ontological fact that housing is made into a 

fictitious commodity traded in one group’s/class’s interest. For example, housing is described as having 

become an “asset function” (Harvey 2014; Madden & Marcuse 2016, both referred to by Nethercote 2019b, 

see also Nethercote 2019c), but how and why this motivates, for example, buying and selling housing is 

not investigated in any real way, as real actors are not assumed to see through the “capitalist veil”. This 

critical line in housing research is prevalent in Swedish housing research (see for example Thörn & Hol-

gersson 2014; CRUSH 2016), and tends to either see the cause of problem as related to the Swedish mid-

dle/third way (between planning and market) when it comes to housing (see for example Salonen 2015, cf. 

B. Bengtsson; 2022) or simply be highly critical of the commodification of housing in Sweden (see for 

example Werne 2010). 

 

 
80 Critical thinkers often use Polanyi’s (2001: 71ff) depiction of the neoclassical economic portrayal, which wrongly sees land (and by extension 
also housing) as a good like any other. Polanyi instead argues, that land in fact can never be brought to the marketplace and clearly cannot be 

produced(see for example Ryan-Collins et al. 2017: 52ff). Land and housing are thus goods that are fictitiously reframed to be seen as any other 

consumer good. This is an aspect that critical housing scholars often make use of: Housing is not really a good like economic theory suggests but 
rather a right (see Pattillo 2013 for review). However, It is worth noting that Polanyi went a great deal further than just describing the process of 

making land (along with labor and money) fictitious goods. The “fiction” is also tied to those who create policy, institutions, and any other type of 

control of markets. As the (fictious) good becomes intertwined with both economics as a science and rulers’/politicians’ ideological interest in 
promoting markets, the ideal and the real market are intertwined (Polanyi 2001: 116ff, cf. Callon 1989). 
81 It is worth noting that positional good most often is related to Veblen in the critical approach, and not to Hirsch (1977) as is the case in economics. 

This is relevant in that Veblen is a true critic in the sense that Hirsch is not.  
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Before turning to a modification of the critical perspective, we can briefly state that one problem with the 

critical strand of thought is that it, in one sense, does not provide an alternative when it comes to a concept 

of value(s). For example, Harvey expands on the Marxist notion in relation to especially monopoly82, but 

offers no real alternative to how mainstream economics portray the role of value(s) in exchange. Positional 

goods, as noted above, is a promising concept in that is leave the unrealistic idea that housings value is only 

equivalent to utility. However, nothing much is made of inclusion of status in critical research of housing 

value. For example, the willingness to pay high prices and rents for housing , is assumed to come down to 

some form of false consciousness and/or that those in powers strive for profit. But it is not really analyzed 

qualitatively from actual actors’ perspective. This can also be portrayed as one part of Polanyi, the connec-

tion between economics and those in power, as the part that is the most missing in critical housing research. 

With the important exception of Christophers (2014a, b, returned to below), the critical account thus lacks 

a notion of how and why economists managed (or not) to “perform” land and housing so that they came to 

be goods like any other. Something similar can be said in relation to the state and housing policy. Histori-

cally, in this regard the state is seen as using the housing system to preserve political stability and support 

the accumulation of profit (Madden & Marcuse 2016: 120). So, while many economists, quoted in sections 

above, suggest that the state leave the housing market to solve the allocation of housing in the most effective 

manner, critical housing researchers aim at affecting policy and are against any commodification of hous-

ing.83 The state furthers the explanation of the working class; thus, the social relation hidden in society 

continues into the state (Dickens et al. 1985: 234, quoted in Kemeny 1992: 44). While I argue that some-

thing is lost with this macro perspective, and that there is gap in the critical housing literature, this is not 

perceived as a problem inside this branch of research, since critical housing research, at least, fight for those 

without a voice, those with little or no capital who are in a position of being exploited. The focus is there 

for firmly on the notion that housing should be a right and not a commodity, and research tends to be 

centered on debating the state and housing policy (see Lawson 2012 for a review and more discussed be-

low). Despite the limits and gaps in this line of research, it is still important to keep it in mind as it provides 

an (often unquestioned) base assumption for the “superstructure” of much current sociology about housing 

markets. Housing researchers who approach housing as a social problem are aware of the limits of the more 

strict Marxist notion84, and it is to an alternate take that we now turn. 

 

 
82 Above all, I suggest that it is the discussion of how monopoly always plays a part in capitalism that is the most important theoretical contribution 

made by Harvey (2009). This issue has a tendency to reoccur in debates over markets’ actors being highly interested in cornering them; i.e., striving 

for monopoly is most advantageous for any one actor, as argued for example in People’s Republic of Walmart (Phillips & Rozworski (2019). 
Another way to frame it is to follow Christophers (2014a: 16) and say that Harvey uses a “theoretically-deductive” methodology: “ (…) he starts 

with Marx and develops market-related insights out of him”. What and how to theorize is then highly relevant, but more so in the next chapter on 

theory and outside the scope here. 
83 It should be mentioned that it could also be the case that perhaps because Marx, albeit somewhat vaguely, suggests that the current society/means 

of production will evaporate over time and a new communist (housing) system will come about, an issue such as housing will also be solved by 

history’s inherent push forward. 
84 Swedish politicians – especially the social democratic party, which was long the party in power and has had the greatest impact on “housing 

policy” – were well aware of the risks involved with profit seeking when it comes to housing. While never really being opposed to buying, selling, 

and owning housing (see B. Bengtsson 2013: 119ff, Kemeny 1995), this party balanced and controlled the “market” by regulating rental housing. 
Bengtsson (2013) and Kemeny (1995) are examples of research describing a perspective on an actual state and housing regime that also portrayed 

housing as a potential social problem but is (or was) certainly not Marxist.   
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Beyond Critical Marxist housing studies 

The Marxist idea has been criticized for its simplification of cause and effect when it comes to housing 

research: “Both conventional and the more recent Marxist studies share an approach which takes for granted 

as the object of research one of these fragmented fields of enquiry, seeking – without much success – to 

trace direct causal links between unique sets of policies and their effects on social and economic contra-

dictions. However, there is no neatly compartmentalized relationship between, on the one hand, a specific 

set of social policies, and, on the other, the practices of the working class’s categories who are the target of 

social policies” (Harloe 1995: 18f, my emphasis). Simplified, to mend some of the issues with Marxist 

ideas on both housing and class structure, sociologists have used another sociological classic, Max Weber. 

As suggested by one important housing scholar, Allen (2012 encyclopedia), Weber’s outlook also  reflects 

an interest in whether “(…) classes exist and, if so, how do we know? They [Weberians and post-Weberi-

ans] are open to the idea that classes might not exist. Weberians say that we may only speak of the existence 

of class when a significant number of individuals are situated within a similar ´market situation´ that influ-

ences their life chances accordingly” (Allen 2012: 369). Generally speaking, sociologists influenced by 

Weber have tended to be much more nuanced and to even focus on the chain(s) which lead up to the trans-

action, or subletting, of homes. The Weberian notion of class relates as much to life chances and lifestyles 

as it does to position vis-à-vis means of production. This is nicely summarized in Pattillo’s (2013) review 

Housing: Commodity versus Right. Note how Pattillo finds what sociology about housing as a commodity 

is (and is not): “(…) studying housing as a commodity does not simply mean determining and predicting 

housing prices and thereby measuring the demand for housing based on characteristics of the house and its 

surroundings, as is done in hedonic price analysis” (Pattillo 2013: 512, my emphasis, cf. Stark 2011: 327). 

What Pattillo finds that these sociologists are instead studying is: (1) How is housing financed for prospec-

tive buyers? (2) How do inequalities in property values affect wealth stratification? And what happens when 

(3) people cannot afford prevailing housing prices? (Pattillo 2013: 512f, my emphasis). Here the take on 

housing as a social problem alongside the focus on class is still within the more Weberian (and “less” 

Marxist) critical sociology, still seeing housing as a social problem. So, while it is crucial to note that this 

is a more intersectional focus in “sociology about housing”, analyzing “neighborhoods, racial conflicts, 

families, social movements, urban politics, or financial institutions (…)” (Pattillo 2013: 511ff), it is not 

exactly related to the research questions in this study. Seeing housing as a right and the allocation of housing 

as a social problem makes many researchers bracket and/or downplay an economic sociological analysis 

(which I view as part of this study’s aim). One important example is the reluctance to deal with the above-

mentioned hedonic analysis. Since many sociologists, as Pattillo found above, bracket how the market eval-

uates housing and instead aim to explain problems with financing housing and inequalities, this results in a 

silent acceptance of utility as the only value in housing. This is not a problem per se; research must always 

choose some things (implying that other things are left unresearched) and noting inequalities in such an 

important good as housing is an extremely important and worthy task. However, the tendency to focus on 

inequalities (and on policy advice to correct them) and be critical regarding housing as a good, without 

analyzing how, for example, value in housing relates to these inequalities, does entail a form of gap. Howell 
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& Glenn  (2018; 2020; see also Yinger 1995) are important exceptions to this general trend. In what I view 

as economic sociological analysis of the American appraisal85 industry, they scrutinize how value in hous-

ing is assessed by professionals, finding that appraisal is in fact a weapon used to further segregation and 

indeed institutionalized racism when it comes to housing. Such aspects are generally missed in the critical 

literature. Something similar happens in the significant literature on Sweden as housing regime. In a nut-

shell, and as touched upon above, Sweden, historically and given the dominance by the social democratic 

view on housing, seen housing as a right. Over time, and with shifting political parties in power, have 

housing however become more of a market good like any other (see B. Bengtsson 2022 for concise history, 

cf. Kemeny 1995). While there are important exceptions in both the Swedish housing policy story and 

instances where politics and politicians still play a large role in regards to housing, the image in Swedish 

critical housing research is clear, housing is “wrongly” transformed into a market good. In the researchers 

mind and analysis there is thus a clear connection between a process of liberalization and a marketization 

of housing (see for example Holdo 2022). The literature on housing as social problem thus “returns” to the 

critical theory core, which it in one sense is critical of.  The somewhat unfortunate outcome for this review, 

and study, is however that labels such as markets and marketization make most critical researchers brack-

eting really investigating in what the housing market(s) is/are, i.e. neoliberalism is seen as the root of the 

problem but what really happens in these markets is left. Framed somewhat differently, it is an empirical 

fact that the state, via municipality owned landlord companies (“allmännyttan”) have sold rental apartments 

to inhabitants, transforming them into housing associations. This is clearly an ideological move which 

transforms the housing situation in Sweden. Yet buyers, sellers, their ideas and practice are not the unit of 

analysis in research on marketization of housing. Another way to frame the state of the art in research about 

housing as social problem is compare it to earlier Swedish housing sociology. Boalt & Holm (1966) pro-

vides a an outlier in its rather carful mapping of what Swedish housing units actually look like, combined 

with “advice” on how housing should be built and allocated. While having a distinct flavor of functionalism, 

and social science as social engineering, i.e. telling people what proper home (according to class) should 

look like and telling the state and firms how and what to produce, it is still a valuable combination of 

ethnographic material and an engagement with housing as a lived experiences that is missing in current day 

focus on structures, inequalities and housing regimes. It is telling that reviewers of housing research often 

stress “structuralism” as found in both Marxist and Weberian class analyses (see for example Lawson 

2012), and above all it is similarities between Marx and Weber that are stressed, for example in pathbreak-

ing sociological analysis such as Rex & Moore’s (1967) combination of Marxist and Weberian ideas into 

notions like “housing classes.” My suggestion is however that Weber’s stress on lifestyle and the construc-

tion of class is lost. Similarly, critics of Marxism from a consumption/Weberian angle can and should still 

be labelled as critical and even neo-Marxist housing scholars (as Kemeny 1992: 59ff. suggests in relation 

to Ball et al. 1988). While Weber clearly is an important foundation for critical theory (see for example 

Adorno 2000 Intro to Sociolgy) the usage of Weber’s theory in housing studies tends to bracket and/or 

 
85 “Appraisal”, or home/real estate appraisal, is the American term for what in Europe is typically called “housing/real estate valuation” or “housing 

evaluation” (Mooya 2016: 7). 
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neglect the action-consumption-lifestyle connection in critical housing studies. While the critical/ housing 

as social problem sociology can and does cover aspects of economics, it does this from an angle that tends 

to lack several of Weber’s important insights. Important concepts such as “action” and “competition” (see 

especially Weber 1978: 63ff) are pushed aside, especially in relation to housing consumption as a social 

(action) and strategic endeavor. This can be exemplified by the vast field of “gentrification studies”. Alt-

hough highly contested as a concept and as a field of research, it is safe to say that the dominant perspective 

on gentrification is the critical one. British sociologist Ruth Glass (1964) coined the term “gentrification86”, 

describing it as the moving in of the middle class and the pushing out of the working class in some areas of 

London. While clearly critical of this change in class structure, Glass portrayed actors who, in some cases, 

strategically used their knowledge and taste to identify a good deal in housing context. Meanwhile, modern-

day sociologists rather use gentrification to describe housing as a general macro social problem, created by 

capitalism, the state, and large corporations (see for example Sassen 1991). The individual “gentrifiers”, 

who Glass saw as representatives of a class’s, a class specific type of action/movement, are to some extent 

part of the modern literature on gentrification (see especially Zukin 1987). Strategic action can sometimes 

be found in sociological investigations of housing markets, but is most often by using Bourdieu’s capital 

forms, in which actors are found to exploit their cultural capital to gain economic capital (see for example 

Lees 2000; cf. Ojamäe 2009). But the norm in micro and mezzo studies is rather to see gentrification as a 

facet of exploitation (see Lilja 2011; Thörn & Holgersson 2014 for Swedish examples). Like above, the 

underlying assumption is that housing as a market good is part and parcels of the process of neoliberaliza-

tion. This is not wrong per se, but it is a mismatch with this study’s objective to understand and explain real 

actors in a housing market. So, here I suggest that the critical literature has a gap in that (1) the consumption 

of housing is too often disregarded and class is assumed to simply be one’s position vis-à-vis the means of 

production. I also find a related missing piece in critical housing studies to be the lack of (2) ethnographic 

methodology. Too seldom are real actors on housing markets analyzed through observations and interviews 

in regard to what they are doing, how they do it, and why they do it. However, these more Weberian ideas 

about both action and consumption, as hinted at above, are not completely missing in research on housing. 

Next, I turn to one strand of research that is indeed more ethnographic and often also closer to Weber’s 

economic social action sociology.  

Practice theory on transacting housing 

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) is one of most widely read authors in current sociology. His combination of 

actual empirical field research and theorizing is unusual in sociology, and houses and/or housing have 

played a role in most of his works, from Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977) to his last field analysis on 

a/the87 French housing market—The Social Structures of the Economy (2005). Bourdieu furthermore 

 
86 The concept itself is a play on words related to a specific class in British society, “the gentry”. 
87 It is interesting to note that it is difficult to pin down whether Bourdieu sees the housing market as one field or several fields, and whether one 
market in itself is made up of two fields of sellers vs. buyers or if both roles/sides are in the same field. This is a problem that persists in all of 

Bourdieu’s works that I deal with in detail elsewhere (see Aspers et al. 2020). Here it is more important to review Bourdieu and then conclude in 

regard to benefits and drawbacks.  
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theorizes fields that are often switch-role markets (see for example Bourdieu 1984) and manages to pair 

this theory, with direct influence from both Marx and Weber, with rather venomous criticism of economics 

and current economic sociology (see especially Bourdieu 2005: 193ff). Bourdieu is also a major figure for 

housing scholars today (see for  example Allen 2008; Benites-Gambirazio 2020; Hickman et al. 2007; 

Nethercote 2019b;). Besides the importance of reviewing Bourdieu’s ideas, one should also add that the 

theory tool used in this study draws on Bourdieu (see Chapter 3). Bourdieu’s conclusions around housing 

are thus dealt with in a slightly more theoretical and comprehensive fashion vis-à-vis other previous litera-

ture. However, to keep things manageable, it is housing that takes center stage below; relevant theoretical 

concepts are therefore discussed in the light of Bourdieu’s (2005) last study.  

Buyers and sellers88 on “the house market” are primarily described as being disposed to buy and con-

struct/sell (this role/function of the agent is returned to below) certain types of housing: “New”, “old”, 

“traditional or industrially built”, and “rent or buy” are choices made according to where one is within a 

social structure (Bourdieu 2005: 16). In one sense the market is one field, and highly simplified, buyers and 

sellers meet because they are similar and “homologous” in habitus. Thus, a home is bought and sold if and 

when a buyer meets a seller’s product that appeals to their taste/is produced in their taste, which in turn also 

amounts to their position, disposition to act/do practices, and so on. Habitus, embodied knowledge (see for 

example Bourdieu 1990: 52ff.), is a position, but is also explainable as taste/disposition, reified into Bour-

dieu’s famous four capital forms; i.e., a certain amount and/or composition of the economic, cultural, and 

social capital gives symbolical capital (the fourth form of capital), and/or one of three original forms of 

capital is the symbolical capital, so that a high level of cultural capital matters more in a cultural field than 

in an economic one. While taste is naturally a form of “baggage” the actors bring with them to any field, it 

is more straightforward to see habitus as the “transposable” capital amount of an actor (Bourdieu 1977: 

72ff.; see also Sewell 2005: 140ff). An amount gives a position, in any field, and if and when the taste and 

capital amount are similar to those of other actors and/or between the same actor across fields, one can paint 

homology as “structurally equivalent” (White 2008: 54ff) positions—between for example housing sellers 

and housing buyers. This rather condensed account of Bourdieu’s general outlook is the way he starts his 

last field study (Bourdieu 2005). It is important to note that this initial image is highly “homologous” with 

how Bourdieu paints habitus and fields in all his other famous studies (see for example Bourdieu 1984; 

1996). Here it is also important to account for the way (as will be more evident below) housing researchers 

tend to read and use Bourdieu. However, and before we get more into detailed results from Bourdieu and 

others concerning housing, it is important to stress the impression one gets when taking into account the 

whole of The Social Structures of the Economy (Bourdieu 2005) – is one that differs from Bourdieu’s 

general oeuvre in at least one significant way: Buyers and sellers of housing are not portrayed as two sides 

 
88 It is telling that major field theorist Bourdieu used the term agent, while most others use the common sociological term actor. Highly simplified, 

an agent represents something, in this case a social structure and a position in that structure. The position delimits the agent’s choices (see for 
example Bourdieu 1977: 78ff). An actor, at least in theory, appears to be somewhat more agentic and more “free” in their choices.   
88 Whether or not, and how, Bourdieu is to be considered a structuralist can be viewed as a hot topic. Bourdieu sometimes describes himself as 

being inspired by, for example, Levi-Strauss (Bourdieu 2007) but also fiercely attacks structuralism (see for example Bourdieu 1990). 
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of the same habitus-field coin. This difference is one important aspect in the continued review below, in 

which the specific points on housing are compared to the more general field account/field theory.  

Starting immediately with the middle-class households, housing buyers who Bourdieu interviews and ob-

serves, their habitus as a “taste for” is a desire for: houses rather than apartments, freestanding structures 

rather than chain or row houses, traditionally built over industrially/prefabricated constructed, certain types 

of interiors (Bourdieu 2005: 185ff). As stated above, this habitus/taste is then also a position, here clearly 

a class position of the middle-class kind. The literature has plenty of findings that confirms how both aes-

thetic taste and ideological taste/position relates to social class. For example, owning housing is well estab-

lished as a norm (see for example Kemeny 1981; Saunders 1990); researchers have found that this owner-

ship norm comes about by socialization/internalization (see Henretta 1984; Nethercote 2019b). The norm 

“owning is right for someone like me/us” has been found to lead to distinction by owners towards the 

perceived less status-laden renters of housing (see for example Richards 1990). Gurney (1999) finds several 

distinct strands that lead to home ownership being “normal” and renting “abnormal” (see also Colic-Peisker 

& Johansson 2010). While this is perhaps obvious, I do believe it is important to stress that precisely the 

middle-class position and taste matter in this study. For example, I analyze how and why tastes and norms 

among sellers on SHM follow class or not. One interesting objection related to class and habitus comes 

from Allen (2008). Highly simplified, objects such as housing, a housing market, and even a scientific 

discipline such as housing research, are social constructions given, or handed down, to anyone who speaks 

of them, lives in them, acts on them, uses them as analytical tools, and so on. So, while Allen partly follows 

Bourdieu, he objects to the just-mentioned theoretical level concerning buying and selling housing being 

situated and constructed from a middle-class perspective. Talking about, acting, and analyzing markets is, 

simply put, something that comes natural to a certain class habitus. Allen (2008) can verify this empirically: 

His middle-class informants have no issue with making a “good deal” on the market for housing, often 

implying gentrification à la Ruth Glass (1964) and Zukin (2014). They fit into the market seamlessly, due 

to their habitus. But for Allen’s working-class informants, living in an area of Liverpool that becomes 

gentrified (a “housing market renewal”) forces them to see their own homes as a commodity. These work-

ing-class informants are highly dismissive of the idea of a home being equal to a market good. There is thus 

a difference between middle class and working class in how and why housing is seen, but there is no class-

difference in the how actors can and will articulate their relationship to housing. Allen thus criticizes most 

housing researchers, including Bourdieu, for always giving an image of a market that understands and 

explains, for example, buying and selling housing from only one class’s life-world (see also Allen 2009). I 

find Allen’s type of phenomenology interesting and, as stated above, try to be as clear as possible in the 

analysis of the empirical material in regard to whether, when, and how social class relates to what people 

do as buyers and sellers on SHM, including their phenomenological experience and first-order explanation 

of action there. On the other hand, I do find that Allen analyzes a slightly different aspect of a housing 

market than Bourdieu does, as interviews of working-class individuals about their homes are not dealt in 

any detail in Bourdieu (2005 but do compare to Bourdieu 1984). It is also worth noting that Allen himself 
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have been criticized for his portrayal of the working class (see Ronald 2009). Framed differently, Bourdieu 

can (and I hold should) be criticized for his snobbish portrayal of working-class individuals and their class 

habitus, especially in Distinction (Bourdieu 1984). However, it is unclear whether and how Allen’s insights 

on the working class and “non-market values” in homes relate to his type of phenomenology or something 

else, as we do not have Bourdieu’s account on the value of homes among the working class to compare to 

(at least not in Bourdieu 2005). Instead, I want to continue with another aspect regarding buyers of housing 

that Allen does not touch upon, the rather striking insecurity Bourdieu finds among his middle-class buyers.  

As noted above, Bourdieu finds that his middle-class buyers have a certain taste in housing. However, rather 

than being and feeling like a “fish in familiar market water” or being a skillful “intentionless improviser” 

(Bourdieu 1977: 77ff), improvising by being unconsciously led by habitus and the field situation, buyers 

of housing need considerable steering. In fact, they are led primarily by the real estate agents, who in turn 

are steered by the construction company that builds the housing units, which in turn are led by the French 

state. Here we focus on the steering of buyers and stress that these actors explain, show, and lead the buyer 

into realizing what type of house they can afford mortgage-wise,89 and why this house is located in the 

distant (!) suburbs rather than closer to Paris, which is the initial preference. The overarching message from 

the agents is to hammer home that this is “the price one has to pay to get a house”. One thing that stands 

out is, again, that these buyers are unable to navigate/improvise in the market. Homology, in Bourdieu 

(2005), is clearly not something that just happens due to similarity but is rather a carefully constructed 

pathway to becoming a certain type of homeowner. Framed differently, the middle class is the position that 

is analyzed in Bourdieu (2005), and they are found to desire and aim for, like most actors below the highest 

strata of society, things that are beyond their class, economically speaking. This is one way to be distinct, 

strive for distinction, to at least be aware that “we aren’t the type of people who rent, live in apartments, 

value that type of decoration”, and so on, is crucial. The surprising aspect is however that Bourdieu instead 

portrays buyers of housing as uncertain and in need of direction in order to end up in their homes; no real 

desire to make a distinction is found. When it is approached as simply a result on housing buyers (and thus 

not compared to Bourdieu’s other field studies and/or general theory), it is clearly valuable to follow Bour-

dieu’s conclusion in this study. In many ways, he is one of the few who actually follow real buyers in a 

crucial stage in regard to what it is like to “become a housing buyer90”(cf. H. Becker 1997).   

Bracketing for now any further review of the other side of the market (i.e. sellers/agents) and the potentially 

peculiar type of homology in the French housing market, we instead continue with the experience of being 

a buyer. Nethercote (2019b) provides an interesting piece of research on buyers of housing, exchanging the 

Bourdieuan habitus as capital forms and amounts for “aspirations”. Highly simplified, issues such as 

 
89 The French system Bourdieu analyzes appears to be one in which a house is bought as a financed package. The buyers one encounters are thus 
offered a house in a certain location with a mortgage-plan plan already laid out. Such packages exist in Sweden as well, but it is rare that one is 

required to borrow from a certain bank or institute.  
90  While I have read plenty of symbolic interactionists to get inspiration regarding the aspect in this study of “becoming” a housing market actor 
(for example H. Becker et al. 1977; H. Becker 1997), as will be evident in main text below there is little to be found in regard to “becoming” in 

housing studies, with or without the label of symbolic interactionism. So, Bourdieu is clearly an important and unusual piece of previous literature 

on “becoming”. 
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owning housing, how to decorate it, why one should borrow money, etc., are taken to all be covered by 

aspirations. Framing her results as related to housing consumption, she finds that Bourdieu is slightly too 

focused on material capital and neglects “immaterial socialization”. Nethercote’s Australian homeowners 

are similar to Bourdieu’s buyers in that they appear to follow a habitus trajectory socialized into them early 

in life, but they differ slightly in that they have clear and conscious stories that reveal strategies and an 

analysis of both the role of the market and owning housing. Like Nethercote, I also find that since cultural 

capital in one form is knowledge; it makes little sense to separate being knowledgeable from being practi-

cally disposed to act in economic and cultural  matters as Bourdieu tends to do. I also believe that Nether-

cote’s (2019b; see also 2019a) finding that members of the middle class are eager to make the distinction 

internally, “inside” their own class, is highly valuable. The diversity found in Nethercote, however, is part 

and parcel of how I read Bourdieu from the beginning. The explanation of firms as “fields within fields” 

(Bourdieu 2005: 205f.), or the mapping of how a class is also a field in which slight differences in capital 

habitus lead to positions within one class (Bourdieu 1984), is precisely what Nethercote finds. I instead 

suggest that much of Nethercote’s findings are better approached as  relation to justifications, as Boltanski 

& Thévenot (2006) use the term. Justifications relates to the theory used in this study (a topic in following 

chapter), and here it suffices to say that housing research generally, likely due to its critical inclination, 

refrains from analyzing values and valuations in regard to how real actors speak of them. 

We can now turn back to the other side of the market, sellers, looking first at Bourdieu’s findings. Note 

how the state (in the following quote) is an instrument for those who are strong in capital: “In effect, the 

state – and those who are able to impose their views through it – contributes very substantially to producing 

the state of the housing market” (Bourdieu 2005: 15, emphasis in original). While Bourdieu (2005) conveys 

a conflicting image whereby, as seen in the quote, (1) the state controls and produces both sides of the 

market vs. (2) the above-mentioned finding that buyers of housing are somewhat seriously in great need of 

steering, we focus here on the seller/production side. First it needs to be recognized that the agents repre-

senting the production companies are different from this study’s role gallery. But more important is the 

finding that producers/sellers are nothing like the producers of art (see Bourdieu 1996; 2017), and nor are 

they similar to producers of consumer goods such as food (see Bourdieu 1984); they are more strategic, 

consciously trying to steer/construct a product that they know/hope will fill a niche in the house market91 

(Bourdieu 2005: 39ff). It should be noted that this is clearly different from the state somewhat influencing 

each and every housing taste in and through socialization, as is the case among buyers. Producers are rather 

given legal and financial rules, as well as those concerning locations for construction, by the state, but 

thereafter they appear to be “free” to fight for market shares. This is an important partial explanation for 

this difference between buyers and producers of housing, as the producers are firms. Firms are firstly fields 

of struggle in themselves (ibid.: 205ff), and since firms on a market always have to manage cost/profit to 

survive in the market it is not surprising that they are somewhat more profit-sensitive. One way to reframe 

 
91 Firms that sell houses most often use some form of advertisement, but perhaps more interesting is that firms, in contrast to buyers/consumers of 

homes, strategically try to paint their product in a certain light; thus, saying “hand-built” speaks more to style while a home in fact might well be 

industrially produced (Bourdieu 2005: 49). 
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this is to say that Bourdieu’s image of housing producers/sellers is much more akin to Nethercote’s (2019b 

Kemeny revisited) skillful and thoughtful notion of housing actors in Australia, than it is homologous to the 

housing buyers Bourdieu himself depicts. At any rate, it is important to stress that Bourdieu is unique in his 

sociology of both sides of the housing market. No other works I have come across can compare in this 

regard. Simply put, Bourdieu is the main inspiration for the work here, in the sense that it involves buyers 

and sellers. Both theoretically and empirically, it is used as the point of refence in the following chapters. 

So, while I for example reviewed valuable criticism above in regard to Bourdieu’s theories/concepts, it is 

still the case that neither Allen nor Nethercote provides as comprehensive an image as Bourdieu does. 

Something similar should be said in relation to competing approaches to explaining housing markets out-

side of housing studies. As noted in introductory chapter Zukin’s (2014) work serve as inspiration for this 

study. However, and although Zukin, like Bourdieu, also investigate a whole market, her work lacks the 

part where Bourdieu is strong, the analysis and ethnographic work on of the meeting, the interaction, be-

tween the two sides of market. It is of course also important to stress that Bourdieu’s case and conclusions 

should be problematized. Here I restrict myself to suggesting that Bourdieu, in his last study, while always 

positioning himself in relation to other scholars (see for example Bourdieu 2005: 207f), in fact ends up with 

a conclusion regarding a whole market that describes an interesting “empirically” grounded difference be-

tween buyers and sellers. I find this difference to be at odds with Bourdieu’s general conclusion about 

homology but that it potentially could help explain switching/switch-role markets, and therefore pursue this 

in the empirical chapters.  

Economic sociology and housing research  

Professor in geography Susan J. Smith has an impressive resume (see for example S. Smith et al. 2006; 

Christie, S. Smith & Munro 2008; Munro & S. Smith 2008; S. Smith & Searle 2010), and her work provides 

an excellent point of departure when it comes to economic sociology about housing. Highly generalized, in 

their articles Smith and her collaborators use Michel Callon’s (1998) concept of “performativity” as their 

master frame when researching housing. Simplified, Callon starts with the empirical fact that some real-

life actors often appear to behave as if they truly are “homo economicus”. His conclusion is that interven-

tions of (in his case) one actor reshaped one market, so that it became a “practical realization of a perfect 

market” (Garcia-Parpet 2007: 2092). This particular agent, in Callon/Garcia-Parpet’s case “a young eco-

nomic advisor”, trained as an economist (Garcia-Parpet 2007: 31, Callon 1998: 22) then “performed” the 

market, creating a situation in which his ideal image of the perfect neoclassical economic market came to 

life.93  

 

 
92 Callon verifies this using Garcia-Parpet’s (2007) ethnographic study of a French strawberry market. Much can be said about both Callon’s 

interpretation vis-à-vis Garcia-Parpet’s original study, and how the idea of performativity really relates to social interaction (see for example Miller 
2007 for one critique of Callon). But here it is the use and reading of Callon that is the main concern.  
93 “Yes, homo economicus does exist, but is not a-historical reality, he does not describe the hidden nature of the human being. He is the result of 

a process of configuration, and the history of the strawberry market shows how this framing takes place” (Callon 1998: 22).  
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While economists, including housing economists, often express an awareness of the limitations involved 

with several assumptions used in mainstream economics (see for example Gabriel & Jacobs 2008: 533), 

Smith’s work provides another route, one that seeks to explain how a housing market is performed by real 

actors deploying an image of the perfect market that they (normatively) hold is what a market should be 

like (cf. Butler 2006: xv). So, as seen above, the theory/norm of the perfect market itself is often questioned 

in housing studies, even by economists, yet following Callon is another way to explain how and why the 

image of the perfect market is “immortal”. Highly simplified, the neoclassical economic theory belief that-

the value of housing is equal to the utility, measurable in market prices, through a hedonic analysis (see 

above) is truly found in real housing market and in real market actors. Not because this necessarily is that 

housing is a perfect market good, but because certain actors perform the market so that housing becomes a 

perfect market good. Callon framing is then that “devices”, such as a hedonic models, become acting enti-

ties/have “actancy” (see for example Callon et al. 2007 and see Lovell & S. Smith 2010 for a housing 

example). This is then most often an unquestioned fundament in housing studies investigating performa-

tivity (cf. Mooya 2016), i.e., it is not why housing is “correctly” priced according to perceived utility but 

instead what happens when housing markets “are made” which is analyzed. Calculative device (such as 

hedonics) are front and center, it is they which performs the perfect neoclassical economic housing market 

(see for example Murphy 2020). This is obviously a very important strand of research for this study as its 

findings matter in almost every perceivable way when it comes to researching buying and selling housing. 

One important finding follows here: Using Callon’s results and theory transforms housing studies into fo-

cusing on real estate agents (see for example Ariztia 2014; Benites-Gambirazio 2018; Levy et al. 2008). 

They are the agents of performativity; “ (…) the housing market hinges critically on the work of key market 

managers” (S. Smith et al. 2006: 83, cf. Abolafia 1996). What one discovers in interviews with real estate 

agents is that their view of markets truly is partly textbook economics: “The market mechanism is very, 

very, simple … perfect for balancing supply and demand”; “You basically have to play by the rules of the 

market. Nobody is set out to make these rules” (Smith et al. 2006: 85); and “It’s a very sophisticated market, 

but it still buttons down into supply and demand at the end of the day” (Wallace 2008: 104). In housing 

research, two central concepts from the performativity literature – “calculation” and “socio-technical de-

vices” – are tied to real estate in the sense that calculations of value are then seen as they are in economic 

theory; i.e., estimated value in housing is equal to economic value. Also, as will be more evident below, 

real estate agents are generally found to “slip” into the idea that the value identified in, for example, a 

hedonic model is the same as the price that should be paid for the unit. Calculation thus takes place “inside” 

the device of the hedonic model and this taken to be the truth by/inside key actors in the market (see espe-

cially Munro & S. Smith 2008)94. In this literature, real estate agents are the example of Callon’s living, 

 
94 In a nutshell, I follow Healy (2015: 177ff) and see MacKenzie’s (2006) refinement of Callon as crucial in two ways: (1) While calculation is 

important in Callon, he is not clear regarding the sense in which the market case is relevant. We need Mackenzie’s adaption of performativity to 

understand whether, how, and when “market devices” such as hedonic modeling on housing are important actors in themselves (or not). When 
these financial markets are successfully performed, when market devices perform reality, the “unintended consequences” can be drastic. (2) Mac-

kenzie’s notion of performativity is more subtle than Callon’s: “Mackenzie’s An Engine, Not a Camera (MacKenzie 2006), takes a much more 

circumspect line. The book’s subtitle is not ‘How Markets Perform Financial Models’ but rather ‘How Financial Models Shape Markets.’ To shape 
is not to create or determine” (Healy 2015: 179, emphasis in original). As will be evident below, this type of discussion is largely missing in 

performative studies of housing. So, while Callon’s use of Garcia-Parpet’s ethnographic study has both been influential and stirred up quite a debate 

within as well as outside sociology, I will not dig too deeply into it here but only suggest that performativity can be portrayed in different ways.  
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breathing homo economicus: They are the ones in charge of organizing the market (Callon 1989: 22, cf. 

Aspers et al. 2020) and they have to convince, teach, and/or impose how market devices work in assessing 

value in housing. So, as seen above, while the hedonic model works under the assumption that bundled 

utility equals value, real estate agents often take evaluations of housing as the definite and/or final price-

economic value of a unit. The advice and steering of all actors in a housing market then entail that one 

should follow the model’s results, as it is a reflection of the real world. A couple of things are important to 

highlight here: Real estate agents are so ingrained in how a market should work (in both theory and practice) 

that they blame all kinds of “problems” in the market – such as prices spiraling, people placing bids that 

are too high and/or too low, etc. – on actors’ not playing by the economic rulebook (see S. Smith et al. 

2006; Munro & S. Smith 2008, Wallace 2008). This is an important finding as real estate agents also come 

across as highly emotional, which is something one does not find in Callon’s (1998) conclusion, or in the 

textbook theories that these real estate agents are assumed, and found, to perform. Yet, at the same time 

real estate agents describe buyers’ decision-making as being far from rational. Instead it is stereotyped into 

gender roles, with women, for example, “pricing” kitchens higher than men do (who instead tend to value 

things like garages) (Levy et al. 2008: 117) (ibid.). This is also an aspect in regard to actual buyers, who 

are understood as navigating an “emotional economy” (see for example Christie et al. 2008; S. Smith & 

Munro 2009, Munro & S. Smith 2008; 199, cf. Besbris 2016). Often, networks of friends and family are 

needed for support and help (Levy et al. 2008: 286, Wallace 2008, cf. DiMaggio & Louch 1998). To further 

complicate matters, real estate agents are found to place “actancy” in the market as something “external”. 

The housing market is perceived as having a mind of its own (see for example S. Smith et al. 2006: 86; 

Levy et al. 2008). This imagery, which we know is common among actors, even seasoned market operators 

(see especially C. Smith 1981), is nonetheless in dissonance with the “rational”, cold, and detached way in 

which homo economicus should approach the market. 

  

The findings around performativity in housing markets are a valuable piece of research. I use them in the 

empirical chapters when I approach what real buyers and sellers do and say. Is it, for example, the case that 

both types of role incumbents are led to perform a perfect market? Does performativity follow a role, or is 

it general for both buyers and sellers? Is switching between being a buyer and a seller easier if one sees 

SHM as a perfect market, or is “the market as a mind metaphor” better? Are buyers and sellers “disap-

pointed with others’ failure to, for example, bid rationally? What is the role of emotions – is SHM foremost 

an emotional, a moral, or an economic market? These and many more similar questions are examples of 

my use of Smith and others’ work in the empirical chapters. However, it is important to point out some 

unclear aspects here. Starting with Smith et al. (2006), it is described as trying to analyze a housing market. 

But in fact, it is intermediaries/third parties (i.e., real estate agents), and less frequently buyers/consumers 

of housing, who are analyzed. Sellers of homes are missing in action. This is an important gap, which my 

study fills. Another related issue is the language and preciseness in the literature using the performativity 

concept. For example, economic sociologist sometimes makes clear distinction in relation to market 
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making, not all markets are made in the same way (see for example Aspers et al. 2020). Such notions are 

lost when the focus in on “calculative devices” are seen as performing (i.e. making) the whole market. 

Overall, the notion of devices having agency blurs how causality flows and how for example neoclassical 

economic ideas really enter actors’ heads or not. This is also found in when housing scholars investigating 

performative  tend to put many separate markets as all being the housing market (see for example Murphy 

2020). Another related aspect is the complex relationship between “calculation” and “socio-technical de-

vices”, vs. mind of the market vs. the market as an emotional economy. Overall, there is a tendency toward 

“ad-hoc theory applications” in this line of housing studies. For example, it is easy to agree with Wallace’s 

finding that layman actors have “multiple perspectives” on buying housing (2008: 100) and that the market 

is an “emotional geography” where “emotional or psychological responses” need to be taken into account 

(ibid.; 107., see also S. Smith et al. 2006: 94f). Yet this is not something Callon speaks about, and the 

attempts to solve this “emotional finding vs. performativity” are at least hard for others to use, as it entails 

two very different ideas that have been squeezed together.95 Below I continue the review with instances of 

a more successful economic sociology of emotions in housing research, and also quite a different take on 

values in homes, but first I offer a more coherent use of performativity.  

Callon vs. Polanyi, performativity and beyond 

Christophers, drawing on Harvey (see above) and current critical political economists, finds both theoreti-

cal (Christophers 2014b) and empirical evidence of an actual housing market (Christophers 2014a) being 

“performed”. Contrary to the studies reviewed above, and somewhat in contrast to Callon’s own framing,96 

Christophers argues that economics as trade/exchange and economic theory are tied to a class’s interest. 

Performativity in a housing market is thus not simply something that tends to happen to people who have 

studied economics but is rather two sides of the relationship between academia/social theory and those in 

power. The critical stance is thus sharp and clear: “(…) Mennicken and Miller (2012) are right to question 

the ultimate value of scholarship that shows economics being performative without assessing the implica-

tions of that performativity” (Christophers 2014a: 95). The conclusion, then, is that economic models that 

standardize costs and benefits – i.e., economic terms/concepts – are put to use in the issue of “affordable 

housing”, which could have been approached from many other angles (such as “housing as a right” and not 

a commodity). Economic models expand and marketize new areas, and economic theory, working in one 

group’s interest, is performativity “over” notions such as affordable housing. Contrary to other more fre-

quent combinations of performativity and other theory elements discussed above (such as Callon + Miller, 

 
95 Besides the marriage of Callon and emotional sociology, the inclusion of a concept from one of Callon’s harshest critics, anthropologist Daniel 

Miller’s (see Miller 2002) – “virtualism” – is telling. Smith et al. (2006) find these two theories to be related, albeit speaking from slightly different 

angles. I would rather suggest that Miller (2002) has a completely different outlook on agency, and that this is one reason he is critical of Callon. 

The same can be said of when Bourdieu is introduced together with Callon (Lovell & Smith 2010)—the outcome being a conflict-ridden mix. 
Lovell & Smith use Bourdieu as a representative of a form of “materialism” that I prefer to speak of as critical practice theory. This is important in 

that every element that speaks of the critical angle in Bourdieu—how performativity is a weapon for certain classes—is absent in Lovell & Smith. 

This critical and ideological angle is furthermore what critics of Callon have regarded as a missing piece. The focus of performativity is related to 
the standpoint that it is not necessary to start from a critical outlook on, for example, neoclassical economics, but that one instead should realize 

that neoclassical assumptions can be empirically true due to (surprising) socialization/social framing reasons. Bourdieu’s critical and ideological 

position is very different in this regard.  
96As Christophers readily acknowledges that Callon is rather restricted in his original statement when it comes to ideology. The connection between 

what especially Polanyi saw as intimate relationships between economic science, actual markets, and those in power is not a main concern for 

Callon (Christophers 2014a: 81). 
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or emotional sociology + Callon) the critical performativity angle in Christophers makes for a more coher-

ent image of housing markets. So, while one for example  can agree with Murphy (2020) in the lumping 

together of Cristopher and S. Smith, since they both use the concept of performativity, I believe that the 

more important point is the Polanyian/critical angle is a success in Cristopher as it combines two ideas in a 

way that one finds already in Polanyi’s (2001) own work. While Christophers does not conduct compre-

hensive fieldwork on the whole market, thereby missing many aspects in relation to my research questions, 

his image of those in power affecting how housing markets should be understood is an important point to 

consider when analyzing what real buyers and sellers do on SHM.  

 

Another example of a successful mix of critical theory and performativity is the unlikely marriage of Bour-

dieu and Callon97 found in Ariztía  (2014, cf. Benites-Gambirazio 2020, Murphy 2020). By focusing on 

how real estate agents aim and direct “the product” (i.e., a home) they are selling toward the social class of 

potential buyer(s), Ariztía finds that the value of housing is what real estate agents tell their clients it is. In 

the end, it matters more how real estate agents target buyers than what actual buyers actually feel. For 

example, a middle-class home should look a certain way; a certain aesthetic taste should be projected. This 

is a form of performativity of class, but more as taste and aesthetic than teaching buyers and sellers about 

economics (Ariztía 2014: 403). Obviously, not all angles are covered byAriztía ; for instance, home sellers 

are missing. But the overall image of what type of value counts and how this value is steered toward buyers 

is clear, and given that housing is typically described as one of the most important things for a person’s 

status and standing, it is valuable to take into account Ariztía’s work in the empirical chapters.  

However, while I do view the articles reviewed above as more successful in their combination of performa-

tivity and critical theory, and even more importantly, in providing points of comparison in the analysis, it 

is important to keep in mind the review of critical theory housing research above, for the critical theory-

stance, contrary to the image in economic sociological literature working with Callon’s concept, remains 

in housing research using the performativity notion. Thus, actors are assumed to be living under some form 

of “false consciousness”, regardless of the role of economic theory (and/or the state) in this performance, 

and this is a major drawback that I intend to avoid in this study. One way to avoid the tautological aspect 

in critical theory is to use a more agentic perspective from current economic sociology. Ideas in this regard, 

found in two works, are reviewed below.  

 

Eliza Benites-Gambirazio’s (2020) Working as a real estate agent. Bringing the clients in line with the 

market, like many of the works reviewed above, is centered on real estate agents. Rather than choosing 

agents based on the assumption that they are the ones performing economic theory, as was the case above, 

and also to avoid repeating the problem of sociology being about either consumption or just the production 

of housing (see Childress 201798), Benites-Gambirazio chooses agents because they “[manage] order” 

 
97 I say “unlikely” because Bourdieu’s type of sociology is, in many ways, what Callon and his school of thought write against (see for example 

Latour 2005). 
98 Childress (2017: 7f) points to the interesting fact that, while consumption has gradually found its way into sociology about markets, it is still the 
case that separating “production” and “reception” is the norm. From DiMaggio (1987) to Griswold (1993) and then Peterson (2000), and “almost 

three decades after DiMaggio’s call to action, in yet another Annual Review piece the consumption scholar Alan Warde again noted the problem 

(…)” (Childress 2017: 7; 261, n. 19); i.e., separating production and consumption appears to be ever-occurring –  regardless of whether it is 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-954X.12144?journalCode=sora#con
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-954X.12144?journalCode=sora#con
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-954X.12144?journalCode=sora#con
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-954X.12144?journalCode=sora#con
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(Benites-Gambirazio 2020: 3), performing both social and economic order, so that every actor “knows what 

their place is” and what their practice should be, given their taste habitus. This approach is different from 

performativity-hypothesis, more open and inductive, finding that real estate agents – rather than trying to 

impose the right type of thinking or taste on buyers – more try to build relationships with clients/potential 

clients in order to gain trust. Being trustworthy is generally achieved by delivering the insight that housing 

should be approached in an unemotional way that is both professional and gains clients’ confidence. After 

trust is reached, clients can be shown where their habitus belongs, what they could and should buy. This is 

part Bourdieu (disinterest in profit, and the homology of a good actor) and part Callon (asserting that hous-

ing is like any product and that one should thus be detached and “cool”) in both position, disposition, and 

belief. A very similar type of “steering of demand” is found in Max Besbris’s (2016) Romancing the home: 

emotions and the interactional creating of demand in the housing market. Pairing Bourdieu with more of a 

framing from the emotional sociology of Hochschild, Besbris finds that real estate agents’ work “ (…) is 

not simply to bring a buyer to a product; it is also to create arousal in the buyer by highlighting how a 

product matches them in some way. To accomplish this matching and subsequent emotional arousal, agents 

also relied on the specificity of the environment and the surrounding area” (Besbris 2016: 468). The real 

benefits of these two related works on real estate agents are that they provide direct takes on how and why 

housing supply meets demand: It is through an agent. They furthermore do this with the help of cutting-

edge theory from current sociology. While I do not interview real estate agents in this study I do observe 

them, and if they are so successful at performing both economic and aesthetic matters in relation to class, 

this should certainly show up in what both buyers and sellers say here. Like above, I thus use this as a 

valuable piece of research to compare with my own material. One drawback, however –much like in the 

above – is obvious: the ever-missing housing sellers. Without sellers, the claim that this is research on a 

whole market is hollow. Another important aspect is the reliance on Bourdieu’s critical sociology. Mean-

while I view this combination of, for example, Hochschild and Zelizer to Bourdieu in Besbris as more 

successful than many others discussed above, and find Benites-Gambirazio impressive in beginning with a 

brief summary of the work that has been done in “valuation studies” (referring to Helgesson & Muniesa 

2013) and “sociology on evaluation” (referring to Beckert & Aspers 2011, Vatin 2013, Velthuis 2005, and 

Zelizer 2010). I do, however, find that both articles conclude with “just Bourdieu”. The new economic 

sociology is ultimately not there, and it is still the case that the meeting between buyers and the good of 

housing becomes just a slightly more intricate version of Bourdieu’s homology finding. This might be 

absolutely empirically correct, but it at least has not been researched in the light of those who sell their 

homes; i.e., it is unclear how, why, or even whether this socialization into homology matters for the whole 

market (or not). I end this section on economic sociology in housing research by briefly reviewing Becher’s 

(2014) work, as it is an interesting analysis of values in housing from the perspective of real “owners”. 

Becher reviews the struggle between economics and other “critical” social science as a struggle over “use 

versus exchange” value (Becher 2014: 250). Becher herself, however, does find that neither of the two 

 
cultural sociology, media research, economic sociology, or organization theory, the separation remains. To this I would then  add that sociology 

about housing and economic sociology about housing markets still lack an approach that takes into account both sides of the market. 
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camps can explain her finding of those living in a home investing in the place. Neighbors, friends, family, 

community, schools, and old buildings are some of the values that cannot be completely compensated for 

by money and/or a new home when a household is forced to move (cf. Desmond 2016); commensuration 

into money is, simply put, never really reachable when it comes to a home (cf. Espeland & Stevens 1998). 

Becher’s critique of previous approaches to value(s) in housing is highly interesting and her ethnographic 

work on those who lose their home is valuable, serving as a missing piece in housing studies (i.e., owners 

who lose their home are at least closer to the sellers found missing in many housing studies). However, 

Becher’s own alternative is diffuse. One understands that she suggests investment as a central aspect for 

homeowners, but it is unclear how and why this differs from, for example, Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) 

sense of investment and worlds of worth (which I use) (see Becher 2014: 276n.18, 300n.1). So, a gap 

remains even here, which I intend to fill in this study.  

 

Housing research on homes, symbols, and multitude of values 

A home obviously has meaning to those who live in it. The value(s) it carries is/are massive; some examples 

from above are financial, emotional, aesthetic, and status. Housing as a symbol is thus one very well-re-

searched area (see for example Douglas 1991; Easthope 2004; Mallet 2004 for some reviews on the litera-

ture on homes). In one sense, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, it is hard to initially estimate 

whether and when the previous literature matters (or not) for this review. So, even if the study is about 

transacting housing, and the general image when homes are researched in relation to the concept of “mean-

ing” in buying and selling of them is generally not included, I cannot dismiss this whole field of research. 

Still, they are valuable clues to interpreting buyers and sellers here. I have made sense of this by focusing 

on the very few examples in which the meanings of homes and transacting homes/housing are dealt with 

and then picking out thinking related to economic sociological concepts, thus reconnecting housing to a 

larger previous literature. As will be evident below, this type of research comes mainly from “housing 

studies” and several of the traits identified above remerge here.   

 

One important strand of housing literature that relates to what was reviewed above (and note the somewhat 

peculiar label) is “social constructivism” in housing research (see especially Jacobs et al. 2004). While it 

does include interesting discussions and has theoretical and methodological implications, I hold that this is 

primarily an appeal, or the start of a manifesto, rather than research on social constructivism in hous-

ing/homes. While housing scholars are quick to point out that housing studies were previously (too much) 

about housing policy, policy advice, “social engineering”, and the like (ibid. See also Clapham 2005; 2012; 

Kemeny 1992), social constructivism is used as a bat in the debate; i.e., used mostly as an argument about 

how housing studies could be rather than trying to convey social constructivism in relation to hous-

ing/homes. Social construction is, in all identified reviews, is the smallest common denominator, a feature 

found in most social housing research and/or a broad insight that can be combined with almost any other 
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social theoretical element. However, the main focus is an argument that previous housing research have 

used “untheoretical frames”, which has hampered it in relation to researching policy (see especially Jacobs 

et al. 2005, cf. Fopp 2008). It then follows that constructivism, very broadly defined, is better equipped to 

do just policy research. The critical perspective, a prevalent feature of housing studies, is present here as 

well. But, rather than stressing the connection between social constructivism and, for example, “labelling 

theory”, social constructivists rather point to the drawbacks in previous housing studies and head for intri-

cate theoretical debates, of which buying and selling are not a part. Besides the lack of empirical work on 

housing using social constructivism, my suggestion is that it is the very broad definition which creates a 

problem. Clapham’s (2012) review of constructivist housing studies catches this neatly : “Much housing 

research has uncritically accepted an approach that has many roots and different traditions without making 

it clear on which branch it is based” (Clapham 2012: 175, my emphasis). Yet Clapham, with his (in my 

view correct and highly critical) identification of the state of affairs around constructivism in housing re-

search, does not reformulate the research agenda. Instead, he suggests that social constructivism should be 

used a “paradigm” and that disperse theories such as ANT/STS, structuralism, and psychological theories 

can all be incorporated into social constructivist housing research. The pattern of including too much is  

also present when Clapham defines his own concept of “housing pathway” (Clapham 2005). Since every-

thing from the meaning of housing (returned to below), housing in an economic light, to neighborhoods 

and communities are touched upon, with several relevant discussions for this review and study, while sev-

eral aspects are valuable for this review, study, it also tends to lack important aspect in the literature, espe-

cially when it comes to buying and selling housing. So let us turn directly to one example which does work 

on the meaning of housing and that furthermore often is criticized by the just mention constructivists in 

housing research, the work of Saunders. 

  

Saunders (1990) can be seen as taking on the large body of literature on homes’ value/meaning from a 

particular angle. He finds that homes are valued because they provide actors with security and proceeds to 

argue that it is in the benefit of all, regardless of class, to own their homes. Drawing on Giddens’s concept 

of “ontological security”, Saunders makes an interesting case and shows how and why homeowners are 

better off in several senses. It is the investment that owners have to make that Saunders argues makes them 

more at home, gives them a greater sense of belonging in their homes than tenants have (ibid.). Saunders 

uses an analysis of an English household survey to test the established idea that men find their homes to be 

“havens” while women tend to have more negative feelings about their homes. Saunders finds that this 

“established fact” can be dismissed in his material; i.e., women rather share men’s attitudes regarding 

homes as (safe) havens (cf. Richards 1990). Saunders stands out here in his positive outlook on the value 

of owning; the class aspect of ownership that is clear, for example, among Richards’s (1990: 64f) Australian 

homeowners is not present in Saunders. Saunders (1990) is often thought of as a counter to Kemeny’s 

(1981) findings around tenure forms—the state’s outlook on housing relates to the outlook on welfare in 

general (see also Kemeny 2005), but one important point here is Saunders investigate what people think 

about their homes, a method that is missing in books, even one titled The Meaning of Housing (Clapham 
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2005). Results aside, the gap here is clear—there is no discussion of how one proceeds as either a buyer or 

a seller of housing.  

 

As noted above, in Sweden, politicians have traditionally discussed housing as a “right” (cf. Pattillo 2013). 

Yet the existence of a housing market, where units are bought and sold, has implicitly been accepted from 

left to right (see for example B. Bengtsson 1992, 2022). This is relevant here as owning one’s home could 

be an important motivator in Sweden as well. The problem, however, is that research of Saunders’s or 

Richards’s type is, to the best of my knowledge, not to be found in the Swedish context. As with many 

other contested political issues, research has instead tended to be about policy and policy advice. While 

political housing economics, or more precisely critical theory on housing, is one way to establish why one 

buys and sells housing, it is for the most part more ideological argumentation than evidence-based research. 

Below, however, I have found one type of research that builds on material from actual buyers (not so much 

sellers) and their reasons for owning. In contrast to the housing and non-housing economists’, and the gen-

eral critical angle in much housing research outlooks reviewed above, this provides a valuable piece of the 

story and builds a more coherent review of what has been done in relation to my study. 

 

One form of research on the home focuses more on the phenomenological experience beyond merely secu-

rity. Almqvist’s work falls into this category.99 One important conclusion is that homes can be many other 

things than simply houses/apartments (Douglas 1991), and the feelings that “being at home” invokes, for 

example, are also central (Gurney 1995; 1999). Almqvist (2004), for instance, suggests that homes are 

“projects”, things to work on and develop, which can be both relaxing and creative. To make this useful for 

me I have to identify how feelings of home, and around homes, influence buying and selling (or not). The 

role of the home is thus a central aspect in my analysis of buyers and sellers. It is worth noting that Mallet 

(2004: 79, emphasis in original) makes a key observation in regard to phenomenology: “Phenomenologists 

do not attempt to define the essence of the home or circumscribe people’s experience. Instead they focus 

on practice, on the diverse ways people ‘do’ and feel home (Gurney, 1997; Jackson, 1995; Ingold, 1995) 

rather than the ways that they think about home. They are interested in the dialectic relationship between 

self and the object in the intentional production of home (…)”. Regardless of what form of phenomenology 

one ascribes to, the focus on practice that Mallet identifies is promising. I will use it as source of inspiration 

in the identification of how answers, with the caution that I need to establish how “doing home” relates to 

selling/buying homes. Mallet is furthermore instructive in her surprise at the methods these “phenomeno-

logical home researchers” use: “The use of quantitative and semi-structured interviews is particularly per-

plexing given that phenomenology is first and foremost a study of people’s account of their everyday prac-

tices and experiences” (Mallet 2004: 80f). Just like I am puzzled by the fact social constructivists are always 

held as equivalent to critical theorists in housing research, it appears that home researchers are very liberal 

when it comes to method choices, and my simple suggestion is that meaning is better captured through 

interviewing and observing, which is the method I use in this study.   

 
99 From a ‘non-Swedish’ horizon, Mallet (2004: 79) suggests that Ahmed (1999), Masey (1992), Hooks (1990), and Douglas (1991) are good 

examples of this tradition in housing research. 
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Summary  

The importance of housing in regard to everything from the household’s economic situation, social stand-

ing, and proximity to all types of services to aesthetic decisions makes it easy to understand why the existing 

body of literature is so massive. However, when, like I have done above, one focuses on buying and selling 

housing, things change drastically. In essence, only three strands of literature become relevant: housing 

economics, critical housing studies, and housing studies drawing on performativity. There are a few excep-

tions to these major three, but while they are highly valuable for my study (i.e., in analyzing the empirical 

material) they are not complete perspectives on buying and selling and can thus be bracketed in this sum-

mary. 

 

The most influential notion, housing economics, can be summarized very briefly as seeing housing, alt-

hough it has some peculiar features, as a good that can be researched like any other good. Market prices are 

paid when supply meets demand and/or buyers and sellers agree on price. The drawbacks and problems 

with how these housing prices actually come about, and “what prices are actually made of” are commonly 

directed at housing economists, but here it is reiterated that hedonics, for all its drawbacks, at least spits out 

price predictions that are as good “guesses” as one will ever get as an actor or researcher. This is confirmed 

in that even economic sociologists see housing as a good governed by standards that are priced. However, 

another relevant aspect is that while hedonic predictions are fairly accurate, the idea in housing economics 

is built on unquestioned assumptions. It is unclear, for example, how the switch-role aspect in my case 

affects the rational actors in relation to prices in the market, and neither is it investigated what actors actu-

ally do on the market. Basically, the gap in housing economics relates to all three of the research questions 

in this study (while it of course could be the case that both buyers and sellers are equipped with perfect 

information, act in self-interest, calculate the sum utility in housing, and so on). 

 

The dominance of the economics and econometrics is also present when one turns to the major strand 

opposing it, the critical theory perspective. In fact, although it is critical of a whole range of aspects in 

economic theory, it provides no alternate theory of value(s). Instead, it is the unfairness of how the market 

values things in relation to power and influence that is the main concern. While this literature in this area 

is also voluminous, it is interesting to note that only Pierre Bourdieu provides a field study that, being 

conducted by a practice theorist, covers the three research questions deployed in this study. The benefits 

and drawbacks (further explored in the following chapter) can be summarized here as beneficial in their 

combining  the three research questions into “field+habitus”, and as having a drawback in their dismissal 

of actors’ ability to speak and reflect on, particularly, motivations.  

 

The last major strand is the use of the performativity thesis in housing studies. Here, market actors are 

found to be influenced by actors who follow and impose a textbook version of how a market should work. 

One main point in this literature is naturally that economics as a science is unquestioned, and the more 

relevant benefit of this growing literature in housing studies is that it fills in some of the gaps involving 

what homo economicus really does in real markets. However, the limit within this literature is clear: Firstly, 
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there is a lack of clarity as to why real estate agents and actual buyers appear to react differently to strategies 

when bidding, for example. Secondly, the focus on intermediaries as sellers of homes, to the best of my 

knowledge, has not been studied. A third drawback is the eclectic bricolage in which often conflicting 

theory elements are used in attempts to explain aspects that do not fit the performativity thesis. Studies that 

use other economic sociological theories than Callon’s, and/or are more successful when combining Bour-

dieu and Callon, for example, are very few. It is important to note, however, that I consider works that 

study, for example, the desire to own housing and/or how real estate agents try to work relationally to attract 

clients, as they speak of another type of sociology that is closer to how I perceive the analytical work in 

this study.  
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Chapter 3: Theory—Assumptions for understanding buyers and 
sellers of housing 

This chapter presents the theory used for analyzing the observations and interviews with buyers and sellers 

of housing. Theory and theories can mean and imply different things (see for example Abend 2008), but 

the aim in this chapter is to describe “theory as a tool”—what the theory instrument used in the empirical 

chapters consists of, and how this theory tool is forged.  

 

Buying and selling housing, as reviewed in the previous chapter, can be described and researched in a 

number of ways. In this chapter I build on the simplification of the state of the art found in Chapter 2. As 

Bourdieu’s practice theory is influential when it comes to analyzing buying and selling housing, I start by 

framing a theory of modes in relation to his theory. Thereafter, I add elements from other theories to estab-

lish what I mean by a theory of modes and how it is put to use in analyzing the empirical material.  

Modes, modus operandi, and opus operatum 

Two valuable synonyms for mode are “style” and “way.” When using them as part of a theoretical tool for 

understanding and explaining buyers and sellers of housing, I find that they are related to the what and how 

research questions in this study. Given that this is a sociological study of the acts of buying and selling 

housing, my suggestion is that it is important to highlight that modes are assumed to be social. Social in the 

sense that are formed in and by actors with others in mind (Weber 1978: 4). Yet modes are not the same as 

social action (see Weber 1978: 24ff.) but rather something which is displayed in social actions. Modes are 

thus analyzable in how buyers and sellers act, in or by for example the influence of culture, other bidders, 

opposing side of the market and so on. In a nutshell, mode as style, and as a way, relates to what buyers 

and sellers do, and how they do it on SHM, but also as will be more evident below, why they do. In this 

chapter I focus on how modes are assumed to be constructed and used in the analysis. As mentioned above, 

modes as theory tool is partly built  on a simplification of Bourdieu’s general practice theory. Among other 

things this makes me frame and start the discussion from Bourdieu’s influential concept of habitus and 

field(s), rather than concept such as social economic action ideal types (Weber 1978: 24ff), institutions (see 

for example Jepperson 1991), markets and markets actors as embedded (Granovetter 1985), organizations 

of markets (Ahrne, Aspers, Brunsson 2015) social facts (Durkheim 1982; Beckert & Suckert 2021,cf. Stei-

ner 2011), role incumbency (see for example Turner 2001), role “becoming” (see for example H. Becker 

1997) or economic culture (see for example Wherry 2012). To be clear, concept such as culture, roles and 

social economic action do surface in the discussion below but do so when deemed to be relevant for a theory 

of modes. We can thus start with actors having an embodied history, a habitus, which is both position and 
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disposition (see for example Bourdieu 1990: 53), the “baggage” created by socialization in (previous) fields 

which the actor takes with him or her into any field (ibid, see also Barnes 2000: 55; Sewell 2005:140f.). 

 

While Bourdieu (2005 and see chapter 2) present an image of housing buyers that was different from his 

general image, found in for example in Distinction (Bourdieu 1984), and also lacking an image of sellers 

of homes100, the focus here is more on the connection between the individual housing market actors and the 

field, what Bourdieu sometimes calls “the Logic of Practice” (Bourdieu 1990; see also Bourdieu 1977). 

This relates directly to the idea of modes, as Bourdieu indeed uses the related term “modus operandi”, 

which in itself is the principle of producing acts by actors (while often appearing as analyzable only in 

Bourdieu’s own theory). The word “modus” is related to mode, and “operandi” ties modes to something 

ongoing or performed – the way something operates – which then is directly tied to what and how aspects. 

This is thus a practice theory, and acts can be understood as equivalent to virtually any object and abstract 

thing, such as an idea, that is influenced by humans. Taken together with the notion of habitus, one under-

stands that a field – a place of struggle101, such as a housing market – can in one sense be seen as one modus 

operandi, one principle for manufacturing acts or even one type of history embodied in one habitus. This 

can then also be portrayed as place of struggle, a practice, one social structure. Yet, one of Bourdieu’s 

contributions is that he also stress different relations to a practice. Habitus is in one sense personal, inscribed 

in the individual actors’ body, amounting to relations to all forms of practices and fields. Thus, a position 

in social structure is filled “due” to habitus and an actor’s practice is part in herself and part in the field, i.e. 

only relevant in actual field (see for example Bourdieu 2005: 110ff.). Before turning more to how habitus 

relates to place in social space, it is important to just highlight that the term modes, inspired by Bourdieu’s 

depiction of habitus and modus operandi, enables using a theory tool which incorporate, yet reformulate, 

aspects from several influential ideas in sociology. Put in another way, since the anchor is Bourdieu’s rela-

tional practice thought, it is with those concepts I continue below, and I point out when it beneficiary to use 

concepts and ideas outside of Bourdieu theory.  

  

Just as Bourdieu never uses the term disposition without tying it to a position in a specific field, he always 

uses the term modus operandi as tied to “opus operatum” (Bourdieu 1977: 18f, 111; 1984: 172f; 1990: 34, 

52f). Opus operatum involves products that are always positioned in fields with a social and hierarchical 

structure (see especially Bourdieu 1984: 172ff. and see King 2000 for a critical assessment). Given that 

“products” is just another expression for practice, one understands that Bourdieu’s practice theory is one in 

which modus operandi is one practice in one field, yet is always further separable into practices tied to 

positions in a field. In Bourdieu’s own wording, “As structured products (opus operatum) which a struc-

turing structure (modus operandi) produces through retranslations according to the specific logic of 

 
100 I.e. there are no homeowners and no homes which are already built and sold by private persons in Bourdieu (2005).  
101 Bourdieu and many of his followers are keen to stress that fields are places where actors fight over position (see for example Bourdieu 1990: 

42ff.) and, albeit extremely rarely, over the field logic of practice itself. This is not the place to dig deeper into these issues; I simply rest in the 

argument that in Bourdieu’s own empirical field studies, this struggle and fight aspect is vague. Actors are interested in pursuing their taste but 

rarely in fighting with others, and even more seldom do they try to fashion a field in any sense (Asper et al. 2020, cf. Dromi 2020). 
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different fields, all the practices and products of a given agent are objectively harmonized among them-

selves, without any deliberate pursuit of coherence, and objectively orchestrated, without any conscious 

concertation, with those of all members of the same class” (Bourdieu 1984; 172f, emphasis in original). 

This means that Bourdieu sees what actors do as being tied to the position they are in, in any social field, 

and thus that social class as status and standing is completely tied to what, how, and why actors do what 

they do. Bourdieu’s practice theory is thus also a relational sociology where actors history embodies, and 

makes up, a social structure (see for example Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 97ff). Among other aspects, this 

ties disposition to position in a social class sense (more discussed below), and back to habitus-practice 

again. Which makes us understand that Practice (with a capital P) in Bourdieu’s sense is one class’s prac-

tice, the dominant way of doings things (out of several other, less influential classes’ practice) and, as seen 

in the literature review in the previous chapter, also an image of both sides of a market, where buyers meet 

sellers due to their similarity in habitus/taste for and position, the so called “homology” (see for example 

Bourdieu 1984: 232f). One important practice and field aspect is then that, for example finding homology 

between buyers and sellers in a sociological analysis, only can be done in a real field, it is only there that a 

full understanding of relations can be made. A final aspect to stress from the previous chapter is Bourdieu’s 

depiction of actors improvising unintentionally; they are skillful at adapting to any field, but do this without 

really being able to express it in words (Bourdieu 1977: 79). 

 

Already here, with only a brief and delimited account of Bourdieu’s practice theory, and without getting 

into the fact that Bourdieu indeed finds producers of houses much more strategic than buyers, the encom-

passing outlook on “everything as practice”, the distinction between Practice and practices, and the stress 

on “unintentional improvisation” bring important insights to this study. Using Bourdieu, one can say that a 

market has one “modus operandi”. This practice depiction relates directly what in introductory chapter was 

discussed as “typical”. In the following chapter on method I discuss how this type of typical mode, and/or 

Practice (with a capital P), is explored and researched in this study, here I however need to frame this more 

theoretically and thus continue to focus on Bourdieu’s concepts.   

 

It is useful to relate Bourdieu’s sociological definition of modus in that it is slightly different from that 

found in criminology, in which modus operandi, or simply M.O., is used, for example, when analyzing a 

crime scene. The assumption there is that “how things are done” can be used to identify an individual 

perpetrator (see for example Douglas & Douglas 1996). Bourdieu uses the term modus operandi to start in 

the general field’s Practice and no such thing as unique M.O. exists – only class-driven takes on a field’s 

Practice. This means that differences between classes in practice and taste give practices. For example, a 

seller of housing on SHM is assumed to display a mode related to their class habitus when selling a home; 

for instance, being upper class means having a home in a high-status area, with a certain style of home 

decoration, and behaving in some certain way as a seller (see Bourdieu 1984). These group determined 

habitus/practices are thus in one sense equal to actors’ own subjective taste, who however (unbeknownst to 

them) “automatically” position their taste in the housing field hierarchy, whereby one taste/practice is the 
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right and dominant one (cf. Barnes 2000: 55). It is in the relation between classes that one finds the critical 

theory element in Bourdieu. Dominant habitus, a certain class taste and structure of capital, lead to being 

positioned at higher strata’s of a field such as a housing market and making, by default, dominant actors 

dominating those below them (see Boltanski 2011: 19ff for a comprehensive critic). I use Bourdieu’s theory 

directly in the sense that a mode is assumed to be a take on SHM’s typical modus operandi, a way of doing 

things but also how to behave (one’s manners) when one is a seller or buyer of housing on SHM. In relation 

to the study’s research questions, what one does when buying and/or selling housing, how one does these 

things, and even why one does them are connected – firstly, because they are tied to one actor, but equally 

importantly because they take place in a market, or field, where the surroundings are assumed to affect 

what, how, and why one acts as one does. What, how, and why are then three different aspects, yet they are 

completely linked—ways of expressing a mode and a disposition (and, according to Bourdieu, therefore 

also a position). Yet, it is important point out that even if I use Bourdieu to form the theoretical concepts of 

modes, his theories and finding are not complete vis-á-vis my case of switch-role markets. For example, 

the buyers in Bourdieu (2005) are individual households, while sellers are representative of construction 

firms. Regardless of how and why these two very different types of actors meet, i.e. decide to exchange 

money for the right to a house, it is at least not the same situation as buyers and sellers being two roles that 

many on SHM occupy at the same time, or very close in time. It is simply put unclear if and how switching 

relates to habitus as both position and disposition on two sides of the market (cf. Aspers et al. 2020). How-

ever, and  although I have objections towards the idea of mode as Practice and modus operandi of whole 

market, it is equally important to point out that it at least suggests one solution to difficult concepts such as 

internalization of societal cultural values (see Parsons 1951) and clearly provides a realistic alternative to 

the idea of networks being both social structure and framing many aspect of any transaction (Granovetter 

1985, and see DiMaggio & Louch 1998 for discussion in relation to transacting housing). Bourdieu’s prac-

tice theory is also useful in depicting actors preoccupied with enacting their habitus and not with spelling 

out for themselves, or others, how this/these practice(s) come(s) about (cf. Schütz 1967: 8ff ). I thus agree 

with the related practice theory-statement that “every competent social actor is herself or himself a social 

theorist (…)” (Giddens 1993: 160, cf. Bourdieu 1977: 72ff), but stress that this is not the same as assuming, 

for example, that buyers of housing will provide an explanation of how their acts are reenactments of class 

practice, or not. It is the responsibility of researchers, not the actors, to analyze and explain what actors do 

and how they do it, in a mode sense. One benefit with using Bourdieu practice theory to forge the tool 

modes is then that it allows me to assume that mode is a practical aspect of what it is to for example be a 

housing seller, an embodied knowledge that is in no need of being verbalized. My suggestion is however 

that practice is tied to motivations (discussed more below) but that it is still valuable to be mindful of 

Bourdieu’s stress on embodied knowledge and skill, motivations that can be expressed without the actor 

having to put them into words.  

 

One reservation about Bourdieu in regard to analyzing material in relation to two of this study’s research 

questions lies in his use of the term modus operandi, when he in fact is describing it as equivalent to opus 
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operatum. I hold that the more everyday term “modes” captures all that needs to be assumed when it comes 

to what and how matters. I investigate what buyers do, what sellers do, and how actors on both sides of the 

market do what they do. The assumption is that it is valuable to observe actors and analyze their practice, 

along with talking with them about “what happened and how it happened” (more so than asking why did 

you do x, y, z), but that this in no way should exclude analyzing the why answers of real actors. Bourdieu 

is reluctant to give actors any real ability to be reflexive, especially regarding their motivations102. The 

theoretical account of actors is that they are highly skillful in improvising and adapting to any field yet are 

never consciously aware of their own mastery of practice(s), and/or how their practice is pulled and pushed 

by forces in the field (Bourdieu 1977: 72ff). My standpoint is that it is implausible that actors involved in 

such an important thing as buying or selling housing cannot express at least why they got into the market 

in the first place. Even if Bourdieu is proven correct in regard to social class determining position and 

disposition vis-à-vis housing, no real explanation is provided to establish why he, but not the actors ana-

lyzed, can identify this relationship. It is unlikely that buyers and sellers will be unable to report why they 

bought and/or sold housing, as this is a rare event in which one should at least assume that buyers and 

sellers can articulate why they did what they did (cf. Giddens 1984: 5ff.; 1993: 123); i.e., I assume that 

“individuals’ common explanations of self and others on the whole correctly articulate why they act as they 

do” (Schatzki 1996: 152, my emphasis, cf. Martin 2011: 14), especially when it comes to acting in a housing 

market. I, the researcher, am in charge of establishing how modes relate to actors’ reported motivations for 

buying and selling housing. Again, mode as a concept is directly related to the what and how of an act, but 

why acts on SHM are also assumed to be tied to a mode display. For example, the motivation for buying 

housing cheaply is likely to be tied to things that are done when bidding, at a viewing, and so on. Trying to 

“snipe” – i.e., bid as close as possible to an auction’s closing – can then be a mode display tied to the 

motivation, or desire, to buy as cheaply as possible. Actors might snipe in an almost unconscious fashion 

and might also be reluctant to confess why they commit sniping, but it strikes me as implausible that they 

would be unable to express their motivation behind it, as Bourdieu suggests. In relation to why matters, a 

mode theory draws inspiration from another practice theory that has many things in common with Bourdieu: 

that of Anthony Giddens (1984: 6), who suggests that “Motives tend to have a direct purchase on action 

only in relative unusual circumstances, situations which in some way break with the routine”.103To be clear, 

the quote taken from Giddens is situated in context where Giddens, much like Bourdieu, stress practice as 

a practical aspect, ever occurring without having to reach/involve the actors cognition in conscious fashion. 

Giddens makes his case in direct relation to more action-oriented theories such as Weber’s and Schütz’ 

which, highly simplified, stress that action is what follows after a motive have been formed inside the 

actors’ head (see for example Weber 1947/1964: 98). However, as just seen, Giddens do suggest that pre-

formed motives can occur, and that is what is centered on here. Thus, buying and selling housing, and acts 

 
102 The most common criticism of Bourdieu’s account of actors’ motivations is the one I discuss in the main text above, one of seeing Bourdieu as 

a determinist (see for example Alexander 1995). However, it is worth noting that Bourdieu sometimes is criticized for his account of actors as in 

fact being “instrumental” and acting out of self-interest (Graeber 2011: 28; Velthuis 2005: 27f.).  
103 Note in this short quote that Giddens both agrees and disagrees with Weber. Motives are sometimes there (a tribute to Weber), but habitual acts 

are the norm, an implicit criticism from a Schützian and/or pragmatic perspective, faulting Weber for not taking habit as a starting point rather than 

one type of social action (see also Camic 1986).  
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related to it, are (at least for an overwhelming majority) far from routine; for most, the acts leading up to 

the transaction are done infrequently. These are furthermore important acts and decisions, influencing the 

household’s economic situation, status, and the like. Thus, the actions taken in and around transacting hous-

ing appear to be ideally suited as examples of Giddens’s “unusual circumstances”. It is precisely under such 

conditions that (i) one can expect actors to truly have pre-formed motives for their actions, and/or at least 

motivations in the form of directions of and aims for acts; and also that (ii) practices and acts are intimately 

connected to what and how things are done in relation to buying and selling housing. I thus say, with Bour-

dieu, that what and how one acts and behaves as a buyer or seller of housing is likely to be somewhat 

removed from the acting actor’s own consciousness, even when acting in such an important and often un-

familiar terrain, as a housing market is for most but also take a more action theoretical stance and add that 

motivations can and will be reachable by the actor herself. Mode is also assumed to be tied to SHM as a 

field of practice. For someone buying and/or selling housing, SHM’s practice and modus operandi have to 

be dealt with. Similarly, but more related to the notion of modes (and not modus operandi/opus operatum), 

the link between things that are done and why they are done is in line with the practice theory outlook, in 

which both doings and ideas are mirrored in things; i.e., what you do is a mode display that is linked to a 

motivation.  

 

Something similar, in regards to motivation-mode, can be said vis-à-vis Vaisey’s (2009) influential rework-

ing of Bourdieu. Highly simplified, Vaisey suggests that individuals display a dual process when in it comes 

to cognition. One direct, routine and practical decision-making is tied to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. A 

second one is slower and more conscious; here, we find actors who are able to discuss the influence of 

culture, values, and therefore presumably also the role of modes in action (cf. Kahneman 2011). My view 

is that even though the process of buying housing is often very fast in Stockholm, there is time – before one 

bids, for instance – to think long and hard about what a sale or purchase would do to you. It is unlikely that 

some would allow routine to be the only cognitive system ruling their housing transaction.104 A final aspect 

related to modus operandi/opus operatum and class as the relation in housing markets as fields, is the above 

mentioned issue of switching between buying and selling housing. Bourdieu’s general conclusion is that 

similarity in habitus attracts. One can thus speak of class habitus (see Bourdieu 1984) and understand that 

for example producers of houses attracts potential buyers in/by their product being in the consumer taste, a 

taste emanating from habitus meeting a field (see Bourdieu 1990, cf. Bourdieu 2005). Switching between 

selling and buying housing would then be of little concern for the structure of a market is upheld, and 

reconstituted, on a daily basis by similarities in habitus drawing buyers and seller to one another (cf. White 

2008: 54). It is then important to first realize that is not quite what happens when Bourdieu investigates a 

housing market (Bourdieu 2005), sellers-producers stand out in their agency here. Secondly, Bourdieu 

housing producers are not directly comparable to the sellers of housing in this study. The issue of switching 

is thus still a very open question which I aim for theorizing.    

 
104 Vaisey’s dual-process perspective tips over into becoming a sociological version of behavioral economics’ “nudging” (see Thaler 2015: 325ff, 

for the inventor’s own outlook on nudging), my suggestion is that at least Thaler’s concept is are more of an ideal than necessarily phenomenolog-

ically correct.  
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I have now outlined what the mode theory used in this study looks like vis-à-vis Bourdieu’s general soci-

ology. What is still missing is a much more precise discussion of how a mode is established, and how the 

theory of modes relates to what real actors say and do. This is the main objective below. However, and 

given that several aspects of the theory of modes so far have been described as differing from Bourdieu’s 

theory, the discussion below is framed in the light of theories that differ from Bourdieu, primarily American 

and French pragmatism.  

Pragmatism 

The main objective in this section is to provide an alternate viewpoint to be merged into the theory of 

modes. This is called for as the practice theory section provided an assumption to guide the analysis of the 

three research questions combined, which with all its virtues was deemed to be somewhat flawed, at least 

when taken on board completely. Pragmatism, although it is a loosely held together line of thought, enables 

such an alternate viewpoint105. To get going we start with one main tenet of pragmatism, the stress on the 

time and timing of acts, and connect this focus directly to a theory of modes.  

End-in-view and habits  

In a way, modes in relation to Dewey’s pragmatism can be simplified into looking at two components: 

“end-in-view” and “habits”. According to the end-in-view concept, ends and/or goals106 materialize only 

when acts have been initiated, and are thus in one sense only reachable in ongoing action, in the present, in 

real “moving” situations (Dewey 1922: 226). Dewey also points out that the ends and/or goals are “(…) not 

things lying beyond activity at which the latter is directed. They are not strictly speaking ends or termini of 

action at all” (ibid.: 223; see also Mead 1932/2015: 32ff.; 47ff). He suggests that ends should be used to 

“(…) liberate and guide present action out of its perplexities and confusion” (Dewey 1922: 261, my em-

phasis). They are not/should not be fixed ends of action but rather goals that facilitate an actor being dis-

posed to identify ends-in-view in an almost infinite number of situations and also to carry rivaling and 

opposing motivations, such as values; since ends or values are not fixed in the actor, they cannot constitute 

opposition within an individual. That one is disposed to doing one thing at one point, Situation a, and to 

doing something completely opposite, Situation b, is no problem or contradiction; it is a matter of two 

different situations, and actors can pragmatically handle this. While I deal below with Dewey’s other com-

ponent in his theory, habits, I stop here to stress that his end-in-view is brought along because it provides a 

distinct outlook on the why research question and why matters. It is in this idea that situations, either partly 

or totally depending on the reading, determine what motivates an actor. This is a valuable grounding for 

 
105 John Dewey’s version of pragmatism is used in the section below, but this use of Dewey is not a choice over other pragmatists (for example, 
George Herbert Mead or William James). Rather, the choice of Dewey is because his pragmatism is most distinct vis-à-vis the other theories used 

in this chapter (cf. Joas 1993: 243ff). My standpoint towards more current schools of thought influenced by pragmatism is made in the main text 

above.   
106 It is worthwhile to point out that Dewey frequently switches conceptions and definitions. Besides the occasional confusion between ends and/or 

goals, Dewey speaks of action and acts while often appearing as a direct opponent to any form of “action theory”. Something similar can be said 

of his treatment of values/values and evaluation, which is often enlightening but seldom straightforward, analytically speaking.  
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one assumption in this study. It is taken further by, for example, symbolic interactionists who assume that 

actors’ own explanations when acting is what sociology should study (Blumer 1969: 2). This has the effect 

that, in groundbreaking studies such as Boys in White (H. Becker et al. 1977), actors are indeed found to 

realize their goals in the situation and what initially motivates them can and will change in later stages. 

Indeed “values” are considered poor help in explaining action, as they are often multiple and even conflict-

ing within one and the same actor (H. Becker 1997: 130ff). However, the centering on Dewey here, rather 

than on more current symbolic interactionists, lies in Dewey having a more abstract and general discussion 

than for example Becker (1997;  H. Becker et al. 1977) but also in Dewey focusing on the actor rather than 

on actor becoming a group member107, as most often is the case in current symbolic interactions about 

market actors (see Harrington 2008; Spillman 2012). On the other hand, already here it needs to be stressed 

that the idea of ends-in-view, read from Dewey’s “ideal state” depiction (discussed more below), mostly 

entails normative philosophy. Taken alone, without the discussion of habits, it lacks any real instruction as 

to what an actor’s mode is when acting, and whether and why modes differ between actors and/or situations. 

Similarly, it is as if the pragmatic notion of actors taking in the situation becomes equivalent with situation 

being the only mode that actors express. Dewey does, however, provide a theory of habits that at least partly 

answers this question.  

 

Habits and modes 

Ends-in-view are not to be considered purely dependent on the situation. Dewey also uses habits to explain 

what aspect follows actors into situations. It is thus not the case that actors are simply tossed into a stream 

of moving situations, new and old, where they are forced to make choices and must establish their ends 

anew. Instead – albeit well woven into Dewey’s argumentation –  habits, summed up in “character”, serve 

as a compass and an organizing principle and are indeed “dispositions” to act (Dewey 1922: 38ff). Habits, 

for pragmatists such as Dewey, involve a much broader concept than is used in everyday talk. The actors 

found in pragmatic theory know what to do in future situations, as they have a habitual and cognitive read-

ing of what they will do and/or what is going on in these future situations. Dewey (1922: 25ff), for example, 

describes habits as “tools” that organize the establishment of ends in real situations and is careful to point 

out that while habits can be hampering – actors just routinely executing what they know – they can also 

involve “intelligent inquiry” (Ibid.: 28, cf. Schütz 1964: 64ff.). As will be more evident below, they thus 

provide grounds to connect Dewey to Bourdieu’s habitus concept, as is done in current sociology; but it is 

important to note that Dewey, contrary to Bourdieu, has a very hesitant outlook on habits. Dewey favors 

and idealizes actors as being inquisitive and deliberating to establish ends, which some current pragmatists 

portray as being “creative” in action (see Joas 1996, see also Aronowitz 2012: 32). He is also critical of the 

general human tendency to let habit rule; i.e., “Men with ‘pigeon-hole’ minds (…)” (Dewey 1922: 39) 

 
107 Related, the medical students in Becker et al. (1977) are presented as being driven to take on board the situation according to what year of their 

training they are in; it is unclear, for example, whether, how, and why medical students differ within their cohort and/or level. 
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across social standing, gender, ethnicity, and age letting routine be their guiding light. The real risk with 

letting habit be the only organizing principle for acts is that “(…) institutions petrify into rigidity (…)” 

(Dewey 1922: 102). Dewey appears to argue for countering the risks with habits/routine by insisting that 

individuals should question customs and conventions, be open-minded, and deliberate about what their 

goals, values, and morals could and should be in the future (ibid.: 95ff, 261ff). This type of questioning and 

deliberation can (and will) occur when individuals encounter a new, unfamiliar, situation and/or are inter-

rupted in their continuous stream of acts. Another way to say something similar is that actors should shape 

their habits so that they are creative in the situation. Joas (2000: 21; see also Joas 1996: 129), for example, 

describes how Dewey (and Mead) had a specific interest in presenting children’s play as an ideal, as actors 

in play act creatively with no stress on their ends or habit(s). An end-in view then also becomes a more 

realistic idea than a preset motive before action, a concept which more frequent in Weber’s influential 

sociology108 (see for example Weber 1947/1964: 98f.). For example, a housing buyer only gets a real end 

when an actual object appear on the market. It is the real unit of housing that appears in view which is acted 

upon and the actors then have to adapt to the situation to get that unit. Habit(s) can certainty form/relate to 

for example housing desires, but it is by being adaptable, and even  be creative, which is the most successful 

way to realize an housing-end-in-view (see for example Joas 1996: 154). Overall and simplified, pragma-

tism and those inspired by American pragmatism, are careful to stress the differences between ends-in-view 

and values as ends/motives. Actors certainly carry values but that is something different than the what 

guides them in real situations. In fact current day pragmatists, such as Joas, tend to follow Mills (1940) in 

that talk of motives are understood as acceptable (class/situated) justification as excuses, rather than 

properly describing preformed motives of actors (see Joas 1996: 162 and further discussed below). On a 

more critical note, one can say that Dewey mixes his ideal and normative thinking about ends, goals, values, 

motivation/motives and habits with a phenomenological statement about how things are, which results in 

an unresolved tension. Framed in relation to a mode theory, it is unclear, for example, whether mode is 

“one thing”—the cognitive social psychological experience as a process, the same for all actors in the 

situation, a notion one for example finds in current symbolic interactionism (see for example H. Becker 

1997; H. Beckert et al. 1977). It is still also questionable whether the mode is creative or habitual, and/or 

whether creativity is rather an ideal projected as a dream by Dewey against the bleak routine and habitual 

aspects. Another alternative is that all actors are wired the same way – i.e., having ends that only appear in 

certain situations – but that that some display a creative mode while others have a habitual mode.  All these 

are examples of interesting conundrums that matter greatly in forging the theory tool of modes, and to 

straighten things out I continue with more current takes on pragmatism that enable a more direct suggestion 

vis-à-vis modes.109 

 
108 Dewey frames his concept in opposition towards psychology and biology of his day. But it easy to see how it matters in for sociology in that 

later followers of Dewey (see especially Martin 2011) position the same type conceptualization against, above all, the structural functionalism of 

Talcott Parson (1951) and his notion “ultimate values” as induvial motivation.  
109 It is interesting to note that if one instead centers on Dewey’s friend and fellow pragmatist G.H. Mead (1967) a somewhat different image is 

painted. Highly simplified, Mead’s theory is one in which social control plays a large part. Mead’s actors are more “well-mannered” individuals, 

who through socialization internalize what society expects of them into being what they themselves want, desire, and actually do in and with their 
social acts (cf. Parsons 1951). Framed somewhat differently, while Mead is similar to Dewey in that deliberation between his concept and “Me” 

is/can be framed as a Deweyan inquiry and interruption, and perhaps even a “creative act” countering habitual acts, the process of internal dialog 

still concludes in the generalized other taking voluntary precedence. 
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Pragmatic takes on pragmatism  

As established above, is not given just yet whether it only makes sense to establish a mode as some form 

of previous pattern being reenacted if this previous pattern is the field’s Practice, so that mode becomes 

practices; and/or if mode is rather more dependent on the actor’s embodied history; and/or if mode is rather 

the creative action to seek ends-in-view or perhaps the habitual actors set in the tracks/motivation. The 

questions posed to current pragmatism must then be: What is it that creates repetition in modes, and are 

modes something that relate primarily to actors or to the situation itself? Below, it is John Levi Martin’s 

(2011; 2015) sociology that is centered on. Here one finds a synthesis of Dewey’s and Bourdieu’s ideas 

that is particularly valuable for this study, offering an interesting standpoint on perspectives and a discus-

sion of justifications.  

Affordance 

Martin further expands on habits and ends-in-view with the concept of affordance110 (sometimes called 

“valence”)—whereby the meeting between actor and object/other/practice111 creates an experience of at-

traction/repulsion. This is a realization of attraction/repulsion in the situation, and is thus temporal and 

situated cognition. For instance, much like argued above, it is when an actor sees a house or an apartment 

that they and express whether it is in the right or wrong spot, has a valuable or worthless aesthetic style, or 

has paint on the walls that, while beautiful, is not in their own style112. The Bourdieuan aspect is the intro-

duction of the situation as a field situation—an actor’s situated cognition (“behind” their consciousness) 

pulled and pushed in a “magnetic field” (Martin 2011: 204ff, 227, 230, 244ff.; 2015: 212, 239ff., see also 

Vaisey & Lizardo 2016: 3, cf. Bourdieu 1990: 52ff). What an actor takes as given, say their desire for an 

apartment in a certain area of Stockholm, makes them act when such an object comes on the market, i.e.,  

affordance matters in real situations. This is then partly also “objectively” determined by their habitus/dis-

position and hence also their position. Formulated in relation to modes and the three research questions, 

what actors are assumed to do and how they are assumed to do it is “given” to them—you act because you 

find a thing/practice/idea attractive and are hence pulled toward it (and vice versa if you find it revolting).  

First- vs. third-person perspective 

The discussion above makes us understand why Martin (2011: 332ff) suggests that the proper question to 

someone who has acted is: What happened? (and not: Why did you do xyz?). Actors’ description of what 

happened is in fact an explanation, telling us for example what is attractive and/or what drives them away 

(ibid.). What Martin is managing, in his stress on actors’ own descriptions as the content on which any type 

of explanation should be based, is something I truly find valuable and adhere to. While I have chosen to 

portray actors’ own explanations vis-à-vis social scientific explanations somewhat differently from how 

 
110Taken primarily from Dewey, but Martin also relates the idea to Gestalt theory and Bourdieu’s field theory. 
111 As Martin follows Bourdieu, his concept of pragmatism recasts some of Dewey’s ideas as practice theory. Here, this means that while Dewey 

speaks of things having affordance (see for example Dewey’s 2005), Martin expands things into also being other individuals and practices, which 
are “moving things”. 
112 This can be framed using Martin’s suggestion that beauty can be seen as “being there” regardless of whether actors are taking it in or not (Martin 

2011: 198f), and/or that a thing can be valuable even if it is something that actors do not personally desire.  
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Martin does it, the most important aspect is to focus on how Martin connects why matters in and between 

real actors and “explainers” such as researchers. It is, so to say, the differences between a theory of modes 

and mode display of actors on SHM. 

 

At times it appears as if posing why questions is simply bad practice (for any individual besides the actor 

him or herself). However, I read Martin’s point as his desire113 for researchers to build on a “first-person 

perspective”—actors’ own descriptions rather than some objective “third-person perspective” that has so 

often been the case in social science, according to Martin (see Martin 2011: 14ff. 188ff, 332ff. cf. Schütz 

1964: 21). What Martin adds is that the first-person perspective can be viewed as containing what happened 

and how, as well as why it happened; i.e., that a description is a full explanation that covers all three research 

questions deployed in this study (see especially Martin 2011: 332). Much like argued above, my use of this 

notion involves the idea that actors should be assumed to be skillful in acting, but that their explanations of 

acting leave what they did and how they did it as either self-evident and/or taken for granted. Martin’s 

explanation here is part Bourdieu, part Dewey, (see for example Silver 2022). A mode should thus not be 

considered a common part of an actor’s own explanation, as few will bluntly state that “I acted this way at 

the viewing because I’m knowledgeable, because I belong to this subculture” or the like. However, obser-

vations of acts and actors’ own descriptions of acts’ qualities are taken to point to motivations and thus to 

“why someone did what they did”. Thus Martin is used/makes a contribution to a theory of modes in his 

distinction between motives and motivations. He is interested in the latter and seriously suspicious of the 

former (Martin 2011: 264), a conceptualization we dig deeper into below to sharpen the theory tool in this 

study.  

Vocabularies of motive, justifications 

Martin (2011: 332ff) explicitly cautions against asking why questions114, instead using C.W. Mills’ (1940; 

see also Burke 1962) concept of “vocabularies of motive”. Here Martin reinterprets Dewey, via Mills, so 

that what comes out of actors’ mouths when someone asks them a why question is a justification, a vocab-

ulary of motive. Talk of such as an end-in-view, regardless of what words are used to describe this end/ 

entity (for example motive, desire, habit, goal, aim, force, want, motivation, cause, reason) entails (a) de-

scriptions that must be retrospective linguistic representations of something that happened in the moving 

present;115 and (b) that they are “after-the-fact accounts” occurring only if and when someone else, besides 

the acting actor, “interrupts” and “questions” the actor (see for example Martin 2011: 264f.; Mills 1940: 

905; see also Joas 1996: 162 and Scott & Lyman 1968). If interrupting why questions do not occur, Mills 

suggests that acts can continue without “crisis”, as there is an unspoken, “unquestioned” consensus among 

 
113A more critical way to put it is to say that Martin fails to read Bourdieu with the same extremely critical lens he uses to attack Durkheim. As 

seen in the main text above, I certainly read Bourdieu as primarily taking Martin’s third-person perspective.  
114 Martin has later argued that he is in no way opposed to asking why questions altogether (Martin 2014; 2015: 62, n.20) but my standpoint, 

following Bradford’s (2013) thorough critique of Martin (2011), is that this response is dangerously close to being a justification of just the sort 

that Martin (2011) finds so problematic. If I, following Bradford, interpret Martin as saying that asking why questions is a bad research practice, 
then this is how we perceive Martin’s motivation in 2011. 
115 This means that when Mills continues talking about “motive” he is referring to the retrospective justification, and not motive as an entity inside 

the actors’ heads serving simultaneously as motive and end for their actions. 
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the actors in the situation that what, how, and why-aspects are taken for granted, understood as a perfectly 

legitimate “motive” for conduct (Mills 905; 907, cf. Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 31ff, Mercier & Spencer 

2017). This consensus is also mirrored in the fact that most successful justifications, when they are needed, 

are the ones that reinforce the consensus about the situation’s vocabulary of motive; i.e., “vocabulary” is 

used to point to this being a grammatical and linguistic activity built on agreement, while “motive” can be 

exchanged for justification. Martin thus inherits Mills’ conceptualization of socialization: “Not only does 

the child learn what to do, what not to do, but he is given standardized motives which promote prescribed 

actions and dissuade those proscribed. Along with rules and norms of action for various situations, we learn 

vocabularies of motives appropriate to them. These are the motives we shall use, since they are a part of 

our language and components of our behavior “(Mills 1940: 909). Vocabularies are then stemming from 

specific “occupational” lines and/or roles in the situation (Mills 1940: 911, cf. Bourdieu 1984). Mills here 

marries social class and Dewey’s pragmatist view on ends-in-view in way that is echoed in Martins new 

critical pragmatism. It is worth noting that Martins usage of vocabularies of motive stands out in current 

sociology. Highly simplified, sociologist either tend to assume that motives are only “talk of motives” or 

“motive talk” (see especially Scott & Lyman 1968 and see Campbell 1996 for a thorough critic of this idea) 

or add and connect vocabularies to role/role performance (see for example Spillman 2012). The notion of 

motive talk tends to be strongly associated with the critical theory notion of actors always having a hard 

time to realize and express what actually causes and influences their motivations, while the later idea tends 

to end up very close to (social) action theory, of the Weberian sort. Martin obviously has the benefit of 

being able to add a more current strand of critical practice theory, that of Bourdieu. But it is important to 

note that combining Dewey and Bourdieu, via Mills, makes Martin reframe Bourdieu’s practice theory in 

relation to motivations of actors. Simply put, Bourdieu’s actor comes across as deeply motivated by, and 

in, the struggle in the relevant field. One essential part of this motivation is carried in their bodies, their 

individual habitus, their historical baggage. This habitus is somewhat permanent and is the aspect which is 

transposable (Sewell 2005: 140f.). Being middle class, for example, relates to certain taste in housing, table 

manners, a certain taste for art and so on. If and how a middle-class taste is homologous between two field 

is then, I argue, an empirical question. But actors are, in Bourdieu, at least able to act on their taste, taste 

follows them across fields and time. Taste is discussed above one way that this study analyses mode, but 

Martin, leaning more on Dewey, instead stress that no taste is relevant to discuss outside a situation of 

affordance. Since actors themselves cannot articulate motives phenomenologically correct, it is as if taste 

patterns in relation to class is a surprising recurrence for the actor. Martin however, following Bourdieu’s 

lead, appears “know” that taste in fact follows class-lines. In way Martins’ pragmatic practice theory is 

even more objectivistic than Bourdieu’s in its distancing away from the actor. To be clear, and as argued 

above, given that I assume that buying and selling housing is an unusual event/circumstance this makes me 

assume that actors buying and selling truly will be able to discuss their experience in great detail, for ex-

ample in terms of motivations. The more open empirical question then becomes if, how and when such 

speech acts about motivation is analyzable as excuses from class-situation or something else.   
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Martin and a theory of modes 

Martin brings important aspects to the theory tool of modes. One important move he makes is to clear up 

the somewhat confusing use of “motive” by Mills (1940). I follow Martin (2011: 265f) in using “motiva-

tion” as the concept denoting the force/entity/intention that makes the actor act in the situation at hand. 

Motivations are also social, can and will change in the situation/interaction with others, can be multiple 

(Mills 1940: 907), and can be conflicting even within one person (Martin 2011: 201). When Martin’s prag-

matic idea of affordance is used, it is obvious that the situation, the actor, and/or the object can change so 

that what one is attracted to in one situation is perceived differently by someone else, and/or by the same 

actor in a changed situation. A mode display, then, is what happens in a moving situation. Mode analysis, 

the application of a mode theory, entails looking at what actors do in real situations on SHM and asking 

what they did in order to get a description of how they perceived the situation, what their end-in-view was, 

what they habitually tend to do, and so on. Asking or looking at what someone did/does involves covertly 

turning a description into an explanation of why someone acted as one did. This is related to practice the-

ory—in which ends, goals, and actors’ motivations are both abstract and concrete, doings are the same as 

things—as well as to pragmatism, in that it suggests that practices matter in relation to real present 

things/ideas only in a moving situation. The “pragmatic practice theory” gives that what an actor does is 

tied to why they do it and also (although vaguer here than in the notion of habitus) a description of how it 

was done. Motivations can thus be many and varied, and even conflicting within one actor, but one moti-

vation stands out—is primary. Conflicting affordances do, however, make no sense for anyone. While, for 

example, housing buyers should be assumed to hold many desires, they cannot act on more than what they 

perceive as being in front of them (cf. Parsons & Shils 1951/2015: 67). In the end, being a buyer of housing 

is only fulfilled if one’s actions result in a transaction. Experiencing conflicting desires is thus common-

place, but must be laid to rest by the “affordance of something triumphing over something else”; i.e., it is 

likely that decisions around housing come about as tipping points (cf. Granovetter 1978). Another way to 

put this is to stress the symbolic interactionist take on modes/motivations and say that it might well be the 

case that the buyers and sellers in this study differ in their accounts of motivations: Some could be steadfast 

in their belief that they followed a preconceived motive that served as a goal/end when acting on SHM, 

while others report changing motivations in a moving situation. Both these accounts are valid, in the sense 

that they are depictions that the actors themselves believe in (see Blumer 1969: 2ff).  My suggestion is that 

modes enables focusing on the experience of being in the market, and thereby provide a tool for under-

standing and explaining social elements, such as roles, culture and economic action.  

 

Framed vis-à-vis perspectives and justifications, it is in the doings and sayings of buyers and sellers that 

distinct modes can be analyzed. Without the first-person perspective, no theory tool matters. Another im-

portant assumption is that, while first-person accounts of previous acts and experiences are most likely 

simplifications (for example in the form of tipping points), here they are assumed to be as pragmatic as the 

actual acts. A mode display, for example, is established through an idealization, or ideal typicalization (see 
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Weber 1949: 90ff), of the actor’s words so that what “mattered most” becomes the backbone of the mode 

type. For example, if someone suggests that they wanted closeness to in-laws and a decent school nearby, 

needed more space, and preferred a pink house, this is a multitude of qualities that should be weighed 

against each other. Ultimately, not all things can be equal; actors’ own descriptions of what they 

wanted/needed in relation to what really happened provide the description/explanation of some form of 

tipping point, and thus a bridge between first-person and second-order construct, a theory, and an analytical 

conclusion. 

 

Given that one cannot act or describe/explain what one did in several ways—the description/explanation 

comes in the form of simplifications of the type: “In the end I did x (and not y or z)” or “I did z and then y 

because I really wanted x”, simplified tales of causality (see Tilly 2006 and more discussed below) in which 

one motivation comes out on top of the others from the actor’s own perspective. The grounding of a theory 

of modes in actual mode displays conveys an image in which any form of justification only exists in the 

stories/depictions the actors tell and in their analysis of what they do. If, for example, someone is embar-

rassed by something they did in relation to transacting housing, this should come out in their discussion of 

what their primary motivation was and/or how they present the causes of their actions. For example, “I 

bought a house that was rather big (and thus not a smaller one, which accordingly would be a more ‘correct 

size’) because it was located in an area that ensured that I was close to public transportation”. Here several 

motivations align, being causal of and/or serving as excuses for what was done. My main objection to 

Martin’s outlook on justifications is his portrayal of them as only being excuses. Even if one follows the 

critical assumption that class/position ultimately determines affordance, there are no grounds to suggest 

that actors are unaware of this. One could argue, for example, that one can perceive position/status as a 

source of pride. The tone that comes about in the critical perspective is a condescending one. Even if one 

tries to rescue the first-person perspective by reformulating the problem with actors’ justifications: “There 

is quite strong neurological evidence that we have the capacity to honestly come up with conscious retro-

spective justifications for actions undertaken for reasons quite out of the control or even monitoring capac-

ity of the part of the brain making the justification (…) there is no reason to assume that there is any clear 

and consistent connection between our ability to recognize patterns in our environment (‘seeing that’) and 

our retrospective ability to narrate the process whereby we have come to see that something is the case 

(‘reasoning why’)” (Martin 2011: 188, my emphasis). One can also frame this critique from a symbolic 

interactionist standpoint. In her economic sociology about investment groups, Pop Finance (2008), Brooke 

Harrington finds that investors are encouraged to “buy how they are”, which is way of stressing how one’s 

social identity and the influence of others construct the evaluation of a stock. This is a type of affordance 

that follows social identity, and there is no need to distrust it for being a justification rather than the actual 

motivation.  
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Actors’ causal explanations 

Charles Tilly (2004; 2006) is relevant here as he suggests that causal accounts can be found in laymen’s 

explanations of their own and others’ “reasons” and thus offer a useful bridge between actors’ words and 

researchers’ explanations, which incidentally is considered a weak spot in Martin’s theory. Reasons, un-

derstood as answers to a question—“Why?” (being the book’s title)—“are typologized into four forms.116 

Here I focus on the forms “stories” and “technical accounts”, as they are the ones in which Tilly suggests 

one will find causal-effect accounts117. Starting with the layman actors’ stories, Tilly defines them as “(…) 

simplified cause-effect accounts of puzzling, unexpected, dramatic, problematic, or exemplary events. Re-

lying on widely available knowledge rather than technical expertise, they help make the world intelligible” 

(2006: 64). It can certainly be argued back and forth how much of buying and selling housing involves 

“dramatic” and/or “problematic” events, but I do hold that it is useful to look at actors’ stories as causal 

accounts here. Buying and selling housing is at least a rather rare and certainly important event for most 

buyers and sellers in my study; i.e., if actors are to be regarded as giving causal accounts, which I assume, 

it is in cases such as buying and selling housing that we should look for them, as this is where they are 

likely to occur and matter (cf. Giddens 1984: 5ff.; 1993: 123). Reasons given in stories are furthermore 

“relational work”. They serve, or try, to establish consensus bridges between storyteller and audience/others 

(see for example Tilly 2006: 70). The technical accounts, like stories, are causal-effect accounts, but much 

more detailed and non-simplistic. Simply put, they are more “scientific”, grounded in a “systematic spe-

cialized discipline” (ibid. 130). Partly, they are thus the internal grammar in “communication within some 

group of specialists” – “they signal a relationship with possessors of esoteric knowledge, saying you’re one 

of us to other sympathetic specialists” (ibid. 131). Yet when the audience changes, the account needs to be 

more careful to explain and spell out, for example, the causes and effects (ibid: 130f). Tilly’s conceptual-

ization of causal accounts is a great leap forward in relation to modes, as it enables the possibility that actors 

can, in their own explanation, separate as well as unite modes and motivations by expanding causes and 

effects—for example by saying “I did this because I value that style”, “I had to do x because the situation 

required it”, “I did that because that’s my style”. Tilly enables a way for modes to be more about actors’ 

conscious motivations. I continue with this below, and thus leave the parts I do not consider valuable and 

indeed even regard as problematic in Tilly.118  

Economies of conventions 

So far, this chapter has offered a discussion of theories that have mainly focused on doings as practices. A 

reoccurring theme has been motivations, I now continue with a perspective in which actors’ own perception 

 
116 For example, references are made to Becker’s (1989: 18) description of how (and why) researchers create a scientist-story explanation. Tilly 

then, at least ideal-typically speaking116, describes this as a “technical account” (2004: 449 see also Tilly 2008: 19). The other types of why answers 
are “conventions”, “codes”, and “(explanatory) stories” (ibid.). 
117 Note, however, that leaving Tilly’s type of “conventions” depends more on Tilly’s definition and account. As will be evident below in the main 

text, some “conventions” can certainly be seen as deeply causal for both actors and others. 
118 For example, while being completely silent about it in the article (Tilly 2004) and only mentioning it in the preface to the book (Tilly 2006), 

Tilly sees his argument as tied to Mills’ “vocabularies of motives”. So even if Tilly defines his argument as tied to “relational and situational 

sociology” (Tilly 2006), I view this defense as undermined in just the same way as I described in the main text above: Assuming that vocabularies 
come from class is problematic in an even greater sense for Tilly, since he actually argues that actors are aware and able to give causal accounts. 

Thus, just like above in the main text, even if Mills (1940) had it right that motives are justifications based on class, why would they then not be 

able to express this as just a cause?  
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of what is “good” – i.e., the motor and drive of acts are assumed (and indeed empirically found) in what 

the actors themselves express as valuable, as what motivates them. The crucial concept is again “justifica-

tion”, and it is found already in the title of the relevant work here (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006). One distinct 

feature in Boltanski & Thévenot’s version is that here justifications are seen as related to the reality, as the 

actor perceives it (cf. Blumer 1969: 2ff). They describe this as grounding their theory in an outlook of 

“realism” (see Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 26f, 345f,; see also Thévenot 2001: 58f), which among other 

things suggests that since actors are the only ones who really act, evaluate, and appeal to something as 

“good”, and it is from an analysis of their justification of what is good and valuable that sociology should 

start. This is then a distinct move that associates “the economics of convention” and “justification as ap-

pealing to a world of worth” with especially action theory. Turning directly to modes, then, one can assume 

that action and justification walk hand in hand; what is valuable is what drives both justification and action. 

If no tension, debate, or problem occurs between the worlds/proponents/logics, things proceed uninter-

rupted. The connection between “the logic of action” and justification is left undiscussed in Boltanski & 

Thévenot (Dequech 2008), with the result that one finds Boltanski & Thévenot, for example, portraying 

actors as most often  trying to pragmatically solve tension and create common ground around value. Actors 

then navigate a multitude of values/worth and forms justifications and tension solving (and even critic) in 

relation to the perceived situation and the actor(s) there. Either actors agree with the world that runs the 

show in a situation or they do not, in which case they criticize it from their “preferred” world, but they also 

seem to mostly be interested in coming to terms with others’ sense of value/worth. This fits, at least partly, 

with what I stated above—actors are assumed to be able to describe why they act and to correctly articulate 

their motivations —and thus relates to both actors’ explanations and the why question in this study. The 

clearest aspect of this theory is that actors appeal to “worlds of worth”. There exist six worlds of worth: the 

inspired, the domestic, the world of fame, the civic, the market, and the industrial. These are distinct in that 

they, ideal typically speaking, are spheres in which principles of value and evaluation, value(s) as a concept 

of goods, “hang together”. This can be exemplified as the inspired world being found when individuals 

describe the good as “inspiration”, “passion”, ”enriching”, or something happening spontaneously, or 

through the notion that what is worth something here “cannot be controlled or (…) measured” (Boltanski 

& Thévenot 2006: 159). The domestic world is in many ways a direct opposite of the world of inspiration 

as it prescribes the good as “tradition”, “hierarchy”, and “generation” and the way value and worth are 

measured is as relation/position in the institution at hand; i.e., the father is the head of the family not because 

he automatically carries some form of quality but because he is the oldest male, who by tradition leads and 

outranks the other members of the household. Overall, the terms household and house/home (as “estate”) 

are important signals of value in appeals in and to this world. In comparison, the world of fame is quite 

straightforward: What matters is precisely fame and any form of star quality, celebrity, that is perceived as 

good and whose worth is measured by the opinion of the public or others. The absence of memory and the 

stress on the value of “the current” is clear-cut, but at the same time makes the world very vulnerable to 

critique (ibid. 179). The civic world is one in which worth comes in the form of the “collective”, the ideal 

being an “organization”, some form of community in which the person as an individual dissolves into a 
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“general will” or “chapter”. Rights and obligations are tied to the collective, and membership thus entails 

equal treatment and value as any other member (ibid.: 185ff). The market world of worth is naturally of 

particular interest in this study, and among those who justify it by appealing to it one finds traces of what 

is valued and worthy in words like “competition” and “rivalry”, and success is found in “wealth” and “lux-

ury” and measured in “price” (ibid.: 196ff). It is indeed not hard to imagine this world playing a large role 

in any market society. Boltanski and Thévenot, however (and perhaps just because of its relative directness 

and simplicity), go to great lengths to separate this world from its main world competitor when it comes to 

the market valuing principle—the industrial world of worth (ibid: 193f). The industrial world is interesting 

as it also revolves around the market/market transactions but does so from a value/principle of “efficiency”, 

“professionalism”, “measuring”, and “planning”. Readers of the neoclassical economic literature will rec-

ognize the kinship with thinkers like Walras here, and indeed the notion of “utility” as equal to price. The 

Walrasian notion of grounds for agreement between market roles clearly resonates in this world’s way of 

establishing value and price (ibid.: 203ff; see also Orléan 2009). Setting aside the potential problems in-

volved with putting an equal sign between justification and action, this is not the same as the “methodolog-

ical individualism” that one finds in economics, for example. Individuals’ justifications should and must 

instead stem from a “moral capacity”, which is Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006: 27) peculiar term for the 

demand on actors to reach beyond themselves to achieve agreement with others and/or other senses of the 

“good”119.  

 

I make great use of Boltanski & Thévenot’s notion of justification as a theory tool in the analysis. In a mode 

sense they provide an important assumption directing how to categorize, sort and analyzed motivation as 

primary. This then allows me idealize the likely multiple motivations of buyers and sellers of housing into 

one distinct mode display. But it is important to note that this is built on a reading of worlds of worth, and 

justifications stemming from them, in the light of a theory of modes. For example, Boltanski & Thévenot 

stress that their theory/finding is built on the realistic assumption that individuals try to pragmatically solve 

situations when values/worth/evaluation principles somehow collide, which of course can be one of the 

results I find in my study’s analysis as well. Yet, Boltanski & Thévenot’s portrayal of actors as pragmatic 

runs the risk of making their assumption unrealistic and/or overemphasizing actors as willing to compro-

mise in regard to values/worth.120 Given that my case is one of transacting a good on a market, it makes 

more sense to explore how and why actors on SHM order or grade values/worth. The study therefore fo-

cuses on justifications in both acts and values, as analyzable in terms of “ranking” motivations. An 

 
119 Boltanski & Thévenot also tie “moral” to the notion of “polity”. The six polities are then more abstract than the worlds as they contain and/or 
relates to philosophers’ ideas in which common good is combined with a particular sense of worth from a world (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 74ff,; 

see also Dahlberg 2010: 57,n.49). Highly simplified, “common good” can be found if and when a world of worth is of the civic type, since it is 

basically built collectivism. It can also be found when worlds value things similarly—the market and industrial worlds are competitors in one sense, 
but are also not “worlds apart” as they share a focus on economic action. I argue that while much on justification can be read as what happens when 

and if a polity is questioned and/or criticized for failing in the common good aspect, it is at the same time something of a weak spot seen in light of 

the whole very impressive theory/finding. My criticism here of polity, however, makes sense to pursue in actual analysis, in which appeals to the 
six worlds of worth are used extensively, but where the notion of polity is used less.  
120 Indeed, I would argue that Boltanski & Thévenot’s notion in this regard is often read as “pragmatism” in line with both a “toolkit approach” and 

justification as “vocabularies of motive”. Vaisey clearly sees it this way—“(…) culture is best viewed as a loose repertoire of justifications that 
rationalize or make sense of the choices that individuals make in their lives (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999; Swidler 2001)” (Vaisey 2009: 1676, 

my emphasis). This reading of Boltanski & Thévenot is thus quite the opposite of the one this study uses, and one that Boltanski & Thévenot 

themselves disagree with, at least in relation to “vocabularies of motive” (see for example Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 345). 
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assumption is therefore that values as motivation are placed in relation to one another in the way that some-

thing is more valuable, important, or “primary” than another value in any given situation. It is, for example, 

likely that a housing seller will be able to detach what they find valuable from what the market values and 

justify both their acts and a world of worth as “primary”; i.e., a justification of one value over others as 

being the one that matters most to the individual in the situation.  

 

My use of Boltanski & Thévenot furthermore counters some of the problems found in other outlooks on 

justifications. Asking someone “why?” is assumed to be answered with an explanation that most likely 

includes what was valuable and what was acted upon. However, related to Tilly’s concepts from above, I 

also assume that buyer and seller in my study can and will be able to separate what they themselves value 

and what for example the situation forced them to do. Thus, talk of motivations can also be an account of 

why things happened the way they did. Events and accounts of them does not necessarily involve values or 

were not necessarily perceived as “good”, and a motivation for an act can serve as justification for some-

thing that relates not only to the questioned individual. As Campbell argues, a why question is not to be 

considered only an accusation of actors; it is as likely to be asked for general interest (Campbell 1996: 78), 

and an answer to a why question is thus a way to describe reasons (more so than justifying a critique/appeal) 

without feeling pressured or accused.121 

Summary 

This chapter has aimed to present how modes are used as a theory tool. Starting from a simple everyday 

definition, the words “way” and “style” are two useful synonyms for mode. Style and way are directly 

related to the what and how research questions in this study, so that what actors do and how they do it, in 

relation to buying and selling housing, can be analyzed as mode displays. However, the mode theory used 

in this study does not only look at what actors do and how they do it. It works under the assumption that 

mode is also related to why the actor did it (and/or will do it in the future). The compounding of what, how, 

and why matters is thus a unifying feature of all the previous theories used to form a mode theory. Described 

foremost with the help of Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory, mode displays are seen as distinct takes on the 

practice of being a housing market actor on SHM: (1) By focusing on observing actors and initially brack-

eting any type of motivation/justification, it is possible to establish a mode display, since acts and practices 

are linked to a motivation. This mode display is part doing and part motivation, a practice that contains a 

motivation “in motion”, which should also surface and be confirmed (the motivation-practice link) in talk 

about buying or selling. One cannot act in several disparate ways, and as only one way is visible, one 

motivation is assumed to be tied to this practice. The other type of mode analysis instead (2) starts with 

motivations and singles out the most relevant one vis-à-vis a mode. For example, it is highly likely that 

 
121 As Campbell (1996) states, Mills was aware of the connection between giving accounts to others and to oneself being just a motive. Giving a 

account  is then a case of  social action, but not necessarily a social motive. It is precisely because the actor is aware of what a motivation means to 
themself and others that they sometimes feel they have to give a description/explanation that excuses their acts and the motivation that actually 

“caused” them. This is an assumption that mirrors the repeated assumption above—actors are assumed to accurately express why they did some-

thing. 
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buyers of housing are interested in/desire an abundance of things: They are likely to want to buy at a low 

price, get a home in the “right area”, and have great neighbors. Yet, by looking closely at what real actors 

themselves stress as the justifiable motivations for what they did (and/or will do in the future), one motiva-

tion pops out as primary. Something or other is justified over other motivations, be it what the informant 

stresses as valuable or what they find they need to excuse. While the first type of analysis is created out of 

a critical practice theory, the second is formed after pragmatic theory and the methodological standpoint 

that actors can and certainly will (especially due to the importance of housing) be willing and able to de-

scribe why they acted as they did. It can be the case, for example, that the primary motivation was something 

that only came to be realized by actors in the situation (i.e., an end-in-view) or that one value/worth in the 

end is more important than others, that the presence of others matters more than individual calculations 

and/or feelings. To make comparisons between the two roles of buyer and seller as transparent as possible, 

the analysis in the empirical chapters is structured so that buyers’ modes are analyzed first and sellers’ 

modes thereafter.  
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4: Method 

In the previous chapter I addressed the concepts, modes, that are deployed in order to find similarities and 

differences in my material. Mode is the tool used for analysis in this study and in this method chapter I will 

now show how I approach finding these modes in my empirical material. This chapter hence includes a 

short discussion of my “finding strategy”, sampling, coding, and ethical concerns in the thesis.  

 

Finding modes 

A mode and modes toward buying and selling housing, or simply toward being in the market, are naturally 

first thought of as being present in and among those who are acting, actually moving in the market. As a 

start here it then makes sense to establish that the researcher’s outlook on actors and action, and his or her 

assumption regarding how knowledge about action is/are influenced, caused and/or affected, can be estab-

lished in many ways and present all sort of methodological concerns. In the theory chapter I opted to keep 

many questions open, but when it comes to strict epistemological concerns—how knowledge about actors 

can be obtained—I argue that one must put one’s foot down and thus work under the assumption that actors 

are intentional. The concept of intention is about direction rather than purpose or motive. A person who is 

in the market for housing is thus assumed to have “(…) beliefs, perceptual experiences, intentions, desires, 

hopes, and fears that all intentional because they are about something” (Searle 2015: 13). My case is obvi-

ously about transacting housing, but this can mean and/or imply many things. What is sufficient to say is 

that if there is no direction, no intentionality is to be found (ibid.). As argued in the previous chapter, actors 

are assumed to be willing and able to express what, how, and why aspects around themselves and others, 

and intentionality is part of this. So, without intention one cannot speak of modes. This also leads me to 

suggest that actors, on some level, at least by being encouraged to be aware, can be made conscious of their 

modes (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006; Giddens 1984; Schütz 1964). This statement sides with for example 

Schütz (1964: 75, 92) who suggests that even if actors are somewhat disconnected from their intentionality 

(for example for practical reasons such as saving time and effort) they can be made aware of it, and should 

furthermore in principle agree with the theory/conclusion the researcher draws concerning their sayings 

and doings, for example about their modes (see also Giddens 1984: 4ff). I will return to some of these 

aspects below, but initially it can be stated that, since actors are assumed to be conscious and intentional, 

it makes great sense to (1) approach them and simply ask them what they did on SHM as well as how and 

why, and also investigate whether their answers may serve as a stockpile of knowledge for future actions. 

However, given that the theoretical tool has such a close connection to doings, to real moving action and/or 

practices it is also important to analyze what actors actually do, i.e. observe them.   
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 Fieldwork and types of material 

 

My starting point was to ask buyers and sellers their point of view. Material was gathered “straight from 

the horse’s mouth”, in order to understand and explain the actors’ wants, desires, ways/practices and inten-

tions. The intention with the empirical work is to facilitate an understanding of how and why actions taken 

are meaningful to the actors, an (by me the observer) understood meaning which is used to form the expla-

nation (see for example Weber 1978: 7ff.). Interviewing is my primary method. The second method, par-

ticipation observation (see for example Emerson et al. 2001; Goffman 1989/2002; cf. Nippert-Eng 2015), 

produced material in the form of field notes. It was by attending and observing key situations (primarily 

viewings of apartments and houses for sale) that this fieldwork was performed. The third method, text 

analysis, provides material in the form of images of housing, evaluation processes online and performed in 

person by real estate agents, handbooks, newspaper articles, and information from Internet sites. All types 

of material gathered were cross-compared, or “triangulated”. That is, I have used three qualitative materials 

to gain insight into (potentially) two “groups”, buyers and sellers (cf. Glazer & Strauss 1965). The aim is 

to to analyze similarities and differences, for example to break down each group into modes, so for example 

intra-similarities and inter-differences can be explored (more discussed below). Denzin (1978: 301), some-

what derogatively, calls this the “within method”, suggesting that both qualitative and quantitative methods 

should be applied to gather insight rather than using “within” triangulation. While this might be true, I argue 

that the ethnographic work conducted here offers theoretical insight into differences and similarities both 

within and across buyers and sellers of housing, which would likely have been missed if only quantitative 

methods had been used. More importantly, the theorizing would have been both weaker and blurred if a 

mixed-method approach had been used. I don’t believe that mimicking qualitative methods, for example in 

one’s sample strategy (see Small 2009), provides a qualitative researcher with more generalizable results, 

and furthermore that mixing methods causes one to miss the “exploratory” (Glazer & Strauss 1965), crea-

tive, and often unintuitive or surprising facts that qualitative methods can provide.   

 

All my types of data are first-order constructs (Aspers 2001: 293ff.; Aspers 2011a: 46ff.; Schütz 1964: 17), 

and they were gathered, sorted, and matched into categories regardless of whether they were field notes 

from observations, or segments of interviews. This process led to my “second-order construct”, the analysis 

of the first-order constructs (Aspers 2001: 306ff). This method of grounding my analysis in the actual say-

ings and doings of actors is tied to concept of modes and, as established in previous chapter, it can also be 

described as having a focus on first-person accounts. As noted in the literature review, while there are  

housing researchers who label their method “phenomenological”, very few employ the type of empirical 

phenomenological method I make use of here (cf. Mallet 2004: 80f). The actual work of deciding what and 

whom to analyze, how to perform the analysis itself and when to stop the analytical work are all discussed 

below. 
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Meeting and observing buyers and sellers: “getting into the field” 

SHM, like any other market, is an entity that can be observed. For example, I have observed how actors 

behave at viewings, how much actors are willing to pay/ accept (by for example using Booli.se and Hem-

net.se), and “the supply” side, monitored through ads online and in newspapers. One does not need to 

become an actor to be an observer of a market. In this sense, part of my access to the field was easily 

accomplished. Finding informants is another matter however, and this is discussed below. 

 

Two things guided my initial entrance into SHM: my own knowledge as a buyer and seller of housing on 

SHM122; and a pre-study (in the form of thesis work as an undergraduate) (see Aspers 2011a: 15, 17, 118, 

see also Swedberg 2014: 25ff). My knowledge, partly formed in pre-study, was a strength, in the sense that 

it provided me with leads for where to find key figures and situations in the market. By “knowing myself” 

I knew where to look, whom to ask, and what to ask. I am no different from any other buyer or seller, when 

buying and selling in the transaction is the goal and end. Buyers and sellers are hence experts on what they 

do, but seldom reflect on the “being” of a transaction, which is instead the researcher’s job. The researcher 

has a system of relevance grounded in the scientific world, while actors are practically or pragmatically 

oriented beasts trying to solve problems (Schütz 1962). Schütz suggests that when the researcher enters the 

world of the actors during fieldwork, they must leave their scientific attitude behind (ibid: 40), the aim is 

first to map the subject’s lifeworld and only thereafter explaining it sociologically. When conducting field-

work, my approach was to first have a clear idea of what the goal of the fieldwork was (themes and ques-

tions, for example); then enter a field and while being there trying to be as absorbed as possible in the 

actors’ intersubjectivity, i.e., put my researcher’s agenda and analysis on hold and finally, when coding and 

analyzing, returning to my system of research relevance.  

 

My pre-study was focused on RAs, and already here I felt that getting actors to talk about their transaction 

is very different from observing them. One difference lies in “getting hold of informants” who are interested 

in talking to a sociologist. While the access to, and supply of, potential observations is almost unlimited, 

interviews are much harder to get. In contrast to my pre-study however, in which RAs were the focus, the 

buyers and sellers were much more willing to talk. It is not surprising that informants are eager to talk about 

their housing transactions while professional intermediates are more reluctant to talk about their work. 

Buyers and sellers are discussing significant event(s) in their life, RAs are talking about their daily opera-

tions and are diverting time from the actual things they are meant to be doing during work hours123 (cf. 

Levitt & Dubner 2005). Hence, access was easier when the object of study was concentrated on actors 

rather than intermediaries. Why I chose the informants I did, and what sites were chosen for the observa-

tions, are discussed under the sampling headings in the section below, but the way I got hold of them can 

be most easily understood as a snowball sample/approach and a convenience approach124 (Goodman 2011: 

351).  

 
122 As a member of a household of two/four, over a period of 13 years I have bought three apartments and one house and sold three apartments on 

SHM.  
123 As RAs are typically paid in a percentage of the final price, it is in their personal interest to work rather than drink coffee with sociologists.  
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Risks and problems when entering the field 

Knowledge and experience, as stated above, provide strength that enables access to the field, but can po-

tentially also lead to problems for the researcher. Ethnographers often stress the risk of “going native”; i.e. 

becoming one with the thing(s) or person(s) observed (Aspers 2011a: 109f). Aspers, with reference to 

Goffman (1989/2002: 151), suggests that the researcher should be able to feel like a “natural part” of the 

situation or group being studied, without completely stepping over to the other side (cf. Wacquant 2009: 

119). For Aspers the difference lies in interest: The actors have their interest in the situation, whereas the 

observer’s primary interest is in understanding the actors. There was never any risk of me becoming a native 

in the sense of suddenly buying a house or apartment; neither was I uncertain regarding how my role dif-

fered from that of the buyers and sellers. In fact, I did buy and sell housing as an actor during the thesis 

work, and these experiences made me realize that investigating meaning and having a meaning are related 

but still very different things. The risk was instead that my “nativity” could lead to provincialism (Gieryn 

2002: 114, 116) and/or that ethnographic work became a first-person narration (see Desmond 2016: 334ff.), 

i.e. my story about what buying and selling housing is like. Being an insider like me, rather than “Malinow-

ski washed ashore on some remote island”, creates the risk of not being able to distinguish what is specific 

and what is transcendent within SHM (Gieryn 2002) and/or potentially tipping over into a subjective ac-

count (Desmond 2016). In one sense, the risk of going native was dissolved by my choice of market type. 

In a switch-role market like the one I investigate; it is hard to imagine that actors internalize both sides at 

the same time. Going native as both buyer and seller was therefore not really a risk for me as a researcher 

either. The risk, for both actors and the researcher, must be viewed as entailing siding with one of the roles. 

The method used to combat the risk of this turning the ethnography into a first-person narration is first to 

simply stress how interviews and observations are relevant in a sociological analysis. It is not what I, the 

researcher, believe to be interesting that plays center-stage, but what speech acts and observed acts tell us 

in relation to modes. The inspiration for actual analysis is built on the notion of “saturation” (more discussed 

below) and it is by comparing and contrasting bits and pieces from interviews and observation with theo-

retical elements, so called “ excerpt strategy” or “excerpt-commentary units” (Emerson et al. 1995: 211ff; 

Rennstam &Wästerfors 2015: 49f.,148ff125), which makes up the actual analysis of both interviews and 

fields notes. This method creates a distancing of the researcher from the stories and the observed events, an 

analytical distance that also is stressed by not using names, not even fictitious, when quoting informants. 

The next section deals with whom and what I chose as raw data, and why. 

 
 
125 Rennstam & Wästerfors (2015) build their concept directly on Emerson’s et al. (1995) influential work on ethnographic fieldnotes, but I find 

Rennstam & Wästerfors suggestion much more detailed and helpful in their direct examples, and also very useful in that they provide examples of 

analysis of interviews and not only field notes. 
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The sample of interviews and observations 

I have conducted 66 interviews and made 88 participation observations. The reason why I stopped gathering 

information at this point is further discussed below, here I instead start with what the sample looks like and 

thereafter go on to strategies when sampling. 

 

Starting with location, 18 municipalities (informants’ latest transaction-place) are represented in my inter-

view-material. The interview sample includes 31 informants (47% of the total sample) with their latest 

transaction within Stockholm City, 15 in the” inner-city” and  16 in “outer city” and 35 from other parts of 

the County. Other variables in the sample are: 47% men and 53% women, 27% having experience of buy-

ing-selling a house (villas, row-houses, chain houses) while 73% solely have experience of buying-selling 

apartments, 81,8% of the informants are 20-49 years old, and 18,2% are 50-79. Furthermore 74,2% have 

Swedish as their mother tongue, 15,2% European decent, and 10,6% non-European. Finally, 13 out of 24 

socioeconomic categories in the Swedish classification system (SEI126) are represented (see appendix fig-

ures f and g for details). The sample was further expanded by doing observations,127 in which 24 of the 26 

municipalities are covered (see appendix tables h and i). The observations are different compared to the 

interviews in the sense that some variables (such as age and experience of the market) only can be approx-

imated by me, the observer. Yet, the increased diversity is likely to have occurred in many more factors 

than just municipality, even if municipality, for reason more discussed below, was the core-aspect on which 

observations were chosen.  

 

Two aspects have guided my sampling: (i) to explore, here tied to diversity in the sample and (ii) to verify 

assumed typicality (Small 2009, see also H. Becker 1998, Glaser & Strauss 2008/1967). Starting with ex-

ploring, it makes good sense to relate the sample to the population of buyers and sellers at the time for this 

study, for even if a qualitative method is used, population can be a useful concept when exploring diversity. 

One purpose of this study is to explain how buyers and sellers are similar and/or differ and it makes sense 

to strive for exploring in relation to diversity to these two roles. Location is then, I argue, key since where 

one lives correlates with many important factors, which often are seen as causal in sociology. In the appen-

dix (see figures c, d, e, f and tables a, b, c) socioeconomic characteristics and information about migration 

in relation to the different municipalities and the areas in Stockholm City are provided. Given that for 

example a general socioeconomic status is tied to an area it could well be that buyers and sellers are part of 

a type of socioeconomic segregation-mechanism, i.e., that one sells and buys, aware or not, in areas so that 

segregation continues, gets reproduced or even enhanced (see for example Schelling 2006: 172). Since 

segregation along housing areas is a phenomenon which occurs in both affluent and deprived municipalities 

(see for example Backvall 2019), diversity should be aimed for in the sample. For example, segregation 

 
126 See appendix table j for SEI in English 
127 It is worth noting that sampling observations in many ways is more straightforward in relation to interviews, in the sense that population really 

can be found. All units of housing sold on SHM from 2011-2016 can be gathered into one population. Such a population is however not really the 
population I am after when doing observations. I want to analyze what happens at viewings and can never know who will be there. It is thus most 

important to sample observations from the diversity in the objects, both location and housing type, and, as suggested in the main text, use observa-

tions to fill in gaps in the empirical material when it comes to areas sampled.   
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could be an important aspect in one area, and not necessarily in another (cf. Howell & Korver-Glenn 2021), 

and/or segregation could be experienced differently according to socioeconomic status. Diversity in regard 

to location is thus a sound sampling strategy to understand modes among buyers and sellers on SHM. 

Relating diversity to a “probable population” (more discussed below) also fills a practical aspect. A list of  

diversity in and among buyers and sellers of housing is likely to be endless and/or related to the eye of the 

beholder. Imagining a likely, or probable, population then at least gives a form of check-list which makes 

sample for diversity manageable.    

 

One way to visualize how the sample is diverse is to look closer at what we know about the population at 

the time studied. As seen above, location is one of the most telling aspects in that it correlates with a whole 

host of factors-characteristics-variables that could be important to explain the research-questions. When it 

comes to municipalities, 8 municipalities were missing in my interview sample, observations in 24 of the 

26 municipalities did however increase ability to explore further. Going further with one aspect of location, 

the sample’s spread of Stockholm-City vis-à-vis Stockholm County, it can come across as heavily skewed 

towards the municipality Stockholm City, with a further emphasis of the inner-city. However, if one com-

pares this sample with what we know about inhabitants and housing in the period 2011-2016 in Stockholm 

County we can see that 41,4% of the Stockholm County inhabitants lived in Stockholm City in 2015 (see 

appendix figure e) and then we realize that even if Stockholm City has a higher representation, it is not so 

far off from the actual population of inhabitants. Related, the sample has more data on buyers and sellers 

of apartments than data on buyers and sellers of other types of housing, which is reasonable when compar-

ing to the frequency of different types of housing in Stockholm County (see appendix table d). As the 

number of inhabitants in Stockholm City is significantly higher than in any of the other 25 municipalities 

(see appendix table e), and so is also the number of apartments (see appendix table d) they are both expected 

results in my sample and not far from mirroring the population of buyers and sellers at the time of the study. 

Approached from socioeconomic characteristics, buyers and sellers are generally better off financially than 

inhabitants that do not own their housing. The high economic threshold to enter the market for buying and 

selling housing in SHM, which exclude actors that lack the financial means to become housing owners, is 

mirrored in the sample.  

 

I suggest that the spread in the material, influenced by my snowball sampling, still is a relatively fair rep-

resentation of a likely population of SHM during 2011-2016. At least it is diverse so that most likely (and 

hopefully some unlikely) characteristics can be used to understand and explain buying and selling housing 

on SHM. Exploring enables finding what the relevant factors for understanding and explaining housing 

transactions really are, a matter that however never should be completely settled for the researcher before 

they conduct the study. So, even in the very unlikely scenario that I before starting the study would have 

been able to identify all relevant factors for explaining buying and selling housing in my case,128 this would 

 
128 Information on the buyers of houses is the most complete. When one buys a house a title deed (lagfart) is registered at the authorities. The deed 
contains information on whom has bought the house. The deed is part of the public record and hence accessible for researchers. With thorough 

detective work on each individual in the buying household, additional information could be reached about such things as salaries, age and house-

hold-members. In regard to sellers we obviously know what they have bought and how much they paid, but we for example have no information 
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have made the task enormous. To first match each individual transaction of housing in the whole County 

for buyers and sellers under 2011-2016, and obtain the relevant information, is at least a distinct doctoral 

thesis-project on its own, and it is not pursued here. Thus, how population-features relate specifically to the 

three research-questions of what, how and why of buyers-sellers is here viewed as foremost an empirical 

question, a potential puzzle to be explored and answered in chapter 10, where the conclusion is found. The 

population and the sample, related to the aim of diversity have now been described and we turn towards the 

other aim, typicality. 

 

Typicality, is grounded in my standpoint that actors with experience of SHM are willing and able to express, 

discuss and explain what they themselves did and how they interpret the actions of others. This point has 

been made at several places in the text so far and the relevant aspect here is that sampling is done under the 

assumption that for example buyers could be one category, for example a “group” (see for example Aspers 

a 2011: 30). Another way to say something similar is found in Howard Becker’s statement: “We are not 

trying to find out, by learning the proportion of cases which have property X in our sample, what the similar 

proportion is in the universe from which our case comes from, or anything formally similar to that. Rather 

we want to create an image of the entire organization or process, based on the parts we have been able to 

uncover” (H. Becker 1992: 213). One interesting aspect, and potential contribution that this study makes, 

is that I have sampled in relation to typicality in mode in several senses; groups could be made up according 

to role (buyers vs. sellers), all market actors could be one group and/or some other categories such as area 

could be the glue in a group in my case. Typicality is then evidence of a group, and/or Becker’s (1992: 213) 

“entire organization”, in the form of for example shared, or similar, sentiments and actions, leading to 

establish typical mode(s). Special attention is naturally paid to the two roles of buyers and sellers. Typicality 

is then as important as exploring diversity, the two are joint in my strategy. Contrary to diversity, typicality 

has a more definite stopping point in a qualitative method sense. In a nutshell, a mode becomes “saturated” 

when confirmed through repetition in the analysis (Aspers 2011a: 200ff; Glaser & Strauss 1967: 61, see 

also Saunders et al. 2018). When saturation was reached, regardless of what level it was found, colleting of 

new data stopped. Previous economic sociological literature has served as valuable inspiration for me in 

this regard (see especially Harrington 2008; C. Smith 1981; 1999, Spillman 2012). Here one finds different 

ideal types of groups, actors, and actions, i.e., “groups within the group” of stock market operators (C. 

Smith 1981, 1999), investment groups (Harrington 2008) and trade associations (Spillman 2012). Previous 

literature thus suggest that it is likely that modes will be several, even if I only sample buyers and sellers 

of housing (and not real estate agents, renters or building companies) and pairing typically with diversity 

is thus a fruitful strategy.  

 
where they moved from, nor what/if it a household that includes others than which signed the papers. Some variables on both buyers and sellers 

can however never be known. The Swedish housing register is very covering in relation to movers (see for example TRF 2018). But there is for 
example no gathering of data on ethnicity tied to the housing register, nor is any buyer or seller required to report ethnicity, sexual orientation, nor 

disabilities or other “personal” traits when transacting housing. In essence we can typify areas and submarkets according  to for example ethnicity 

and socioeconomic status, but not “match” actual movers with buyers and sellers of housing.  
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Snowball sampling and its limitations 

My snowball sampling started with my own strong and weak ties. The logic behind the further sampling is 

that one informant leads to another, and hence the allegory is that of a snowball growing and gaining mo-

mentum (Coleman 1958, Merton 1948, Weiss 1994: 25, for a review see Handcock & Giles 2011). From 

the two “networks”, family/friends and workplace, I got two inroads and channels which provided the initial 

information about individuals in the process of buying/selling and/or moving, and when these individuals 

were interviewed I asked if they knew about someone else I could interview. To get hold of informants this 

way is not optimal in the sense that it runs the risk of recreating the knowledge, information, and biases in 

my own strong and weak ties (Aspers 2011a: 95; Handcock & Giles 2011; Trow 1957), i.e., potentially 

block informants with few ties to others to be part of my sample (Weiss 1994: 29). I however had the 

opportunity to continue searching for informants when I identified blind spots in my material. For example, 

initially I was equally interested in getting hold of informants that had been a long time in the market, that 

had made many transactions and that were “old” and/or “seasoned” housing actors. By strategically looking 

for these types of traits I managed to cover time-experience-age in the sample (see appendix, table g). 

 

My other data/field work, besides interviews, did, as mentioned above also enable a focus on the spots and 

persons I lacked information about (cf. Trow 1957: 290ff). For example, I initially lacked informants from 

certain building types and certain areas, I then consciously spent more time in those housing forms and in 

those areas. This enabled me to deepen my understanding of the housing stock and thus who lived and 

wanted to live (buy) in these areas. However, even if  I, as just described, have managed to mend, or fill in, 

many pieces, there is a form of bias and overrepresentation in my material. SHM covers a large geograph-

ical area and given that networks are likely to be homogenous (even when using weak ties as I did) it has 

been much easier to find informants which are/was like me—that had bought and sold in the inner-city of 

Stockholm, rather than for example first time buyers in the satellite suburbs. Given the economic reality of 

housing prices this also gives a skewed, or tilted image, in the material towards more household with fi-

nancial means, such as the ability to get a “big” mortgage. A form of bias that also relates to age/’getting a 

first foot in the market’ in that the thresholds has risen for mortgage takers generally,129 first time mortgage 

takers have been particularly affected, making the already narrow selection into Stockholm’s housing mar-

ket even more narrow and creating an even more homogeneous housing situation. It is important to be 

aware of these drawbacks with my sampling method and I try to be as transparent as possible if and how 

this affects my result in the empirical chapters. I do however also believe that it is important to again stress 

that this case-study aims for understanding and explaining. Hopefully I will also discover unexpected as-

pects, perhaps negative cases (see H. Becker 1998: 195), specific role-relevant scripts and alike. It could of 

course be that such unexpected discoveries are harder to find due to biases in the material, but I still suggest 

that explaining modes of buyers and sellers, what it is to be a buyer and/or seller of housing is a form of 

exploration into territory that (as seen in previous chapter) many previous researchers have not been able 

to fully explain. To give a representative image of the whole of SHM is a valuable project but I also argue 

 
129 Both a down payment-requirement and “mixed rent-percentage” on mortgages.  
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that there is real value in looking closely and analyze what buyers and seller do, how they do it, and why 

they do it, even if these housing market actors are (too) similar. Despite the described drawbacks with the 

sampling method, I claim this study has validity in relation to the market roles studied. As I describe, inter-

pret, and theorize, three ways of achieving validity (Burke Johnson 1997), and do so from a diverse sample 

I am able to analyze and generalize about what it is to be a buyer and a seller on SHM, the thoughts, actions, 

and experiences which are shared, and which differs. This is validation in and by “saturation” (more dis-

cussed in relation to coding below) that can be said to explore what is typical and what is standouts inside 

the two studied roles and between the two studied roles. To be able to come to a conclusion about what is 

typical and not, I have to sample and explore likely sources for typicality and distinctness. If location, 

gender, or type of unit are likely factors for difference than they should be sampled. The drawback and risk 

of having for example “outliers” in the sample is thus viewed as little in comparison to the benefit of both 

having a covering and diverse sample.       

Ethics and conduct in the field 

Observing, approach, and considerations 

When going to viewings I brought my notebook along. Some ethnographers have a problem taking notes 

in the field, but for me “the mask of potential buyer” enabled me to be where the action is, without anyone 

questioning me, my notebook, or my motives. I took notes on site and wrote a fuller account as soon as 

possible after exiting the viewing (the analysis and coding of field notes are discussed below). Observation 

can be divided into several versions that, generally speaking, differ depending on how involved the re-

searcher is. My goal was to observe as much as possible and participate as little as possible, and the view-

ing/showing of an apartment/house is an ideal site for attaining such an “objective objective”.  

 

A viewing is most often a public open affair130. It is of course performed as a service to potential buyers of 

houses and apartments, but there are no formal requirements for entering. In my material there are plenty 

of instances in which attendees give the impression that they are not potential buyers. One major concern 

for me as a researcher was to try to influence the situation as little as possible (Devault & Devault 2002; 

Spardely 1980, cf. H. Becker 1958). Not influencing is important in two senses: It entails both not steering 

the observation in a certain direction (research concern), and not taking up too much of the RA’s time 

(ethical concern). To the best of my knowledge, I was successful in both senses of “not influencing”. I took 

my shoes off and went into the viewings – and the “theater” was at my (sock-clad) feet. I did not need to 

script or intervene in any way, and neither did I feel an urge to do so (cf. Bergman-Blix 2010: 57f). Not 

interfering with the RAs was not a major problem either. The various real estate firms have different prac-

tices when it comes to viewings. This means, for example, that some always ask for your phone number 

and some don’t; some have several representatives at the showing while others have only one; and some 

 
130As mentioned in introduction chapter, many RA firms nowadays require that you register to attend a viewing. This was however not the case 

during the time that my observations were made.  
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never stop talking to and asking questions to each and every person who enters while others silently stand 

in the unit and merely answer questions. Interactions with the RA can therefore not always be totally 

avoided; my rule, however, was to never directly approach the RA unless I was the sole visitor at a showing. 

This worked out fine. I only asked questions when it did not interfere with any other participant’s “time”. 

Viewings of the type I visited always have a time frame; hence when I asked questions, I was simply helping 

the RA passing the time.  

 

Another ethical concern in relation to my observations was that I did not seek, and consequently did not 

get, any formal consent from those I observed or the RA(s). Neither did I reveal that I was conducting an 

observation in any other way. The norm, or good ethical conduct  (vr.se131), is to either start the observation 

by announcing to participants that I was there conducting research and give a short summary of what I was 

doing and my research results so far. An alternative could have been to, after having observed someone, 

quietly approach that person and ask for consent. If I had announced my role upon entering the showing, 

however, I might have “frightened” many of the attendees. They may have monitored their behavior and 

perhaps even left; hence, my announcement could have had a real impact on the situation and even on the 

final price the sellers received132. My responsibility to not influence the situation was deemed more im-

portant than letting the objects of my observation know why I was there. The other option, approaching the 

observed parties afterwards, may also have deterred them from bidding, and would also place me in an 

incredibly awkward situation. As observed phenomenon was often an interaction among two or more at-

tendees, I would have had to chase after them individually but also from time to time approach the RA and 

interrupt their work. I thought long and hard about these two alternatives, but in the end decided that both 

were problematic and actually more harmful to everyone involved than the ethical gains. I have anonymized 

as much as possible: The names of interviewed actors are changed, geographic locations and type of hous-

ing are provided but no dates are given. The chances of someone identifying themselves or someone else 

are therefore remote. On top of this, I would argue that the conduct of the actors at the viewings is to be 

likened to any “public” performance in a marketplace. Adults should be aware that what they do in the 

marketplace can be recorded and scrutinized; my fieldnotes are no more problematic than a supermarket 

watching its consumers and keeping track of what they are buying, and much less problematic than for 

example the massive data mining and profiling of consumers that occurs online 24-7.  

 

Interviewing, approach, and considerations 

Meeting a person face to face and then going on to dissect what they have said carries responsibility. This 

responsibility lies partly in letting informants tell their own stories (see for example Svasek & Domecka 

2020). This might sound self-evident and common-sense, but much ink has been spilled in theory and 

method battles in the social sciences over what role informants and their stories should be given. I am not 

going to go into detail and pick sides in this battle; the reader will be able to judge my approach after reading 

 
131 https://www.vr.se/uppdrag/etik/etik-i-forskningen.html 
132 Research points to the fact that the more potential buyers there are, the higher the price (see for example C. Smith 1989). 
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the actual analysis. It suffices to state here that while I wanted the informants to speak as freely as possible, 

at the same time I had themes guiding me in my attempts to steer the conversation towards giving material 

on mode displays. I therefore adopted an open thematic interview approach (Aspers 2011a: 144; see also 

Gubrium & Holstein 2002). There can be a conflict if this approach leans too heavily on deduction, i.e., if 

a “third-person perspective” is adopted (Martin 2011; 92ff, cf. Desmond 2016: 334ff). Simplified, inform-

ants are viewed either as being unconscious/unreflective of what is happening (see for example Bourdieu 

1984), or as operating in bad faith (Sartre 2001) in a third third-person perspective (Martin 2011: 92; 104ff). 

I instead view the themes as open, so for example a “motivation” can be coded into an entity that is a 

“mutual accomplishment” (Dewy 2005), a “rationalization after the fact” (Goffman 1989/2002; Mills 

1940), or a “cause of action” (H. Becker et al. 2000). The material/informants have the final say; no one 

will be regarded as being in a doxic sleep, and hence in principle all second-order constructs should be 

recognized and accepted by the informants133 (Aspers 2011a: 48). The themes are very broad and open, and 

rarely did I experience that the informants’ talk could not be coded into these categories and their subcate-

gories. The problem was rather the reverse: The informants were often eager to please me134. I partly rem-

edied this problem by making deliberate misinterpretations and mistakes during the interview. I used this 

technique to gently move informants away from their attempts to please the interviewer rather than telling 

their story (cf. Aspers 2011a: 48, see also Schütz 1964: 8).  

 

Another of the researcher’s responsibilities is to guarantee the interviewee’s anonymity (www.vr.se/upp-

drag/etik/etik-i-forskningen.html.). Anonymity was promised to all informants, which in practice meant 

that I replaced their names with a randomized two letter combination. In quotes in the empirical chapters I 

also deleted any example of other names (for example other household members name) and all direct ref-

erences to specific addresses and RA names (and in some instances firm names). I also made it clear to the 

informants that I was fine with their discussing monetary issues, final prices, mortgages, etc., but that it 

was up to them whether they wanted to specify exact amounts and whether they wanted information on 

numbers deleted from their quotes. I also stressed that it was not the exact amount of money per se that was 

my main research topic; I was more interested in the logic of their actions and reasoning. None of my 

informants declared that they wanted to stay away from monetary issues, so my initial concern that discuss-

ing monetary matters would appear too personal was clearly incorrect.  

 

The ideal of discussion enabled me to tone down my role of “the researcher”, and for the most part I expe-

rienced the interview as “friendly talk”. I didn’t experience any real differences between informants to 

which I had a personal tie and those I had found through weak ties. Hence, one issue of external reliability, 

 
133 All informants were offered the opportunity to read the transcript of their own interviews and were promised they would be able to access, if 
interested, the final analysis in the thesis.  
134 One informant goes to the extreme, saying “Maybe you should pause the recording now?”, to which I reply “Why, is there something wrong?” 

He continues: “No, no, I just want you to get the thing that’s really important to you. I was about to get started on this thing with houses…”. 
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the observer’s role135, was strengthened through my approach of conversation rather than conducting the 

interviews as Q and A sessions (LeCompte & Goetz 1982: 37). 

 

My questions were centered around my three main research questions of how, why, and what, i.e., my 

research questions were translated into my themes in the interviews. All interviews were performed at my 

workplace or the respondent’s workplace136. The interviews started with my explaining what my project 

was about and what type of information I was gathering. The informants were told that their interviews 

were confidential and only accessible by me, and that they would be anonymized in quotes and references. 

I then explained why I had requested an interview with them. The reason, as discussed above, was that 

through various networks and chains I had gotten the information that they had moved, or were about to, 

and that part of this move involved a market transaction. My first question was therefore along the lines of 

“why are you making the transaction?”. The story the informant then told was most often directed at my 

theme of motivation (and related to the why research question). Sometimes the informant however started 

by saying something about their family situation and then discussing the “situation” as being a cause of the 

transaction (related to the how question). Sometimes these answers to my initial questions echoed a utili-

tarian, rational choice, homo-economics logic, other times the informant discussed the motive in more 

vague terms, and sometimes stress was placed on the influence of the situation and/or other external forces. 

When the informant had answered my initial question, my job as interviewer was to evaluate whether I had 

enough information about the theme, and also whether the informant had disclosed enough background 

facts (so that I could later put the statement under the appropriate code). In some instances I also needed to 

follow up on their outlook on motive, so that I had some information on external/internal aspects. This 

general logic was then repeated throughout the interview. I introduced the themes through my questions in 

the time sequence order within SHM. So first we talked about reasons for making the transaction, then went 

on to discuss how information was obtained, and then moved on to a recounting of the process: the view-

ing/showing, meeting with banks, bidding, and winning/losing. Temporally speaking, it was most often 

buying housing which was dealt with first, then selling, and my questions around switching sides on the 

market (if that had happened). All interviews ended with me asking if I had missed something or if they 

had any additional comments. All interviews lasted at least an hour, with nine lasting about an hour and a 

half. In the beginning I was uncertain how long an interview would take, but as the work progressed it 

became clear that an hour was a “proper” amount of time, both for telling one’s story and for starting to 

repeat oneself.  

 

 
135The idea here is that, to as great an extent as possible, someone else could replace me, or better, step into my shoes and get roughly the same 

answers as I did. This “independent” actor would then not even necessarily have to be a sociologist; conversations work the same way for all 
intersubjective actors (cf. Desmond 2016).  
136 In hindsight, it could have been valuable to be in the informants’ homes (see for example Halle 1993). This knowledge will be used in future 

studies I conduct. 
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Inductive, deductive and abductive method 

 

The initial sorting and coding done can be described as inductive. From the transcribed empirical material 

the buyers’ and sellers’ motivations for buying and selling housing, their doings during the process, the role 

they were in, and their experience and time in the role/roles were mapped, or coded, into the first rough 

categories137, or “boxes” (Aspers 2011a: 169ff) of; motivations, doings, role(s) and experience/time. In one 

sense these categories grew out of the informants’ own words, and the sorting of material enabled a direct 

way to see similarities and differences within a single material as well as between types of material, when 

information from the interviews and the observations were mapped into the categories. Comparing through 

“jumping” is a robust way to achieve validity, and enables readers to be intersubjective138 (see for example 

Schütz 1967: 9ff, 113ff).  This type of grounding of “first-order construct” (see Aspers 2001: 303ff; 2011a: 

48f.) is tied to the aim of exploring (see for example Hochschild 2016: 247). The risk with this approach is 

that it puts up blinders towards previous results and theories and reinvents the wheel and/or that it is difficult 

to know when and why to stop gathering new data. The themes in themselves can however also be under-

stood as deductively created (Aspers 2011a: 174; Glaser & Strauss 1967/2008: 61); i.e., my reading of 

theory and previous investigations of housing markets created my pre-notion, which in turn influenced my 

questions/themes and thus what codes and categories the extracts of meaning should end up in. The sub-

stantial risk with this type of analysis, tautology, is that I simply would repeat what already was assumed 

at the starting point.  

 

As just seen, there are risks associated with both inductive and deductive methods. In order to avoid these 

risks, I abductively switch between inductively gathered results (Swedberg 2014: 101ff.) and previous the-

ories. This for instance means that I have allowed the material to “kick back” (Aspers 2011a: 99) and paying 

close attention to cases in which material didn’t fit neatly into my categories. Generally speaking, this 

means that codes, and even labels of themes, were rearranged when extracts of meaning from the material 

were ill fitted to them. For example, I started out thinking along the lines of identity when it came to “the 

self” of buyers and sellers. My pre-notion, partly formed by my reading of previous litterature, was that 

individuals partly choose who they are, and partly must seek acceptance of this image among others. Over 

time, however, I came to realize that I was unable to truly reach the “true self” of my informants and those 

I observed. What I observed and the statements I gathered, under the themes further divided into codes of 

identity, were more of role performances, takes on practices, strategic choices, directions to role incum-

bents, individuals’ “personal” scripts for how to perform roles and much more, and therefore the theme was 

changed to “role” and/or broken down into smaller pieces and subcodes. The work to code and recode was 

helped by two related methodological principles. Firstly, “saturation” the point where a code is filled to the 

brim, and thus confirmed. Thereby providing me with a clear sense of no new data being needed (Glaser & 

 
137While the notion of “category” can be problematic I use it to disclose my deductive leaning, although I was open to the possibility that categories 
could be changed/rearranged.  
138 Social scientists and actors are much alike in their method and approach. For example, they both use intersubjectivity to understand and plan 

their actions (Schütz 1967: 110ff). 
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Strauss 1967/2008: 61, see also Aspers 2011a: 200ff; Saunders et al. 2018). Secondly and related, “ideal 

types” are used in the sense that actions, attitudes and stories were coded as exaggerations of for example 

one justification over other justifications, in order to convey the typical, or ideal, feature(s) of the phenom-

enon (Weber 1949: 90ff.). To create an ideal type through coding can confirm a previous theory through 

saturation but it can also happen that the material kicks back and that the ideal type in fact becomes some-

thing different than the starting point. Below I continue to describe the coding of my material in more detail. 

Line-by-line coding and pattern coding 

 

There are several ways to code material in order to reach a material’s meaning. I used two versions; line-

by-line coding and pattern coding (Saldana 2009: 142). Line-by-line focuses on keywords and meaning in 

its smallest form, while pattern coding looks for a more context-based meaning. Line-by-line coding has 

the advantage of less dependence on pre-notion, letting the code be grounded in the informant’s and the 

observed object’s own language, therefore capturing meaning in a more straightforward actor sense. The 

pattern approach can be described as more geared deductively, verifying and recreating theory and previous 

results in my material. I have already mentioned that I view my method as abductive and  coding is also 

abductive in the sense that I strived to identify reoccurring keywords and patters in meaning, motivations 

and/or practices, reaching a point when nothing additional in code sense could be added (Glaser & Strauss 

1967: 61, see also Aspers 2011a: 200ff; Saunders et al. 2018), i.e. saturation was reached. Saturation can 

thus be reached by line-by-line coding and pattern coding, and it was also reached by abductively jumping 

and comparing codes.  

 

By the same token, the use of quotes and fieldnotes to provide descriptions and perform analysis is very 

much the same, regardless of what coding was used. If and when a mode was saturated the task was to jump 

between line-by-line and patterns. For example, when I asked about a theme such as motivations – pattern 

coding was an excellent starting point as most informants had a clear standpoint on why they did something. 

However, “how they did it” was rarely as clear-cut as their own depiction of their motivations. Stories are 

often of the sort of an “I did this and then that happened” analysis of a situation. A line-by-line coding of 

interviews enabled me to pick apart, for example, “how they did it”; hence, the analysis of “how they did 

it” from time to time made me reevaluate the meaning extracted from the pattern coding. Approached from 

my observation material, attendees at viewings were found to have  distinct doings. Pattern coding was then 

used to highlight and idealize what actors tend to do in mode display sense and was also used in order to 

deduce motivations out of these attendees. The deductive pattern in relation to motivations is however much 

weaker than the patterns in actual observed doings, in the sense that I never truly got to ask attendees in 

their own words what their motivations were (according to themselves). I therefore compared the codes on 

motivations in line-by-line and pattern-senses and also compared between interview and observation ma-

terial, creating a robust analysis of modes. I argue that I achieved reliability is two senses: My codes and 

categories have A) internal reliability, i.e., can be verified inside the material, for example a mode appearing 



 96 

among both buyers and sellers (see Hansen 1979, LeCompte & Goetz 1982). By using line-by-line and 

pattern coding and by comparing within and between types of material/methods, the matching/sorting pro-

cess can be intersubjectively verified internally and by each other; and thus also having B) external relia-

bility, meaning that someone else besides me (the researcher) is able to reach the same conclusion 

(LeCompte & Goetz 1982, cf. Goffman 1989/2002). This was achieved through toning down my own role 

in both interviewing and observing, and comparatively analyzing situations with many actors (as in view-

ings) to situations face to face with informants (interviews)139 and by using a concept, ideal type, that is 

neutral in both its premise and the way I use it. The end results of my coding – ideal-typical modes should 

hopefully be easily accessible to any reader. 

   

 

 

 

 

  

 
139Some qualitative researchers argue that groups are better to interview than a single individual (see Becker 1998, Goffman 1989/2002). In hind-

sight I would admit that group discussions probably would have provided an interesting counterpart to my single interviews. Finding informants 

that was interested in discussing buying and selling without paying them however was very improbable.  
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Chapter 5: Buyers’ motivations, justifications, and 
rationalizations for buying housing 

The narratives gathered in this first empirical chapter come from informants who, in an interview setting, 

are talking about their reasons for buying housing on the Stockholm housing market. As indicated already 

in this chapter’s title, these narratives differ in their content—some are direct suggestions of what motiva-

tions the informants had before, during, and/or after buying housing, and some are more accounts of what 

they experienced during the period in which they were buyers. The analysis in this chapter is conducted 

under the assumptions (formed in Chapter 3) that buyers of housing are motivated and intentionally steer 

their acts in the market, that they are willing and able to express why they bought housing and how the acts 

of buying were done (as well as what will be done in the future) – albeit in a subjective manner – and finally 

that this “subjective manner” provides a way of determining what motivation was primary, and what justi-

fication the informants use when talking about their reason(s) for purchasing housing. It is the primary 

motivation, and the justification thereof, that enables me to analyze the informant’s mode display. The 

chapter is built around an analysis of these distinct modes. Differences/similarities in motivations, and dif-

ferences/similarities in justifications, are the backbone of the presentation. Five distinct modes are identi-

fied in this chapter, providing a stepping stone toward an explanation of actors on the switch-role market 

of SHM.  

The forced mode 

As seen in the introductory chapter, rental apartments are hard to come by, and Stockholm has a large 

housing shortage regardless of tenure form. So, while previous literature stresses, for instance, the benefi-

cial economic aspects of owning housing such as “security” as a reason for owning/buying (see for example 

Saunders 1990), and/or sees buying a home as a means to the end of expressing oneself in a home (see for 

example Marcus 1995), it is not surprising that some informants in my case express that they bought hous-

ing due to external forces beyond their own control. The difficulty to find housing sometimes “forces” 

individuals to become housing owners regardless of their other motivations related to housing. In the extract 

below from an interview with a buyer, we get a description of several motivations and also an account 

and/or justification that singles out one of the motivations as primary.140 What I want to stress is that a 

 
140 As stated in the method chapter, the quotes are sections from transcribed interviews that I argue show an informant’s mode(s). I established all 
the modes presented in the empirical chapters by sorting several quotes from at least two distinct individuals. The forced mode in this chapter, for 

example, is exemplified in two quotes each from three distinct buyers. My material includes several other quotes that communicate the same 

message, which consequently could have been used in this “second-order construct”, but the idea is to supply as few quotes as possible when 
“saturation” has been reached. Additional quotes are used when (1) I find something that can further deepen the understanding – for example, the 

forced mode is “adequately” displayed by informant Ab, but informant La, displaying the same mode as Ab, adds something when she talks about 

rationality and monetary issues tied to buying and selling; and (2) to show how informants in my material combine several modes. 
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motivation and a justification travel hand in hand, and the combination of these two forms enables a distinct 

mode to be analyzable. The informant below is talking about her experience as a first-time housing buyer. 

The quote was preceded by the informant telling me that her contract for a rented apartment was about to 

expire (without the possibility to prolong). The informant was hence in need of securing a roof over her 

head:   

 

P141: Was it obvious that you should own your new home?  

Ab: From a strict ideological standpoint we would much rather rent. It feels weird 

to venture into that whole circus (hela den där svängen) when you really oppose 

all of it... that everything’s sold out and there are no rental apartments left142. But 

neither of us had enough days on the waiting list, so we’d barely get something 

in the distant suburbs... because we can borrow money from my parents, and get 

a loan from the bank, and can hence stay right in the city center… we felt like it 

was a better solution. (interview)  

  

It comes across as if this informant would have preferred not to buy housing, as her ideological standpoint 

is an opposition to the marketization of housing, and she displays a general discontent with the process of 

buying housing. However, at the same time she also gives motivations for buying—it being a viable alter-

native for economic reasons, and also enabling one to stay in the city center. The explanation she herself 

gives is thus torn between two motivations, and she settles on suggesting that she was forced to buy due to 

the external situation around housing. In this explanation/account of what happened and why it happened 

the way it did, divergent motivations are “sized up” against one another, and being pressured/forced to buy 

is then discussed as the main or primary motivation, the single factor that creates a clear-cut (layman) causal 

explanation. In saying that this is a causal explanation, I am suggesting that what the informant (Ab) is 

doing is shifting the responsibly from her own choice to buy, instead suggesting that the situation around 

housing on SHM determined her course of action (cf. Barnes 2000: 3f, 35f, 43). It is the explanation seen 

as a whole, the unspoken description of sizing up of motivations and reasons and stressing one motivation 

over others, that is the justification. Some motivations (e.g. the desire to rent)  explain little and thus need 

to be smoothed over and excused (see Scott & Lyman 1968) to provide an understandable and legitimate 

explanation as to why one actually bought. If the informant had provided a more “voluntary” account of 

her actions, or an explanation in which her own agency and free will took center stage, it seems likely that 

her primary desire would have been to remain in the inner city (i.e., not that she felt an urge to necessarily 

buy). Regardless of whether one agrees with her depiction of being forced to buy—and regardless of 

whether one shares her ideological viewpoint on buying housing—her account is understandable and “ac-

cessible”, and “makes sense” (Martin 2011: 334, cf. Aspers 2001: 307), and is thus a legitimate justification; 

legitimate in the sense that she gives an explanation of what she valued and found “good”, and that her 

“choice” to buy housing displays a pragmatism (i.e. she wanted to rent, but for practical purposes settled 

for buying) (cf. Boltanski & Thévenot 2006). The justification, however, is also an “account as an excuse”, 

 
141 “P” stands for me Petter, the interviewer, while letters for the informants are randomized to secure anonymity of the informant. 
142 Here, the informant is referring to the privatization of housing; i.e. the selling of publicly owned rented housing to tenants. See also the intro-

duction chapter. 
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in the same sense as how Scott & Lyman (1968) use the term—an attempt to (after the fact) make up a 

chain of events that is suitable. However, as stated in the introduction to this chapter (and more forcefully 

argued in Chapter 3), the establishment of a mode is built on the assumption that buyers can, and will, 

deliver accurate causal accounts. Rather than digging deeper into divergent standpoints on justifications, I 

find that the informant provides a relational description that is an adequate layman causal account (cf. Tilly 

2006: 37, 45, 53). It is a mode display, part reason why one bought and part story justifying why this specific 

choice/route was taken. This is a confirmation of my assumption (expressed in Chapter 3) that modes are 

found in the justification of one motivation. Even though motivations are plenty, one can only act/jus-

tify/explain in one way. One motivation therefore stands out in the “talk of why” and thus justifies what 

was done (buying). The forced mode, in many ways, is an expected finding in a housing market such as 

SHM, where housing has long been considered a right, while at the same time being a predicament that 

needs to be sorted out by each household individually.143  

 

Previous literature tells us that one can expect actors, when self-reporting, to justify why they did something 

using excuses such as external force (i.e. giving a causal explanation of Ab’s type). This idea fits nicely in 

with what happened above: The informant wanted to rent but had to buy, which is then a legitimate choice 

due to the force/external constraints that she experienced. In these previous theories, the finding of excusing 

and offering a causal explanation for one’s own actions is attached to the finding that the actors see others 

as more free to choose to their own liking; i.e., that agency belongs to others while one personally has to 

deal with structural constraints (see Martin 2011: 21ff, cf. Barnes 2000: 3ff, 40ff). This finding in the liter-

ature—“others choose but I’m forced” —is not confirmed in my material, however. Instead, the forced 

justification is more universal in regard to force; i.e., informants do not distinguish between their own 

constraints and others’ agentic choices. This is clear in the quote below: In a conversation with this inform-

ant, I was told that she has two friends who she had expected to be opposed to buying housing for “ideo-

logical reasons”. However, both friends surprised her. The first surprise came in the form of an announce-

ment by friend 1 that they had bought an expensive apartment in an attractive area; i.e., the informant found 

out that the motivation she ascribed to friend 1, which she assumed to be the guiding light for that actor’s 

choices, might be trumped by other motivations. The second friend had not turned into a buyer (yet), but 

their reason for not buying, as will be evident below, is no longer an ideological opposition to buying 

housing but more an economic constraint. Much like the first informant in this chapter, the one in the quote 

below describes a situation in which her “hands are tied”; but in contrast to the quote above, the appeal is 

general or universal—the lack of agency/“real choice” (for example between tenure form) is the same for 

everyone—in order to secure housing you need to buy, regardless of your attitudes toward buying and 

owning. Claiming that one is forced to buy is thus an intersubjective and legitimate justification of one 

motivation as the major cause:  

 
143 As seen in the introduction and chapter 2, housing is a policy area in Sweden that has traditionally been a mix between accepting (and even  

encouraging) home ownership and buying and selling while “the market” – being frowned upon at the same time. Ideal-typically speaking, however, 
housing has been seen as more of a right than a commodity (cf. Pattillo 2013). My suggestion is that the previous discourse around housing brings 

about justifications like the forced mode. This is the voice of those who have a distinct political outlook on housing but who end up having to buy 

housing.  
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La: (…) and I was, like, how does that go along with your ideological stance (the 

informant is talking about a friend she suspected would be opposed to the idea of 

buying housing)? Then I realized that we’ve created a system where you lose so 

much if you don’t buy; it’s totally irrational not to buy. I also have another friend 

who grew up as a social democrat and has been one for a long time. She (previ-

ously) said it was completely idiotic to buy – why should you pay a lot of money 

to the bank? (…) Today when she talks about it, it’s more like her problem is that 

she can’t get money for the down payment. (interview) 

  

I want to emphasize this informant’s pragmatism, which I argue is stronger in this quote compared to the 

previous one. Just like previous literature argues (see especially Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 59ff), what 

you want as an individual (for example to get a roof over your head, act in line with your ideological 

viewpoint, and/or live in a certain area) needs to be pragmatically dealt with in relation to the situation at 

hand. In this quote pragmatism is equal to the realization that, no matter what motivation you have, securing 

housing by buying is the way forward. In contrast to the informant (Ab) above, whose justification was 

more an “account as excuse” (Scott & Lyman 1968), here I find that Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) con-

ceptualization and depiction of justifications and motivations is more telling. The informant above (La) 

describes how legitimization is achieved by accepting others’ claims (here being equal to whole market 

logic) and “concepts of good”; simply put, it is highly pragmatic and practical to buy housing, and thus it 

is a justifiable act. The highlighting of a pragmatic “rational” conclusion to a housing problem, dealing with 

the situation around securing housing in a practical and sober fashion, is in one sense a confirmation of 

Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) theory—we can all accept La’s judgement of others’ lines of reasoning (i.e., 

it is intersubjectively “correct”) that it is “irrational” not to buy, if “rational” is loosely defined as “sensible”. 

The same point can be made by pointing to Weber’s (1964: 326) discussion of authority/legitimacy. Some 

actors will adhere to order in action, not due to having internalized a value but rather because order is 

legitimate and rational (cf. Parsons 1951). Weber suggests that accepting order can be made on “opportun-

istic grounds”, out of “self-interest” and “reasons of material interest” (Weber 1947/1964: 326f), and then 

not so much because of a desire to adhere to the market but rather because buying on the market is the 

rational way forward. Here, being pragmatic entails being ready to adapt one’s claims and justifications to 

the situation. 

 

The legitimacy and justified claim in buying housing is also found among more experienced buyers in my 

material. First, note that the justification here is somewhat different, as it is convenience and already being 

an owner that are the main reasons for buying. Most of what happens in the quote below is a description of 

what happened and what caused what, while only traces of what was valued or worthy can be found: 

 

Ji: (…) would have preferred to rent at first, but as things evolved I stayed in 

Stockholm and that first buy helped later. So what I was at first kind of forced to 

do, later on turned into a good thing… When I decided to move.  

P: So your initial wish… to rent, what was the reason behind that? 

Ji: I mean I’m not really strongly opposed to buying or owning. It was more that 

it appeared to be more convenient (to rent) if I didn’t want to stay in Stockholm, 
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for some reason. Like, you’re a student and maybe things don’t work out. Then 

you can just terminate a contract. Even if things turned out great for me it’s still 

like a big responsibility; you can’t just walk out of your home when you own it. 

Also, I guess being dependent on your parents isn’t really what you ideally want, 

right? So I was kind of forced to buy – hesitant, you know – but like I said, that 

turned out to be a great thing in the end. If I hadn’t bought that first place I 

wouldn’t have been able to buy this new one. (interview, my emphasis)    

 

As clearly expressed in the quote, this informant also describes his motivation for buying as an external 

pressure—he was “forced” to buy due to a lack of other options. His justification is somewhat different 

from the other two justifications above, however, as he expresses no ideological resistance to buying and 

owning housing, and his account is more of a story that is less focused on giving either a justification or a 

proper causal explanation. By relying on a “convention”, here the conventional wisdom that one needs to 

buy in order to secure housing in Stockholm, the informant delivers a cloaked justification—“a good reason 

offers an acceptable characterization” (Tilly 2006: 53)—and it is the practical aspects that take center stage 

when he gives his account of what happened. The informant would have preferred to rent for practical 

reasons, but in hindsight finds that buying was actually the more practical solution, seeing how things de-

veloped. The quote discloses a transformation from a force as a cause and mode display into more an ex-

planation of a carrier or ladder logic (see Clapham 2005; cf. H. Becker & Strauss 1956, Faulkner 1983, 

Fürst 2017), in which previous choices create a path that enable later ones. It appears as if when the first 

step has been taken, when one is in the market, it matters less whether one’s initial hesitance was due to 

ideological opposition or convenience aspects. Justification seems to be a big deal for some new owners of 

housing, while it is more taken for granted (not really in need of justification as legitimization) for those 

who already own housing.  

 

In the long run it can be argued that what the forced mode display is doing is justifying actions by saying 

that the market always wins. The problem of securing housing in Stockholm, then, is an acceptable and 

legitimate “universal” cause of/reason for abandoning one’s ideological position, or a pragmatic realization 

regarding why buying is the sensible thing to do (cf. Weber 1947/1964: 326). The forced mode thus offers 

one answer to the general questions posed in the introduction: “Why do they buy at such high prices?” and 

“Why do they borrow so much money?” – the answer is that it makes sense to do this. If you have the 

ability, buying housing is the rational (and sometimes only) justifiable way to get the home you want.  

Space as motivation and justification: the practical mode 

  

Previous research on housing has shown that a change in the household structure is one likely motivation 

for the decision to move (Clark & Onaka 1983; Dzuz & Romza 1977; Rossi 1980; Wisemen 1973; see 

Lundin 1991 for an overview). Prominent reasons include moving in with one’s partner, childbirth, the 

death of one’s partner, “the kids leaving the nest”, retirement, and separation. It is therefore not surprising 
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that the “more space” motivation is an often mentioned cause of buying in my material. In my case, it is 

most often a specific sort of expansion of the household that is mentioned: childbirth. What is happening 

in the quotes below are instances in which an “external event’”144 causes, or creates, a motivation for the 

informants to change their housing situation. The stories that unfold below are accounts of why the inform-

ants bought housing, in which they all place an external event as the root cause. These motivations/tales are 

mode displays, in that they carry traces of justifications. These justifications, however, are hidden and wo-

ven into stories about their reasons/what happened when. It appears that when practical motivations such 

as having children and therefore needing more space are the reason for buying, the need to excuse, ration-

alize, moralize, stress a certain type of value/worth, compete and object to others’ claims, or further explain 

is downplayed, and instead the account is relatively simplistic: 

 

Oj: We needed more space... so that our son would have a room of his own. We 

also needed some modern appliances – a dishwasher, a washing machine and a 

dryer – to manage everyday life.  

P: So the child was the main reason for moving? 

Oj: Yeah, if it hadn’t been for the child I don’t think we would have moved (…). 

At least a three-room apartment, dishwasher… and then we wanted something 

fairly contemporary-built, in the sense that it should be concrete walls; not plaster 

or wooden beams like it was in our old apartment…we wanted an open living 

space, kitchen and living room, and like separate sleeping quarters. So the layout 

was also important... (interview, my emphasis)  

 

That the expansion of the household is the cause of buying is obvious. In the quote, the informant also 

aligns several motivations in which getting more space is tied to getting better appliances and a more 

“soundproof” home, which taken as a whole is a clear-cut description of the new home’s practical aspects 

as the primary and unifying motivation. The justification, while perhaps not as obvious as the motivation, 

is also found in this aligned aspect; i.e., suggesting that more space, better appliances, and a more sound-

proof home are needed and valued means justifying both the purchase of a specific home and the act of 

buying itself. Even if the justification is so conventional that few would question or argue against it, the 

motivation/justification is a distinct display of what I call “the practical mode”. The unspoken convention,  

involving what is valued and what forms the grounds on which the informant appeals to worth, is the com-

bination of space and function; i.e., practical aspects that I suggest are accepted by most people as justifiable 

reasons for moving into a new home. However, the move to a new home is made possible by buying hous-

ing, and the purchasing/owning aspect is also conventional and unspoken. That is, most Swedes “know” 

that getting a bigger place in Stockholm is most easily achieved through buying. This is similar to Boltanski 

& Thévenot’s (2006: 120ff, 203ff) explanation of justifications, stemming from “the industrial world of 

worth”—where efficiency and function are valued, the informant stresses one value, and several motiva-

tions align that all speak to the motivation factor—practicality. The only contrast to Boltanski & Thévenot’s 

analysis that I find in this mode display is that the informant’s justification contains very few moral ele-

ments. The conventions and taken-for-granted aspects conceal whether, how, and why buying more space 

 
144 Having a child can of course also be understood as a choice; this aspect is dealt with further on in the main text.  
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and functionality is good, valuable, and legitimate. One can of course tease out a moral, and/or a world of 

worth, from conventions like those the informant displayed, but my suggestion is that it is the taken-for-

grantedness, and the “obvious” justifiable reasons, that should be stressed so far. Generally speaking, the 

practical mode displayers all share this feature in my material as they waste no time in excusing, rational-

izing, or justifying their actions morally. Note how the informant below expands this line of reasoning to 

also include economic aspects (such as the price of a place sold) to fit under the general reason of practi-

cality:   

 

Oa: The reason for moving is that we need a bigger place; the family’s growing.  

P: So, you’re having a baby?  

Oa: Yeah, so sooner or later, even though we might not need a bigger place right 

away, but within a year we’ll need a bigger place. And we got a nice offer (on the 

apartment they currently lived in), so we accepted that. (interview)  

 

Here, the money received for the home sold is another aspect that correlates with the motivation/cause of 

getting more space. In an obvious way, the money received facilitates the purchase of the future home, and 

since more practicality is desired, money is an enabler of this. The stories above thus tell the reader not 

only why housing was bought but also how this is a justified and legitimate claim. Previous research often 

suggests that justifications based on convention enable actors to take “both sides of an argument”; i.e., to 

skillfully maneuver in a culture where motivations are plenty and often oppose one another (see for example 

Swidler 2001: 182f), and/or that actors’ descriptions of motivations in a conventional fashion are successful 

because they fit into “local conditions” (more so than if they give a correct causal account) (Tilly 2006: 

60ff). My conclusion, however, is rather that conventions are used in justification/practical mode display, 

as they align several motivations and thus give an accurate layman causal description. Regardless of 

whether the analysis sees this as a claim related to “utility arguments”—“more household members=more 

space” —or whether it builds on a social foundation whereby the practical mode is displayed in a taken-

for-granted fashion due to its being an “internalized norm”/institution that everyone agrees on (cf. Boltanski 

& Thévenot 2006: 29ff, cf. Parsons & Shils 1951/2015: 19f), it is a justifiable motivation for buying hous-

ing. Challenges to those who display the practical mode are unlikely; no collective agreement needs to be 

reached (i.e., most would agree that an expansion of the household is a legitimate reason for buying) as it 

is already in place in an institutionalized, legitimate form. The practical mode display is thus an account of 

a quintessential motive for (as anterior cause of) the act of buying housing, described as being set in motion 

by an external event and justified conventionally as an internally or universally legitimate cause. 

  

While getting more space is the dominant reason (in my material) among those who stress practical aspects, 

the mode of practicality is visible among those who report slightly different causes as well. In the quote 

below, the informant talks about why he bought a new apartment. He highlights that “more space” can be 

desired for other events than childbirth as well: 

 

Kb: It was love, actually! We met each other like half a year before we moved in 

together. My place was small, her place was even smaller and rented. So, we 
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needed something bigger and since I was already on the market we had a foot in 

the door. When you get into the market again… you suddenly realize that there 

are things you want besides more space; like we really enjoy our new kitchen! I 

don’t know if I would have cared about the sorry looking kitchen in my old place 

if I hadn’t been looking around for a new place. (interview)  

 

While reasons for buying “something bigger” differ between those who had (or are expecting/anticipating) 

a child and those who are moving in together, the mode display is one and the same: More space is a 

justifiable cause of buying housing. Note that several of the quotes give a sense of chains of motivations. 

Space is needed, and additional things like a new kitchen or good appliances can either serve as motivation 

before action was taken (informant Oj above) or, as the informant above suggested—be something that one 

realizes after the initial action was taken (informant Kb, above) (cf. Schütz 1967: 86ff). Motivations align 

in these chains, either in retrospect or in projection, and clearly involve voluntary choices; even if the cause 

is external, the response (buying housing) is desired. All informants in this mode display appear to suggest 

that housing follows a basic rule: More people equal more space. It matters little, for the mode display, 

whether the reason is childbirth or moving in together, and/or whether the motivations align before or after 

the initial steps of buying have been taken; the purchase based on practical reasons is legitimate.  

 

What unifies the informants labelled as displaying practical mode so far is their conventional appeal of 

getting a bigger place due to an external event. On the other hand, an addition to the household is most 

often a planned and desired choice made by adults, and the reasons can therefore just as well be justified 

from a moral standpoint. As mentioned above, moral aspects can be teased out from the justifications given 

by the informants above. However, informant T is direct and overt in his moral line of reasoning. Getting 

more space is a moral obligation rather than simply a taken-for-granted (and legitimate) course of action: 

   

                     P: So you bought because you had to?  

T: Yup. It’s pretty straightforward when I think back on it.  

P: So what about the future? Would you proceed the same way... if there’s a next 

time?  

T: Yes I guess so, I mean more “dwarves” means a need for extra space (laughs) 

(…) Seriously though, we’re the ones responsible for bringing these people into 

the world. Being a good parent means… at least for me… giving them space, like 

a room of their own and so on. I mean, there’s no law that you need a room of your 

own, but I believe that if you can… that it’s good. 

P: Okay, so what about other parameters… like maybe cost and the like? 

T: For me that’s sort of obvious. If you can’t afford to get more space, then you 

have to either move away from Stockholm or seriously think about what kind of 

space you think children need. For us, or for me, the economic part is step one. We 

wouldn’t have had a second child if we didn’t think we could deliver the space, and 

that of course means that we could afford it. (interview)  

 

This informant starts off by suggesting that more space can be seen as a necessity, and thus that the taken-

for-granted conventional justification is legitimate. However, he then also suggests that getting more space 

is a moral obligation for parents; not an external pressure but an internalized code for how to behave. In 

relation to different forms of justifications this a prime example of Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006: 145ff) 
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version, as this informant “(…)takes into account what people know about their own behavior and what 

they can invoke to justify it” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 145) (cf. Parsons & Shils 1951/2015: 22, 67, 

156). In a mode sense, this informant justifies his actions based on a moral compass that can be tied to what 

is called “the domestic world”—evoking or justifying something based on the good/value of the family, 

tradition, home, and so on (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 164ff). It is a variant of the practical mode display 

as the motivation is the same, but the justification highlights the moral aspect. Framed in another way, 

justifying his actions on moral grounds in reference to the obligation to provide children with space of their 

own lies beyond the conventional taken-for-granted agreement—more inhabitants=more space—and re-

gardless of whether the motivation is moral or more conventional, buying housing is taken for granted as 

the most efficient way. Note that the analysis of the practical mode display has disclosed that motiva-

tions/justifications can be both external and internal. Below I continue with motivation(s) that stem from 

within the individual, in the role of buyer, that are stressed by informants as their main cause of buying 

housing.  

The aesthetic mode: taste as the primary motivation 

 

In the quotes below, a taste for certain aesthetic qualities is discussed as the primary motivation for buying 

a specific unit of housing. Taste and a “disposition to” want, appreciate, act on, and value certain features 

in goods and services is a common assumption and finding in sociology (see for example Bourdieu 1984 

and Chapter 3 for a discussion). Highly simplified, one idea is that actors carry a socialized core in their 

bodies, which gives personal taste, motivating them to want, value, and act in relation to distinct objects 

(and practices) regardless of the context. This individual taste is often correlated with class position, and is 

stressed as an aspect that is unnoticed by the individuals themselves (see Bourdieu 1977; 1984, and see for 

example Hennion 2007 for a critique). The mode assumption deployed here, however, is built on the notion 

that actors are willing and able to identify primary causes such as taste, and that they can and will stress 

one motivation over others; i.e., taste and position are not necessarily correlated (as Bourdieu’s habitus 

concept assumes). Instead, actors are assumed to be skillful at juggling/measuring (sometimes conflicting) 

motivations in relation to housing and in describing what mattered most in their decision to buy. The in-

formant below starts by describing a necessity aspect caused by an external event, initially talking about a 

motivation separate from a taste-related cause/reason, and then goes on to describe her reasons and justify 

things from different aspects. What at the outset is described as the primary reason is in fact later in the 

interview combined with the description of another more burning desire, a taste for a certain style: 

 

Ål: I guess we could’ve stayed in the old place. It wasn’t like we were splitting 

up or something like that, but when I realized that with our new salaries (…) we 

could probably borrow more. I started looking for places on Hemnet and then 

going to viewings, and like spatially this new place was so much more spacious 

than the old place… And most importantly we happened to find a place that was 
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in our taste. You know, turn-of-the-century style145. We both really like that (…). 

When you keep an eye on what’ going on with the supply, on Hemnet, you realize 

that some things are rarer than others. We really liked this place; it was “us” and 

now we could afford it, so why not? (interview)  

 

In addition to the motivations mentioned in the quote, the full interview with this informant (Ål) contains 

several reasons or motivations for buying—the informant wanted something bigger, to remain an owner 

(i.e. not rent), and for the housing to be situated in a certain area. Above all the other motivations mentioned 

in the interview, however, is the enabler of having financial means—the ability to buy a unit—that satisfies 

these multiple desires. My assertion is that the informant herself suggests that the most important motiva-

tion was that they found a place that was in their taste; i.e., finding a place that was “us” is the primary 

motivation provided by the informant. It is tempting to label this mode display and go even further and say 

that it is an “identity reason” for buying a unit; i.e. the place one has bought and oneself/the household 

match in an identity sense. However, I am of the opinion that what the informant actually says speaks more 

of a taste for a certain aesthetic quality in the housing that was bought than it says about how the buyer 

perceived the unit and the self as resembling (or even being identical to) each other. Actors are assumed to 

desire identities (such as saying that “it was us”), but the label of identity is only used if and when others 

socially accept the transmission of identity from home to person (cf. Goffman 1963/1990b: 128ff). One 

cannot establish whether the identities of the unit that was bought and the informant are “structurally equiv-

alent”; instead, the informant is discussing a desire for the reflection of a certain taste as motivation, rather 

than describing that her identity determined what was bought or how her personal identity and the unit’s 

identity overlap (cf. White 2008: 13ff). 

 

Taste is not the sole deciding factor, however; rather, it is the combination of factors that is the essence in 

Ål’s story. This complicates the analysis of the justification and the establishment of mode— if taste is the 

primary motivation, as I argued above, one would expect the justification to be tied to just that. The justi-

fication in the quote, however, is more one involving factors aligning. It is the combination of finding a 

place in one’s taste and being able to afford it that makes the actor buy a certain unit of housing – not one 

motivation over another, or one aspect being more legitimate a decider than others, but the intersection of 

several things. My conclusion is that, for most people, an interest in or desire for aesthetic qualities is a 

cofounding reason that must be pursued in a pragmatic juggling act. This calls for further analysis. For 

example, it is far from clear what role the justification plays here: Is it excusing one motivation or several, 

more of a causal account than a justification, or something else? In the quote below, further evidence can 

be mounted to explain the justifications of those who display an aesthetic mode. The informant below 

 
145 Two things need to be noted here, starting with “turn of the century”: (1) This is associated with high ceilings, wide wood paneling (“bröstlist”), 
tiled stoves, stucco features, and large windows. These apartments and houses often have a certain type of planning: small working kitchens, 

(sometimes) a specific entrance for service personal, and a “maid’s room” (“pigkammare”), often connected to the kitchen. The expression “turn 

of the century” is frequently invoked in ads for housing on SHM; (2) The informant talks about turn-of-the-century style, in a way that I argue is 
common in everyday language. The term “style” is used to demarcate one aesthetic ideal from others, and it is this definition of style that is analyzed 

here. However, in sociological literature, style is often defined in a more specific sense in relation to status; i.e. a style has a life – it goes in and out 

of fashion (see for example Aspers 2010 and further discussed in chapter 9). 
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describes how different ends can be pursued. Note how desired qualities in housing are balanced in relation 

to each other:   

 

Ma: We found the perfect apartment. Really central… We were lucky: bad ad, 

poorly cleaned, no home styling, bad real estate agent… you know, the type of 

place you go where you can smell the very old person who you imagine just died 

in there (laughs). So it was a “fixer upper” (informant signals “air quotes”), beau-

tiful turn of the century ceiling, work kitchen (arbetskök´)… everything. Com-

pletely the way we wanted it. But I was afraid it was going to be too expensive 

for us. So, I had to really bargain with my husband. Like this is a once in a lifetime 

opportunity… and he really liked it too. He’s even more into that style than I 

am… but slightly more careful financially. So, I really had to stress that this was 

a place that was in our style and that we could fix up ourselves, to keep the cost 

down. We got it at an okay price, but I certainly had to give up some of the interior 

decoration dreams I had. (interview)    

 

Leaving aside the bargaining/negotiation aspect within the buying household and focusing on the justifica-

tion of the purchase from the “whole household” perspective, my suggestion is that this second informant 

(Ma) further describes the handling of multiple motivations (in comparison to Ål, above). “Taste for” is the 

deciding factor, but here it becomes clearer that the justification is more of a “ranking of motivations” or 

preferences, describing the most important reason – the one that makes the actor “tip over” into buying a 

specific unit of housing (cf. Granovetter 1978) – i.e. not claims about the differing values of each motivation 

or an excuse for the choice that was made. Approached from another angle, none of the reasons for buying 

housing are remarkable here: Many people have a housing situation they would describe as cramped; most 

buyers of housing need to take into account economic/cost matters (especially when buying as expensive a 

good as housing with money most often raised through a bank loan); and having a “taste for” a certain 

quality is also a highly likely reason for buying. However, the mode display of the aesthetic buyer is found 

when all these multiple reasons/motivations intersect, and when finding a place in one’s taste is the primary 

reason. The justification finds its legitimacy by pointing to the fact that a “perfect place” appeared on the 

market. The threshold for becoming a buyer of housing is passed; i.e., one unit satisfies diverse, even dif-

fuse, desires, and it is taste that finally “tips the scale”. 

 

Hardly surprisingly, the “purest” form of the aesthetic mode is found among those who can afford to let 

taste and surface matter the most (cf. Bourdieu 1984: 268f; 2005:185ff146). In my material I find only a few 

such cases and these are worth analyzing because, as will be evident below, the justification changes nature:  

 

R: Guess it sounds kind of horrible (laughs), but my partner and I are in a situation 

where we can afford to… or rather we had the opportunity to buy exactly what 

we wanted. We’re both interested in architecture and interior design, so we 

looked for the perfect place and it took quite a while.  

P: So what did you buy? 

 
146 Continuing with Bourdieu (2005), the logic present in one quote below in the main text, “the willingness to give up one thing for another”, is 
clearly present among Bourdieu’s informants as well. But while Bourdieu’s (2005: 185ff) “suffering middleclass” informants had to settle for 

moving to distant suburbs since they wanted a house and could only afford one if it was in “the sticks”, the logic displayed here is much more 

agentic and strategic. The informant (Ma) not only weighed the cost and benefits but also convinced her partner that it was a sensible thing to do. 
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R: Newly produced, in the area we wanted, and we got to choose the material and 

appliances. Really nice! If you have the possibility to do that I highly recommend 

it. You can really form the place to your liking and taste (interview). 

 

As with the previously quoted informant, here one gets the sense that “taste for” is the primary motivation 

before the purchase. Here, however, it is distinct in the way this primary reason needs to be justified through 

excusing. Scott & Lyman define accounts as follows: “By an account, then, we mean a statement made by 

a social actor to explain unanticipated or untoward behavior—whether that behavior is his own or that of 

others, and whether the proximate cause for the statement arises from the actor himself or from someone 

else” (Scott & Lyman 1968: 46). This is what I suggest is happening in the quote; the informant excuses 

“unanticipated” or “untoward” acts. The reason for this excuse comes from the rather obvious fact that most 

people cannot afford to let their taste be the sole reason for their choice of housing, but rather argue like 

the previous informant— i.e., seeing taste as just one of many factors to consider. The excuse, as Tilly 

(2006: 77) argues, mends a relation to others; it does not justify the fact that housing has been bought (as, 

for example, the forced mode display did above) but rather that he can buy what he finds is in his taste, a 

possibility that for most of us is a pipe dream. Traces of Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006: 159ff) worlds of 

worth are present—arguing that a certain aesthetic is the reason for a purchase could be interpreted as this 

good being valuable from an “inspired world of worth”. However, this would be missing the point of what 

is happening in the quote. It is rather the covering up of this primary motivation, and the mending of the 

relation with others, that is key in the account. This is a quite expected finding, since Sweden is often 

described as an egalitarian society where “the tall poppy syndrome” (“Jantelagen” in Swedish) reigns su-

preme and where personal ability or high status should not be flaunted (see for example Daun 1989: 79). 

Thus, the fact that one’s taste has freely governed what one has bought and why is not something one should 

be proud of but rather something that, generally speaking, needs to be excused. 

 

As seen above, justifications differ between informants who display the aesthetic mode. However, my con-

clusion is that this is one mode, identifiable in the unifying factor of the primary motivation being taste for 

a certain style. Most people discuss this as a juggling act (of, for example, taste and economic concerns) 

and take it for granted: It is so obviously a legitimate course of action that one rarely needs to defend it, 

appeal to a higher principle of worth, or excuse it. Those who on the other hand display the purest form of 

the aesthetic mode are quick to smooth over the fact that they can let their primary motivation be their 

“only” guiding light. Their justification is a direct excuse, and it brushes over any discussion of the actual 

value in the style. I now turn to another type of motivation/justification, found among those who display a 

desire for a certain type of structure. 

The house-owner mode: houses as a motivation 

In the section below, houses, as structures, are described as buyers’ main motivation. As seen in Chapter 2, 

this is a well-known fact, confirmed in previous literature. Highly simplified, in one strand of the literature 
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houses are seen as providers of security in different forms (Després 1991; Saunders 1990; 272ff, Saunders 

1989, cf. Heidegger 2008, Sennet 2019: 128f, and see Mallet 2004 for one review of the vast literature on 

“homes”). A related idea is that houses as homes provide refuge (Desmond 2016: 239f) and/or that houses 

are projects that enable their owners to be creative (Almqvist 2004: 133ff). Yet another influential line of 

thought comes from those who believe that houses as structures represent a distinct status. Actors will strive 

to be house owners due to a conscious, or unconscious, belief that a house’s status will rub off on its inhab-

itants (see for example Bourdieu 2005; Holmqvist 2015; Kemeny 1992; Richards 1990; cf. Saunders 1990 

for a differing viewpoint on the class-house angle). Overall a house is a status sign, more status-laden than 

an owned apartment (see Rakoff 1977: 93: Marshall 1988, both quoted in Saunders 1990: 270). Those in 

my material who describe a house as a primary motivation confirm the status theory but, as will be evident 

below, do this in a somewhat disguised manner, speaking more of ideology than of the status of the house. 

The outlook on the house as a provider of security and the home (i.e. not only houses) as a project is also 

found in my material, but these motivations and justifications do not relate directly to those who desire 

houses. It is the status-ideology aspect that distinguishes the house-owner mode from other displays. As 

expected by now, the informant below describes several desires/motivations, but note the distinct justifica-

tion for buying a house: 

  

I: we’ve always dreamt about that. When I was growing up we first lived in a 

townhouse147 and then in a villa. So I’ve always lived in a house, and although 

my partner grew up in an apartment he has a summer house, and has always 

dreamed about living in a house where he can live year-round. For him it’s also 

like an accomplishment – that you’ve gotten somewhere. For me I think it’s much 

more of a practical thing: I want the space and future kids and that kind of 

stuff…So on the one hand ideological stuff, and on the other hand the practical 

side. (interview)  

 

Here we get a sense that buying a house148 can be caused by other things than external force, the need for 

more space, or the fact that a home is “in one’s taste”. The informant discusses it as an “accomplishment”, 

which implies that the house is a status sign. Again, this is a well-established relation in previous litera-

ture— certain groups of people (or social classes) live in houses and, more relevant to this study, want to 

live in houses (see for example Bourdieu 2005; Holmqvist 2015; Kemeny 1992; Richards 1990). In the 

quote the “allure” of houses is first attributed to the informant’s partner (in a status sense), but at the end of 

the quote the informant talks about the accomplishment ideal, related to some “ideological stuff”, and thus 

it appears that houses represent a way of life, an ideology, for her as well. My suggestion is that this is 

status in one sense, as it says something about the position a house represents for this person (cf. Goffman 

1961: 91f). In another sense this status as position is diffuse, and one must have knowledge about Swedish 

politics and ideology to be able to situate this kind of idea on a left-right scale and/or in a power or hierar-

chical sense. My suggestion is that it makes the most sense to understand the quote and the interview taken 

 
147 With the term “townhouse” I am not referring to a brownstone-type building that one finds, for example, in New York. The Swedish term 

“radhus” is a “row house” in direct translation. In a British context this type of house is sometimes described as “terraced housing”.  
148 In both my material and previous research it is houses that are stressed; i.e. not owning housing per se but the owning of a house.  
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as whole as expressing a cosmology—“the successful and valued way”, which overlaps with a political/ide-

ological idea. Accomplishment and ideology are symbols of a certain way of life. In lack of better terms, 

they are motivations that signal a “bourgeoisie stance” on houses/home ownership (cf. Douglas 1974: 136ff; 

Douglas & Isherwood 1996: 21ff) in which having a house is the most valued aspect. Not only do houses 

provide practical aspects; they also tie together practicality with what appears to be even more important—

a way of life lived in a house. 

 

As ideals such as those the informant expresses are understood here as internalized norms, an ideal is hence 

a package of motivation and justification. To say that this is cosmology is thus to argue that this is a type 

of moral, and is thus a justifiable motivation. To be noted is that the informant is direct about and highly 

aware of this status-ideology motivation. It is not something embarrassing in need of an excuse, and it is 

certainly not an unconscious justification. The informant stresses “the fame world of worth”—a house sig-

nals status/accomplishment and in the long run “power” and “position” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 98f). 

Since most houses in Sweden overall and in Stockholm in particular are bought and not rented, and more 

importantly since the informant herself suggests that buying/owning is tied to an ideological standpoint, 

this justification is also tied to the “market world of worth”—the direct principle of value/worth being equal 

to the price it yields on the market (ibid: 195). One could also argue that “the domestic world of worth”, 

described as the value in family life and personal relations (ibid. 164), is present. Boltanski & Thévenot’s 

stress on this world as related to patriarchal and hierarchal relationship is not supported in the quote, how-

ever. It appears to matter little whether the idealization of a life in a house is socialized into a person through 

personal experience, as the informant describes in regard to herself, or is valued as pure status (without 

having experience of living in one before) as the informant suggests is the case with her partner. This is a 

distinct mode, which I label the house-owner mode—a story about what multiple motivations were present 

in/before the purchase, with the most valued aspect, status ideology, singled out in the justification. The 

house-owner mode stresses internal aspects as causes. In the quote below, another informant affirms that 

the house itself is the important motive:  

 

Dv: Like the house is important now; we always wanted to live in one. That was 

the primary thing, the real reason for moving. (interview)  

 

In the interview with Dv, the house clearly comes out as the important motivator for a purchase, but the 

justification is more blurred. This is a reoccurring feature among those who display the house-owner mode: 

Simply put, you are looked at funny when (as a questioner) you try to further inquire as to why someone 

wants a house. There is no denying that the house as a structure is both the dominant and the justifiable 

reason for buying housing, but the taken-for-granted aspects of “houses” often bury many of the underlying 

reasons (which came out so vividly in the quote from informant I). For example:   

Ku: That it was just a house, was really natural for me. I mean, I have grown up 

in house and then when you have kids… I mean, I guess it’s fine to grow up in 

the city, but I want my kids to able to run out on the lawn, you know to just have 

that possibility.  
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P: So, if I were to push you a bit… What was most important? Your own previous 

experience or the house? 

Ku: Never thought about it in that way. I guess it just goes hand in hand. It was 

just obvious, I’m a house owner, and my partner feels the same way: Kids equal 

house. (interview, my emphasis)   

 

Again, the issue of children and space comes up as motivation, but in the end it is the claim that one is “a 

house owner” that explains the most. My analysis is that the “house=status=ideological stance” does not 

need to be stressed by the house-owner mode displayers but is rather implied in saying that one is a house 

owner. This mode also gives one answer to a question posed in the introduction: Why do they buy at such 

high prices? In an unintuitive way, status plays a key role. High price is equal to high status, and those who 

long for a house therefore accept paying high prices and in fact find it pleasing that prices go up. To be able 

to pay a high price is then an even bigger achievement: On top of displaying a status ideology one also 

gains increased status through the high price itself. Owning a house, perhaps in a certain area, is furthermore 

a rather discrete way of displaying one’s overall status and standing; one does not have to say which polit-

ical party one votes for or how much money one earns—the type of structure one lives in signals all of this. 

 

 

“Rational” pecuniary reasons—The profit-seeker mode 

 

In the mode displays discussed above, economic aspects have been mentioned as enablers and/or con-

straints, but not as the main motivation. The profit-seeker mode is quite rare in my material. Besides the 

informants quoted below, only two other informants give explicit ideal-typical profit reasons for buying. 

The absence of profit seekers, however, is not something that is peculiar to my material. Instead, housing 

research on buyers/owners quite often finds that economic profit is one reason for buying and owning, but 

it is very seldom the main reason for or cause of buying (see for example Richards 1990; Saunders 1990). 

In this section, however, informants describe making “a good deal” as the end, which is tied to the primary 

mode in one’s explanation of why they bought housing. The informants below display a familiar trait, found 

in previous research: “buyers want to buy cheap” (Aspers 2011b: 5; G. Becker 1976; Geertz 1978; Weber 

1978). This rather direct motivation for action is clearly expressed by the informant below:  

 

Ka: I wouldn’t say that buying was so different from selling (this informant has 

previously talked about selling). Of course, there are lots of things you want as a 

buyer, but I’m interested in making good deals, and that’s not so different when 

you’re a buyer or a seller. 

P: Good deal can mean different things to different people. What does it imply 

for you when you buy? 

Ka: I’m interested in buying it… like as cheap as possible; it’s rarely possible to 

negotiate the price down once the bidding’s over. (…) Instead, you have to locate 

the right places and things on the market. The undervalued ones or the ones that 

have been lying around on the market for a long time... This is straightforward, 

all the information around prices and supply is there... I’m pretty tired of hearing 

about strategies when bidding; I mean in my experience it’s of little importance. 

Sometimes you can affect the price when negotiating over access and condition.  
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P: And this good deal… is it more important than other things then? 

Ka: Yes, in the sense that I know what I can afford. It’s never going to be perfect 

(the new home), but the price needs to be as good as possible, that I can at least 

affect it, if you pay attention and check the market. (interview, my emphasis)  

 

This informant expresses a primary “rational” motivation. Obviously, this means/ends logic actually speaks 

of motives; i.e., the inclination to gain/maximize is there before action is taken. However, the interview as 

a whole, including the short extract above, is distinct in its rather resigned and pragmatic attitude toward 

the means to the end—making a profit/a good deal. The informant offers the advice that one should keep 

close tabs on the price, but a potential buyer’s ability to truly affect the price is downplayed. It is clear that 

getting a good price is important, but no argument or appeal for how this end is valued is presented. The 

justification is alas somewhat missing, and due to this the mode is a bit diffuse. For example, it is unclear 

how or even whether this motivation leads to “instrumental action”, instances in which ends give means, 

and  means are “weighed” and “calculated” in a cost-benefit sense (Weber 1978: 24ff), or whether striving 

for a good deal is rather more of an instinctual response (Kahneman 2011: 72f). Similarly, one does not get 

a sense of whether making a good deal is valued due to tradition, identity, or moral outlook. If we turn to 

those who share the first informant’s stress on making a good deal but deliver clearer statements about 

“making a good deal” as a justifiable motivation, the analysis into a distinct mode becomes more obvious. 

The informant below (Dn) offers direct advice on how to truly gain/maximize/get the lowest possible price, 

and it is in this description of means to obtaining the best possible price (the practice of a profit seeker) that 

the justification is manifested:  

 

Dn: I’ve done it (bought) a couple of times. Last time I decided early on that 

getting the right price was crucial. I mean, buying at the right or a low price has 

always been like an incentive, but this time I made a point of trying to really do 

everything right. So I know that summer is often peculiar in that both supply and 

demand are low.(…) I went to as many viewings as I could, and wouldn’t you 

know, I happened to venture into a viewing where the real estate agent implied 

that the seller of this apartment was in a bit of a calamity… needed to sell… You 

know, an opportunity, simply put... that was just what I was after. (interview)  

 

The urge and/or desire to make a good deal, is clearly the primary motivation here, and I suggest that the 

informants (Ka and Dn) display the “profit-seeker mode”. My claim is that, while the direct justifications 

are still somewhat diffuse among these profit seekers, one at least gets more of a sense in the quote regarding 

what to do and how to do it if one is interested in making a profit; i.e. instructions on what to do and how 

to act are expressed, relating directly to a desire to make a profit. The acts or means employed in order to 

make the best deal are interpreted here as implicit justifications found in practice (more so than in spoken 

appeals or excuses). As argued in Chapter 3, “doings” or practices, such as “buying in the summer” or 

“going to as many viewings as possible”, can be understood as taken-for-granted expressions of what the 

individual finds right and legitimate. It is then clear that this primarily speaks of the value in making a good 

deal, and is thus an example of justification from the “market world of worth” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 

196; 198) and a sign that this desire is justifiable (and conscious), as the acts performed in relation to this 
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end are also legitimate (cf. Bourdieu 2005: 213). It is not uncontroversial to justify that profit is good or 

valuable, but in contrast to some other justifications in this chapter, the profit seekers in my material come 

across as uninterested in excusing their mode. For example: 

 

P: Is this – looking for a good deal – questioned by others?  

Ka: By those who are extremely rich or just stupid (laughs). No, but seriously, 

who can afford not to try to make the best deal possible when buying the most 

expensive thing ever, right? If you don’t try to save money on the place, who 

thanks you? It’s not like sellers generally speaking are in hard times. They’re 

making big money! I have to look out for myself. (interview) 

 

Doing one’s utmost in actions aimed at making a profit is clearly viewed as legitimate here. The informant 

states “who can afford to not do their utmost when buying housing?”, answering the question himself by 

suggesting that only those who are “stupid” and/or “extremely rich” can be expected to question this mode 

of acting. Making a profit can therefore be understood as being paired with a conscious desire to first and 

foremost make a good deal, and as a taken-for-granted mode of buying. This is what White (2008: 126) 

calls a “style”—an obvious rhythm of transacting, in which justifications are not to be expected. Simply 

put, those who display the profit-seeker mode are swimming in waters (markets) where one assumes that 

everyone is trying to make a good deal. This is the taken-for-granted nature of buying (and selling) on a 

market.  

Summary 

Five modes have been identified in this first empirical chapter: forced, practical, aesthetic, house-owner, 

and profit-seeker. These were all regarded as modes since one motivation could be singled out as more 

primary than others, in that a justification was tied to one reason/motivation for buying housing. As ex-

pected, buyers were found to want many things, or to have multiple motivations, but one of these stands 

out in the bundles of causes/reasons/motivations; a buyer has a focus on and displays one mode/reason that 

is most “relevant” (cf. Schütz 1964: 18f). In different ways for different people and/or due to differing 

situations, the stories that accompany motivations/justifications are analyzable as modes. Justifications, and 

hence modes, cut across identity/personal attributes but also defy a general buyer-role logic; having a child, 

moving in with a partner, finding a place in one’s taste, wanting a house, striving to buy at the best possible 

price, and feeling forced to buy due to circumstances beyond one’s control are all stories that, in Tilly’s 

(2006: 40f) sense, provide a causal description—the buyer describes why housing was bought, due to either 

external events or internal reasons. Instances in which justifications turned into arguments for the value or 

worth of the housing—i.e. justifications in Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) sense—were identified in this 

chapter, and the final sort of justification, an account/justification that attempts to excuse, as Scott & Meyer 

(1968) and Mills (1940) suggest, was also identified. Although the justifications and mode displays came 

intertwined with multiple motivations and were often taken for granted by the informants, they all displayed 

that housing is an important good. One question posed in the introduction can therefore be partly (and 
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perhaps naively) answered already here in the first chapter: Buyers are willing to pay high prices for housing 

because it is an important good. However, this answer is framed in divergent ways depending on the in-

formants’ situation and/or mode. Framed in another way, if housing was an everyday good, or if buying it 

would simply amount to routine, the justification would likely not have taken different forms, and few 

would have been able to provide a justification in the first place. Simply put, it makes sense to suggest that 

buyers of housing are highly aware of why they bought housing (cf. Goffman 1989/2002: 149ff) and that 

their justifications show that buying housing needs to be legitimized, or at least excused. The five modes 

identified in this chapter will now serve as points of comparison in the following chapters. In the next 

chapter we meet “buyers in action” when trying to understand worth and value in housing for sale as well 

as trying to decipher how to behave in the market.  

 



 115 

Chapter 6: Buyers’ modes in the initial phases of a housing 
purchase 

The material presented in this second empirical chapter comes from interviews with informants and from 

observations at viewings of housing for sale. The material is about what was done before bidding for a unit 

commenced (from interviews) and it is compared and analysed with attendees’ real acts in viewings. The 

focus on acts before bidding and purchasing is driven by an empirical conclusion in this study— behaviour 

when looking for information, monitoring the market and identifying interesting units of housing, are most 

often separated from acts and thoughts during the auction-bidding process. A justification for this focus can 

also be framed from a theoretical angle (discussed in chapter 3) — the theoretical tool used in this study, 

“modes”, assumed to be visible in displays, says something about the actors’ motivations that often are far 

from obvious or conscious for the actors herself, as well as speak of the probability that the performance is 

being influenced and even shaped by participating in a practice such as shopping for housing149. Therefore, 

the whole process of being a buyer is separated into two chapters (ch.6 and ch.7), with practices such as 

information seeking, monitoring supply and behaviour in the shop being the main topics in this chapter. 

The way distinct mode displays are established in this chapter is (as in all empirical chapters) by sorting 

out differences and likeness. Contrary to the previous chapter, it is here actual doings, compared and 

matched to talk of such, that reveal differences in modes, i.e. in this chapter it is the mode displays “in 

action” that are the point of focus.  

 

Material from both interviews and observations are used to confirm three distinct modes established in this 

chapter; the learning mode, the seasoned mode and the window-shopping mode. Distinct and mode typical 

values are tied to ‘doings’, and I find buyers differing for instance according to their previous experience 

in the market they are shopping in, i.e. motivations analysed are crosschecked and confirmed in field notes 

from actual mode displays at viewings. Framed vis-á-vis the theoretical framework applied in the study, all 

those that I analyse as shopping have a mode, a way of dealing with monitoring information seeking and 

behaving when shopping, but as will be evident below the motivations, conduct, way of upholding order 

(or not) and actual doings differ according to how familiar one is with the setting, and according to one’s 

primary motivation. The three mode displays established are not present all three at once, even though the 

three can be, and often are, connected for actors in my material.   

 

The chapter is structured so that the reader first gets a short background to what it is like to shop for housing 

on SHM, then the analysis starts with inexperienced shoppers and goes on to analyse more experienced 
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shoppers. An analysis of practices in information gathering and monitoring, among buyers of housing, tells 

us something more about what type of good housing really is, and theoretical and methodological points 

aside, this chapter can be read (and hopefully be of use) by all those interested in knowing more about what 

real buyers actually do on SHM.  

Housing for sale - Online and in the flesh 

 

Housing sites such as Hemnet.se, Booli.se, and Blocket.se provide anyone with interest (and internet ac-

cess) a way to look at ads for housing for sale. The dominant position is held by Hemnet.se150, it is via this 

webpage that two out of three Swedish housing buyers find their homes151. Housing sites give their visitors 

detailed information about; location, facts about the unit such as number of rooms and square meters, con-

dition of the unit for sale and links to the selling real estate agent’s webpage. Like many markets and the 

connected advertising industry, SHM has experienced somewhat of an internet revolution where the process 

of looking for housing for sale has gone from buyers looking at ads in newspapers (and/or ‘flyer infor-

mation’) to webpages online.152 By using a housing site, one can keep track of the supply in a detailed way 

and potential buyers, as well as those with a general interest in housing, can keep up to date and/or just 

stroll around. Even if information about units for sale often is substantial on these webpages, housing is an 

important good that most people want to “touch and feel”. The viewing153 provides such an opportunity and 

can be understood as serving the function of a showroom. Viewings are not just about serious buyers con-

trolling the good, it is also a form of spectacle where: Neighbours meet, a place to get inspiration, where 

attendees are shown what behaviour is right and wrong, and strategic buyers try to influence others. The 

viewing can hence to some extent be likened to “the old market square”, with the major difference that 

nothing, in the vast majority of cases, is bought or sold during the viewing. One objective, in addition to 

describing and analysing what buyers do and experience when shopping for housing, is hence to analyse 

the function(s) of these two ‘stages’ (online and in the flesh) and discuss how they relate to one another.   

The learning mode 

Consumption” and/or being a consumer have been analysed in a great variety of ways. This chapter focuses 

on one aspect of consumption— “shopping” (cf. Lury 2011; Miller 1998; Warde 2017 for reviews on con-

sumption/shopping) which is missing in housing studies or housing research. One unifying feature in the 

 
150 In a survey by SIFO in 2013 63% of 6692 respondents suggest that they found the unit they bought on Hemnet.se, 9% claimed that the unit was 
found trough friends/family/acquaintances, 2% in the hosing section in the major newspaper, and just 2% suggested Booli.se was the source (note 

that Blocket.se  is a later invention).   
151(http://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/hemnet/pressreleases/ny-sifo-undersoekning-visar-haer-letar-svenska-bostadskoepare-852149). 
152 During the time that this thesis has been written several innovations has also been made, such as helicopter-view, a virtual reality walk about in 

housing, and films of units for sale put on YouTube. Perhaps more important is the introduction of average prices for the area sold in, that now is 

readily available directly online in the ad. Prices and the logic of them are more discussed in subsequent chapter.  
153 I have chosen “viewing” as term, rather than the more common term showing, since the Swedish word “visning” is closer to viewing, but also 

since it is the buyers’ perspective that is focused on. In a strict sense I argue that the seller put on a showing while the potential buyer goes to 

viewing.  

http://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/hemnet/pressreleases/ny-sifo-undersoekning-visar-haer-letar-svenska-bostadskoepare-852149
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diverse field of consumption/shopping-studies is that what is done in the store is seen as directly connected 

to the “behaviour at the register”. This line of thinking sees the shopper as tied to one way of finding 

information, monitoring a market and one way to transact the good/service—since all behaviour of con-

sumers are seen as tied to a/one person, or sees agents’ responses as responses to one system/market/prac-

tice154. As seen in the review chapter (chapter 2) this line of thinking has (slowly) manged to find its way 

into housing studies’ investigations of actual housing buyers (see especially Nethercrote 2019b; Smith et 

al. 2006;), foremost portraying housing consumers as being influenced by certain actors “performing” the 

housing market. I return to several of these distinct previous ideas around consumption-shopping in and 

outside housing research below, but already here it can be stated that the inexperienced shoppers, in my 

material, differ from most in all previous consumers literature. I suggest that it is best to understand and 

explain shopping as separated from things done when actually trying to purchase155. This since the mode 

display when looking for information and when actually bidding for housing tends to be separate, at least 

among inexperienced buyers. Rather than being equipped with perfect information, set preferences, taking 

leads from others in the shop, improvising unintentionally from past experiences/history or taking the ad-

vice of friends, family, RAs or ”culture” the shoppers below try to come to grip with what being a housing 

buyer really imply. Note how the informants below, in a straightforward way, express what was done when 

information seeking, monitoring the market, and identifying the right unit. 

 

Ä-The first time I bought (this informant has bought twice) I was eager to under-

stand how and why prices are set. I was new to the market, and indeed Stock-

holm… So, I spent quite a lot of time on Hemnet trying to figure out where one 

room apartments are frequent, what they cost in different areas and... you know. 

That was really the first step. And then when I started to get a hang on things I 

started to go to viewings. And that is really... It’s fun at least until you start to bid 

and loose…  

P- So what was it that you learned, in that initial step I mean? 

Ä- Lots! For example I didn’t mind living on the ground level. I have done that 

before and I am fine with that, and when I realized that ground level apartment 

as rule always are cheaper than those higher up, I really intentionally looked for 

those. And then when you start finding places you are interested in, you … get… 

you understand the market, like people want to live in Vasastan to greater extent 

than Kungsholmen. I managed to locate something that was less attractive for 

most, but ok for me (bought a place on the ground level outside the city). (inter-

view) 

 

My point is that inexperienced buyers display a distinct mode, “the learning mode” different from the modes 

found in the previous chapter. The initial motivation, to learn and understand how the market functions is 

the prerequisite for conducting a proper survey of supply of units, but also a process in which desires/wants 

and specific motivations are formed. Something similar happens below, note how the initial information 

search here is described as more ‘relaxed’ but the second phase is similar to the first informant’s:     

 
154 It of course makes a world of difference if shopping is seen as tied to “habitus” as Bourdieu (1984) does, or as a mere execu tion of cost 

minimization and utility maximization as most mainstream housing economist do. My main point here is that all these divergent theories and 

analyses are joined in their claim that shopping behavior, diverse or not, are effects caused by the individual motives, the field etc. The line of 
thinking I favor in this chapter differ in this regard, as will be evident in the main text, it makes sense to stress the process of shopping as firstly 

divergent and depending on previous knowledge, and secondly as more of process of discovery than executing of pre-set motives.   
155 This could be framed as being more Marshall than Walras, more Hayek than Habermas, more Dewey than Bourdieu and so on.  
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Ad-We started to look at Hemnet, and we did that for quite a while, looked sort 

of “lethargic” (slökollade) and checked Hemnet occasionally. It was a rather pas-

sive search process. And then in September-October, we began to seek more ac-

tively, and started to go through the whole Hemnet. We thought about how we 

really could picture ourselves living, and we put up limits regarding how much it 

could cost... and which area we could imagine living in, and made sure we kept 

an eye on all the homes that were available. (interview)  

 

The quotes show a gradual process, at the start it is just looking at Hemnet.se, and when knowledge and 

information have started to be processed and accumulated — the search becomes more focused and turns 

into a realistic projection into a new home. I return to the topic of “projecting” oneself into a home below, 

here I instead want to stress how the process of learning shapes a realistic want. The idea that the actors 

learn, adapt, realize and situate themselves toward values has long pedigree in economics (see for example 

Marshall 2018; von Hayek 1948/1980, see also Aspers 1999), in sociology (see for example Dewey 1922), 

and in philosophy (see for example Wittgenstein 2009; see also Warde 2017). However (as discussed in 

chapter 2), due to housing researchers favouring of certain theories/modes of analysis, especially Susan 

Smith’s (et al. 2006, 2008) confirmation of Callon’s (1998) insight — that neoclassical economic theory is 

the script that actors in a housing market (should) ground their behaviour around, and/or have to realize is 

the rule of the game, the concept of performativity in housing markets becomes the only previous literature 

performing an analysis on real housing buyers. One immediate dissonance then occurs between my finding 

and this literature, the informants above do not come across as set/determined to get the highest possible 

utility to lowest possible cost (the famous ‘maxi-min’ assumption of neoclassical economic thought). The 

idea of “performativity” does not explain what just happened in my material, “homo economicus” do not 

materialize herself here (at least not among the inexperienced).156 Rather than turning this into a large the-

oretical excursion I suggest that the practice of shopping, here made up of both learning to survey infor-

mation and understanding which units are viable to pursue— takes the role of teacher for the inexperienced 

(Reckwitz 2015: 448, quoted in Alkemeyer & Buschman 2017: 10). The practice is an infrastructure ena-

bling an actor to transform into a real buyer (cf. DiMaggio & Louch 1998, Swidler 2005: 85ff). Like all 

infrastructures one first needs to understand how things works before one uses it, adapts motivations to it, 

try to change it and alike. This is not learning to become “homo economicus” or being/becoming a puppet 

“embedded” in string of ties (such as family, friends or even culture), rather the whole process comes across 

as a serious business to enable oneself to form these desires and wants in the first place. Even though one 

informant above appears to separate lethargic watching from active search, the later phase seems to build 

on the former. My suggestion is that this is a good example of “the learning mode” in my material. It 

describes what was done, how shopping was initiated, its initial learning motivation, and how a sensible 

 
156 I am critical of both Callon’s (1998) idea and Smith et al. usage of it, for it is  ‘imprecise’—it is unclear if “homo economicus” is alive and well 
because the mind and/or cognitive framing of all actors are similar to what neoclassical economics theory assumes? Or, if it is rather a sign of the 

power and performative influence of a theory of all actors’ life world? More important in relation to the empirical finding is however that, at least 

in relation to the inexperienced, the maxi-min assumption of neoclassical theory, that Callon argues rules market due to some actors influence of 
the market setting, is beside the point here. Another way to put it is to say that Smith’s (2006, 2008) in many respects nuanced analysis of housing 

buyer and real estate agents fails to incorporate theoretical points from literature besides Callon and the neoclassical idea. It is as if everything from 

Marshall to Hayek and Bourdieu gets swept away in the eagerness to provide Callon suggestion with evidence.     
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goal was formed over time. The learning mode is a new type of mode, displayers of it rarely touch upon 

attitudes toward shopping in general or housing specifically, nor are specific motivations for certain types 

of units centred on—they simply put stress on, and explain, what they need to understand in order to be 

buyers of housing. The individual motivation for shopping for a certain unit is diffuse (often non-existing), 

such aspects are to be established later on, it is the goal of understanding the logic of the market which is 

central for this mode display. This mode is thus not compatible with the dominant idea of creating and 

sorting shoppers into ideal types as the learners only share a motivation to understand how the market 

works. Nor are those displaying the learning mode ‘improvising unintentionally’ from past experiences 

(Bourdieu 1977; Nethercote 2019b), and actors are surely not embedded in that they rely on ties to under-

stand the market (Granovetter 1985; see also DiMaggio & Louch 1998; Levy & Gvili 2018). Instead they 

share an eagerness to learn and understand but differ from one another in other respects. What these in-

formants are doing when monitoring SHM’s supply is what consumer researchers describe as “browsing”. 

Rowley (2002: 372) distinguishes between acts of browsing made to get more information about a product 

and browsing to get a “shopping experience”. It is of course possible that browsing here is carried out just 

for the fun of it, but I again want to stress the seriousness, and that learning comes before active search for 

specific units and that the mode displayed ties the two together in a de-personalized or general sense. 

 

Even if learning-understanding (that happens in front of the screen, in the privacy of one´s home) can be 

understood as a social process, as it takes others’ action into account (at least in sense that others present 

the images of the home and provide a list price), it is important to address what happens in face-to-face 

interaction. If practice theory (see chapter 3), is correct, observed practice(s) relate directly to the mode(s) 

displayed in acts/action. So, regardless if one assumes practice to be constraints or resources, performances 

of practice as unconscious or not, strictly habitual or strategic acts— it at least directly influences what 

people do when looking for information and monitoring a market. As visible in the field notes below, 

“learning in and about practice”, the learning mode, occurs when shoppers of housing are observed as well, 

i.e. the primary goal of learning/understanding for those that are assumed to be inexperienced157 are visible 

in action as well. Note how the learning mode displayers below, although acting correct, are focused on 

just understanding-learning, not on maintaining order, showing distinction etc. In the field note below the 

seriousness of ‘assumed to be inexperienced buyers/shoppers of housing’ is reoccurring from talk about 

information seeking above, and also getting it right appears to be of great importance. It comes across 

almost as a responsibility for the individual housing buyer-shopper:     

 

In a suburb in a chain-house, part of a housing association. I am standing in the 

kitchen. A young couple are asking the RA a whole battery of questions: Is the 

subway close? RA: not really it... but the commute train (Pendeln) is pretty 

close... so that’s good. Couple: Ok, so this with the house being part of an asso-

ciation is that important, I mean beside the rent? RA: Yes, of course you share 

some things, roof obviously, some pipes and stuff and of course this with the 

 
157 Learning is naturally associated with inexperience of the situation at hand, but, while interviewed informants in the sections above directly report 

what type of experiences/knowledge they have (or not), I do not have the same type of evidence on the observed buyers. Yet, as seen in the fields 

notes, it is not farfetched to suggest that actors that ask questions of the sort found in the quotes, really are inexperienced. 
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roads, the community (samfällighet). Couple: ok but what about the heating? Is 

that really common to share? (field notes)   

 

I know nothing about the true motivations for the couple in the field notes above, but I argue that asking 

questions at viewings and gather information (and in the long run potentially knowledge) is related to the 

objective “learn”. I am, simply put, observing a learning mode display in action; two persons are trying to 

understand what being a buyer is like. The couple observed in the field notes above do not primarily appear 

to be looking to check the facts in the housing ad, attending viewings to puncture the illusion projected in 

ads, or being Sunday strollers venturing into a viewing for the fun of it. Instead they appear as serious, 

perhaps eager to ‘transform’ into potential buyers, but with the primary motivation of learning. This type 

of practice keeps reoccurring in my observations, note for instance the questions about responsibilities as 

buyer/owner below. In contrast to the observation above, the questions below are however more general 

questions about role-responsibilities: 

 

In a southern suburb in a turn-of-the-century house. I am in the living room and 

a couple is talking to the RA. We never bought a house before so we have some 

stupid questions…  

RA: You know the saying, there are no stupid questions.  

Couple: Well this business with the investigation that the seller is supposed to 

conduct, is that common? And how does it work, what happens if we find some-

thing major158. I mean… I understand that you buy first, right?  

RA: Yeah, it is quite common that the buyers make the investigation and if some-

thing comes up, the seller negotiates with the buyers and if you find something 

major you could get a discount on the price. (field notes)  

 

The seller, via the real estate agent who is in charge of the viewing, should provide a written prospectus 

about the condition and state of affairs for the home for sale159 (and in a housing association case also a 

financial statement/annual report including balance sheet and profit & loss statement). The written prospect 

(sometimes available via the online ad) most often does not tell the buyer who is in charge of fact-checking 

the prospect vis-á-vis the actual unit, what potential problems and pitfalls might exist etc. Therefore, those 

that are eager to learn, and perhaps then form an opinion about what they realistically can buy, need to 

straighten out as much as possible about what it is like to be a buyer and only then, after this knowledge is 

acquired, evaluate the unit at hand. The goal is to learn about “housing as market good”, which is the 

primary motivation for the learning mode. This general motivation for learning displayers also make their 

appearances rather anaemic — in my material they do not talk about what they find attractive or not (in the 

unit or at large), they are identified by me in apartments and houses of all sizes, shapes, locations and so 

one. So, while it is plausible that many inexperienced buyers displaying the leaning mode do have ‘pre-

formed’ preferences (one couple above for example went to a viewing of house, rather than an apartment), 

 
158 As touched upon in Chapter 1, to buy a house carries much more responsibility in comparison to buying an apartment/share in a housing 

association. The buyer has the obligation to investigate the unit of housing in both cases, but an investigation of the house must be performed by a 
professional. The investigation can be made by the seller or, as is the case here, after the purchase by the buyer. 
159 These reports/prospectus differ in their coverage, but if it is a free-standing villa that is put up for sale, it should at least be clear if the actual 

ground it is standing on is owned by the property owner, or rented by the municipalities (friköpt tomt). In a housing association’s case the financial 
report is vital. You are strictly speaking not buying a unit of housing, but a share in the association, equal to square meters percentage in relation 

to whole association. Knowing the association’s financial state is thus crucial, but also receiving information about the state of structure upcom-

ing/planned renovations that effect the state of economic affairs and so on.   
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learning appears to be rather unconditional for the inexperienced. An interesting unit of housing (perhaps 

visited ‘only’ to learn) can however become an end— if sufficient information and knowledge is achieved. 

Note that this end only can be evaluated, or become a realistic end, if and when the potential buyer somehow 

has got the most rudimentary knowledge of how SHM works. Formulated in relation to social theory, the 

practice of learning in a viewing is a “tool” (Swidler 1986), an ‘infrastructure’ a version of her “constitutive 

practice” (Swidler 2005: 85ff) that enable buyers to reach goals and identify ends the market. 

The learning mode - experience and order at viewings 

In contrast to the learning mode display identified among my informants when talking about getting infor-

mation and knowledge online, displaying a learning mode in a viewing requires viewing attendees follow-

ing tacit rules and understandings, i.e. to maintain order. While it is not probable that anyone will notice if 

you mess up when looking for housing online, breaking of rules, and breeches of order are clear when it 

comes to my observation material from viewings. One type of rule breakage in my material is of the rather 

obvious sort that always appear when an attendee appears to have been dragged into the shop, without really 

having a burning desire to be there in the first place:  

 

A boy, 4-5 years old, spots a tray of cinnamon rolls placed on a table. He leans 

over to grab one, but is stopped by his mother: Bad news young man, you’re not 

supposed to eat those rolls. They are just placed there to make people pay more 

for the apartment, and (they) are not for eating (laughter from several people 

around the boy). (field notes)  

 

 

The boy in the observation is being socialized into understanding what one can and cannot do at a viewing 

but is also gaining insight in how advertising works. He is not to be considered a potential buyer of housing, 

yet it is important to notice how pure primary socialization of this sort looks, for it does in fact reoccur 

among grownups that one can expect to be “real” potential buyers as well: 

 

Wow, it is one of those steam ovens! The young man (20-ish) flicks the switch 

on- and off, on- and off on the oven. Finally someone standing close says: You 

know if you break it you pay it. The young man: Ok… sorry, I was just so fasci-

nated, I mean... sorry. (field notes) 

 

 

Similar to “cinnamon roll case” above, even grownups need to be kept in check. The policing in the obser-

vation above is rather instructive. You can check things in the viewing, but need to be careful. This is useful 

information for those that have not been fully socialised yet. It is also well worth comparing to instances 

where attendees simply put have bad manners or are rude:   

 

A woman standing (shoeless) inside the door at a viewing: You are standing on 

my shoes! Actually standing on them!  

The stander: What?  

She points at his feet. Him: Sorry didn’t see that.  

She: You walked pretty much over ten pairs, didn’t notice huh... (field notes) 
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Stepping on someone else’s shoes when entering or exiting a viewing is not something that you should need 

to teach others. Rather than teaching them, you- like in the observation- tell them off. If they do not have 

enough respect towards others (like stepping on their belongings), they are either hopeless cases, or just 

plain rude.  

 

We all expect all actors in viewings to be knowledgeable about what is required of them, and to socialize, 

through instructions and reprimands (as seen in the observations) to control the situation (cf. Mead 

1967/1972). What is important to establish is that the actors must be motivated to learn in order to be 

identified as displaying a learning mode. Framed in another way, the performances of the practice in view-

ings are rule dependent, somethings you can do as an attendee, other acts are “prohibited”. The quite es-

sential mode display of the learning mode in viewings—asking questions, is fine as long it does not get out 

of hand, which sometimes occur:  

 

A small middle-aged man corners the RA (or the assistant?) and starts the bom-

bardment of questions: What walls are supportive in here? The wall paper seems 

to be coming of the wall in the kitchen, is it some sort of leakage there? The 

plumbing (stambyte) was changed in -98 but what method did they use? RA: Well 

I guess it was made the standard way, like… changing the pipes…Attendee:  Are 

sure about that? Some building associations use lining instead. I’ve lived in two 

associations where the plumbing (stambyte) was changed. In one of them we 

evacuated and in the other we stayed in our apartment during the switch. This 

second one was a lining job. Do you know if people in this association stayed or 

were evacuated? RA:  No idea, but that’s not that important for you as buyer, 

right? Attendee: In fact it is important; it shows what type of policy, so to say, 

that the association has. (field notes) 

 

 

Viewings are places for interaction and sometimes arenas for displaying your knowledge. If you are knowl-

edgeable about plumbing and the changing of pipes (rör/stambyte) then you naturally can act in accordance 

with that knowledge. However, it is clear that it is unrelated to the learning mode, and a clear example of 

breakage with the norms, even a breach of order, around questions in viewings. The point is that the moti-

vation related to the primary mode display, learning, being de-personal. Regardless of what you want/learn-

ing of what you want, you have to understand how the market works before it is possible to search for 

something that serves the end of for example making a good deal. You watch, learn and when information 

and knowledge has been collected you for example create a realistic “imaginary future” in different homes 

for sale (Beckert 2016:, cf. Bourdieu 1990: 80: 2005: 150ff). The learning mode is hence “a way” more 

about means than ends in relation to actual purchases of housing (Dewey 1922: 223ff, Joas 1996: 148ff; cf. 

Weber 1978: 24f). However, what role and function imaginary homes play in monitoring and/or infor-

mation seeking is not clear thus far. Is projecting a future in new home the way that potential buyers decide 

what units to pursue or not? Neither has it been empirically established if learning stops for more experi-

enced buyers, and/or if the inexperienced display a general (buyers’) way to separate ends and goals, and/or 
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if upholding of order is self-evident and taken-for-granted160? I have simply put only scratched the surface 

of information seeking and monitoring of housing for sale as indicator of what type of good housing is. To 

make sense of these types of questions, I continue with more experienced buyers below.  

The seasoned mode 

 

Turning now to the consumers with more experience, it is clear that the image from some previous literature 

is confirmed here. The knowledgeable and experienced buyers are indeed closer to the ideal typical depic-

tion of “homo economicus”, an actor equipped with set preferences, clear aims and goals. Among those 

self-reported as experienced it delivers an image of a vigilant observer, an individual purposefully moni-

toring the market with distinct intentions:  

 

E: We always keep an eye on what’s happening, I mean with supply and prices 

and so on... And when I say “we” it is really me rather than my partner (laughs). 

So the last time we bought something we were really focused from the get-go, 

but the apartment we bought before that was more like that we kept an eye on the 

market, and then all of a sudden there was a bigger place available close to us, 

that was on the market for long time, so we immediately spotted the potential.  

P: What was the “potential” then, and was it the same in the two instances you 

talk about? 

E:  Hmmm. Yeah it was basically the same (at the two separate purchases) and it 

was several things. Like I said the apartment we bought before had been on the 

market for quite some time, so there was a potentially good deal to be made (…), 

but also these economics things coincide with both an area and size that we 

wanted. And the last time I was the same in that we thought it was priced right. 

In combination with that we sort of pictured ourselves living there, in the area 

and in that type of apartment... and then all of sudden that became possible, at 

least in theory, to the right price. (interview)  

 

When one is experienced there is no need to separate between monitoring and searching (as displayers of 

the learning mode did above) — if one knows how the market works one can become active as soon as an 

interesting object occurs. The image of housing as an important good is similar to the one given by the 

inexperienced above, but the informant here comes across as very confident about what she (and her part-

ner) wants. Experience leads to certainty about desires and wants, the informant for example hints to the 

fact that she desires ‘getting a good deal/price’ and that this depends on the final price, a fact the leads me 

analyse this as close to the ideal type “homo economicus”. However, rather than a specific motivation (for 

example making a good deal) being the motivation that unites experienced buyers into a mode, I want to 

stress the taken-for-grantedness (cf. Berger & Luckmann 1967: 70ff)161 of the practice of shopping which 

unites seasoned buyers. Framed in another way, on the one hand I have plenty of examples in my material 

 
 
161 Habits and taken-for-grantedness are important areas of study for sociology. To say that one does what one always does when buying housing 
is hence not a real answer to the sociological question of habits. Rather than digging deeper into taken-for-grantedness here I want to focus on 

practice, the seasoned buyer quoted then delivers a perfectly reasonable suggestion— housing is an important good that needs to be checked 

thoroughly.  
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of experienced buyers for example being primarily interested in a certain area, certain aesthetic, always 

wanting to make a good deal and alike, i.e.  specific motivations. But, on the other hand, it is the diversity 

that is the striking thing here. So, establishing that someone is seasoned does not tell the observer which 

aesthetic, which area (and so on) the buyer is expected/or actually bought in. Instead it is the taken for 

granted outlook on how SHM works and what one really wants that ties together this “logic of shopping”. 

Much like the inexperienced mode display above, it is the outlook on the market as the infrastructure which 

unites the seasoned display. The differences between the two modes is that the seasoned are familiar with 

the logic of the market and can ‘instantly’ to pursue a distinct desires.  Another likely candidate for estab-

lishing modes among experienced buyers of housing is the idea of picturing oneself living in a unit (the 

informant says “we sort of pictured ourselves living there, in the area and in that type of apartment”). Note 

that this is a recurrent method for buyers feature from the mode above, i.e. “projection defies mode”. Even 

more clearly, some seasoned buyers warn against projecting oneself into other’s homes on the market:  

  

Kp: This is important for me (housing). It is not just the ridiculous amount of 

money that you borrow, it is also; are the schools and day care good in the area?  

How far is it to your work place and so on (…).  So I did what I guess I always 

do when something important is to be bought... I checked, like searched online, 

tried to locate the places I though was worth looking into more thoroughly. How-

ever, I know for fact that one needs to keep cool, things will eventually appear. 

P: Appear how? What do you mean? 

Kp: Yeah… the first time you start looking and going to viewings you like fall in 

love all the time, but I am certain that this is a mistake! You should keep cool (“is 

i magen”), I for example lost a couple of bidding wars in an area in Södermalm I 

really wanted to live in then. But finally I got a place at a price I could afford. 

The housing you first think is unique rarely is. Hang on; something similar will 

appear on the market (interview). 

 

According to the informant above, one should not “fall in love with a unit”, since despite the uniqueness of 

each unit of housing, something similar will appear. The buyer appear to argue that time spent, or experi-

ence of the market, is a knowledge that forms an attitude towards information search and identification of 

housing. I label the informants above as displaying the “seasoned mode”. It is a mode as it captures how 

one identifies interesting units for sale, and how monitoring and searching is one process in this mode 

display. The time line, or sequence, between having a goal (buy cheap) and identifying a real end (a unit of 

housing with the right price and/or right conditions) is very short. If the market delivers, deals can be made 

directly (and hence closer to a ‘real’ motive in that it is almost a pre-set end162). The seasoned mode is 

looking for a specific end that fulfils a goal, a goal which however differs between these mode displayers. 

The label seasoned mode is hence attributed to those that suggest that monitoring and actively searching 

are one and the same process. This is clear when looking at the justification among all buyers so far. The 

justification is here the purest form of “account”, informants are describing the conventional process of 

finding the right object (see Tilly 2006: 34, 53), they are not trying to legitimize, “explain away”, excuse, 

any type of motivation. The mode display is found in how ends and goals walk hand in hand, or are part of 

 
162 Motive because it in one sense is a set preference or desire/taste for a certain type of housing, i.e. temporarily speaking. Yet, this motive is really 

something that rather motivates, true ends are only real units, units that only appear as ends-in-view when they are on the market (see Dewey 1922).  
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one practice. Much like the learning mode I hold that the seasoned mode describes ‘a pure way’, a descrip-

tion of one’s way when monitoring and searching for the right object on SHM. A seasoned mode can thus 

be combined with being attracted to any style/aesthetic, drawn to any area, looking for something 

unique/distinct, making a good deal and/or satisfying practical aspects. So far nothing is contradicting Bour-

dieu’s (1984; 2005) idea that actors in a market are united in the/a practice, while at the same time looking 

for/to make distinction according to class habitus. It is further more important to look closer at this assump-

tion-analysis for it is also related to the well-used critical theory assumption in the literature on housing 

buyers. It can then be said that while Bourdieu somewhat contradictory sees the glue in the field/market as 

an agreement among competing and struggling actors about the logic of the practice/field (and a collective 

defence of the field against external threats), my shoppers are here much more relaxed about the role of 

being a buyer—the practice in for example viewings is taken for granted to be a vehicle, not so much a role, 

and certainly not something one fights over or try to redefine. I have argued in Chapter 3), and so far in the 

analysis, that one mode display should be seen as primary, one is more dominant than others. When it 

comes to the seasoned buyer it thus appear as if this primary mode seasoned correlates with being able to 

jump from monitoring to actively searching for the right unit seamlessly. Or, framed in another way, many 

buyers do answer questions about how they look at housing, and why they look at housing by immediately 

describing their practices, refraining from talking about their motivations or trying to justify them. My 

conclusion so far about modes therefore has been deducted from practices, rather than being coded out of 

justifications. A natural follow-up among the experienced is then to analyse if and how this “pure practice” 

is more of a lip service than what actually goes on in viewings. I.e. what do the seasoned buyers do in 

viewings163, a topic which we now turn to.   

The seasoned mode - in action at viewings  

Somewhat surprising (at least to me initially) seasoned buyers in my material are, in one sense, not radically 

different from inexperienced ones in viewings. Both types of buyers gather information through asking 

question in viewings. Note, however, that while unspoken in the discussion below, experienced buyers tend 

to display the combination of looking for information and identifying an interesting unit into one process 

at once: 

 

In a five room apartment in Vasastan. A man to the RA: You know I have moved 

around in this part of town for god knows how long! Even bought an apartment 

for my daughter not far from here. Never been in this building though. The rent164 

is impressively low! Is the association really old?  

Ra: Njaaa. Not really -85 I think… The low fee is due to this being a false asso-

ciation. There is a shop and restaurant on the ground floor I think… So that brings 

the fee down.  

Man: Ok but... then there is something else right, that tax thing?  

 
163 Note that I cannot really know if an attendee in a viewing is seasoned or not, but certain types of questions or speech acts clearly leads me to be 
confident in my label here. 
164 People often talk about a house’s and/or flats as having a “rent” (“hyra”). But in strict sense only rental apartments have rent, housing associa-

tions have fees.  
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RA: Yup, simplified you pay tax on the difference between the fee estimated for 

this type of flat and the actual fee here165.  

Man: Ok... didn’t know how that works. I guess that makes it even more attractive 

in one sense but then... I have to think more about that. (field notes)   

 

The man in the field note above suggests that he has plenty of experience of buying housing in a certain 

area of Stockholm (and appears to be “geared” towards buying a unit in this area), but he does not have the 

‘expertise’ of buying a right in a false housing association. The seasoned buyer display is in this sense not 

very different from those with less experience and/or knowledge, socialization does not stop at any certain 

time or point (Mead 1967/1972: 193ff; Parsons 1951: 142, 165). The type of learning is however, among 

those more seasoned buyers, more of information gathering than it is getting the hang of how things work 

on SHM. Even if the goals of the seasoned buyer are much closer to real ends (i.e. somewhat more inten-

tional and focused on a certain ‘end of action’) among those that I suspect are seasoned buyers (due to 

behaviour at viewings), the turning, or tipping-point, from having a goal to having a real end only occurs 

when one is properly informed about a real object on the market. New information and additional 

knowledge is hence important also for the seasoned, since it can transform a unit for sale in a number of 

ways. Above we saw that new information might make a unit more attractive (becomes a real end in view), 

and the reverse is of course as likely, i.e. that one finds out something at the viewing that alters one’s view: 

 

At a viewing of a house in a southern suburb. A man with a stroller is speaking 

to a woman. 

He: I like it, plenty to do but still, I like it. 

She: This garden… Nothing like I imagined it, the pictures didn’t really show... 

It is so small and ugly. That’s a real deal breaker for me. (field notes) 

 

The seasoned mode is distinct in that something new or unforeseen, gained new knowledge/information, or 

as just seen a “differing opinion”, does not fundamentally change practice or alter preferences when it 

comes to information seeking and assessing units for sale. New knowledge and/or others viewpoint clearly 

plays a role, one’s mind as buyer is not set in stone. So far, additional knowledge/information has not altered 

the direction or behaviour at the viewing, but it clearly matters when it comes to decisions about committing 

to a unit or not. A related issue is that of expected final price. No one can know how many bidders that will 

take part/are interested in a unit, and this is important in that number of bidders are likely to affect the final 

price. It is possible to ‘check’ with the real estate agent if/how many others seem to be interested in the 

unit. Note though, that for many it suffices to attend the viewing and then wait for auction to start, i.e., 

attending is way to scan the interests and amount of others/potential bidders. However, in contrast to most 

other auctions, the viewing of the good housing can also be used as a “scene” for the potential buyers to try 

to influence others. In the quote below an informant describes how her outlook on the viewing process has 

changed with experience: 

 
165 This RA does an ok job at explaining the logic. Here is a slightly more formal description: “The owner of the housing association is taxed on 

the difference between actual monthly fee and an imaginary normal rent (!). If the owner lives cheaply in comparison with the normal rent, the 
difference is considered a benefit and is therefore taxed. In practice, however, it is rarely the case, because there are restrictions, so-called relief 

rules. These relief rules are temporary and provisional, but has nonetheless been extended to apply year after year” (http://www.borattup-

plysning.se/wp_brskola/oakta-bostadsrattsforening) 
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Id: I don’t know how many viewings I have attended, but it is a lot! I remember 

going with my mom way back, when she was looking for a new place. Has to be 

the mid-eighties... Being a child is of course different from being the actual buyer 

yourself, but you asked about if something has changed over time... I mean I 

know all the basics now. In the beginning when I tried to buy my first place on 

Söder it was like, all these people, and those real estate agents that look so mal 

place in their suits, and yeah you know... It was quite a lot to take in. I remember 

being sometimes more interested in the people in the place and what they were 

doing, than in the apartment itself! (laughs) I mean the last times I bought I was 

more like annoyed that others wanted to buy the same place as me, sort of eyeing 

the competition. (interview) 

 

When you got the know-how, when you got the practice, you are less distracted by the experience of going 

into someone else’s home. The informant above suggests that not only additional information can be a goal 

in the viewing, but also viewing the other people at the viewings, i.e. the potential competition in the forth-

coming auction. Since the goal-end sequence is more established among many seasoned buyers, they are 

also more ready to influence the situation at the viewing (i.e. related to the informant being “annoyed” and 

“eying the competition” above). Since others’ interest and eagerness will affect the outcome of the auction 

of housing, its final price, viewings can be used as arenas where one tries to affect others by intentionally 

breaching order.  

 

 

At a viewing of a house a cue is formed since many people are trying to get in. A 

man in his fifties (?), standing on the porch, looks around and smiles and says to 

his companion: Honey can you fetch my jar with “old house borer” (“husbock”) 

this seems to be nice place to let them go. (field notes)  

 

 

In a three bedroom apartment, crowded in the hallway, a man sticks his head out 

from the bathroom and says to the RA in a loud voice: It smells really strong in 

here… is it mould or what? (field notes) 

 

In the newspaper Metro I find the most extreme attempt of this type of tactic:  

 

Before a viewing on Södermalm a bunch, of what appeared to be, drunken per-

sons settled down outside (the apartment) and started to brawl. The crowd ap-

peared outside the apartment on Lundagatan twice (before two separate view-

ings). As soon as the viewing was over the drunks tidied up the spot they were 

settled in and left, according to the neighbours. Someone also parked a hired van 

to block the water-view that the apartment has- It was obvious that their intentions 

were to disrupt the viewing. They were acting excessive and theatrical, says the 

RA Josef Heijbel. The neighbours were disturbed and called the police and made 

complaints (Metro 2014-03-26, my translation).  

 

The type of behaviour displayed above, I argue, are clear examples of actors trying to deter others from 

committing to a unit. It can never be fully established if the instances above are committed by seasoned 

housing buyers or not, but I argue that it suffices to state that actors trying to deter others has a practice that 

speak to a belief/knowledge that the fewer the interested parties (in a bidding) the better. This is a rather 



 128 

obvious line of thinking in any process where the price is set in auction. To do and say things that try to 

deter others from the unit is the most blatant attempt to be tactic before the bidding process166. My sugges-

tion is that this behaviour is related to being seasoned, and even more precisely a seasoned mode display 

tied to the goal of attaining the best price possible. Much of this deceptive behaviour come across as a light 

version of Goffman’s (1952; 1959/1990a: 218f) “confidence man”— a person trying to give the appearance 

of a concerned serious buyer that passes valuable information to other attendees, hiding the true goal — 

deter others from bidding on the unit. 

 

The strategic or tactic behaviour of some observed attendees in viewing reinforces the image of housing as 

an important good – if one can save a large amount of money (by/if others are scared off) it is rational to 

do so. Furthermore, it hints to the fact that the practice on SHM of first having an open viewing of a place 

for sale, and thereafter auction it off at a separate occasion, encourages breeches of order among those 

trying to get an edge in the auction/lower the final price. In the following chapter we will see that auctions 

in itself breads questionable behaviour, but already when it comes to viewings it is important to note that 

the set up on SHM, on the one hand enables inexperienced buyers to get knowledge and know-how, while 

on the other hand enables all types of actors to be affected and/or affect others’ interest in units of housing. 

Framed in relation to mode display in this chapter— affecting others is likely to be done by those that 

already have knowledge about the market (i.e., the seasoned mode), and this trying to affect others interest 

is most likely to influence those with less knowledge (i.e. the inexperienced/learning mode displayers). 

While deceptive behaviour is a trait that we should expect in most social interaction, it is clearly unsatis-

factory (at least from a ‘neutral position’) occurrence in SHM, for it plays in the hands of those that ‘by any 

means necessary’ are interested in buying to best possible price.  

 

The seriousness, realism, and even conspiring behaviour of buyers addressed above, is an expected finding. 

“Getting it right”, as most informants in my material implicitly or explicitly argue, is essential, it simply 

put highlights that housing is important. To be knowledgeable, competent, and tactical is highly important 

for most buyers regardless of what type of unit they end up wanting to buy and also regardless if one is 

seasoned or not. This does however give the voices of the informants quoted so far-, and the attendees in 

viewing observed, a distinct ring of instrumentalism. Informants appear to argue that they “do x, y and z to 

accomplish b”. My material suggests that is the way that most informants and observed buyers emphasize 

how monitoring and searching is, and how it should be done. To strive to be knowledgeable and competent 

are valuable conclusions in themselves, but this analysis does, for example downplay the role of projecting, 

dreaming and/or simply just having fun. To analyse aspects such as these more in debt and to give a fuller 

picture of what it is like to be and become a buyer I know turn to those which stress “playing and dreaming”. 

 

 
166 If Bourdieu (1990) is right, this type of tactic-strategic behavior is caused by history/habitus. One has learned how to behave, and simply play 

that out in an unconscious fashion. Self-interest, and practices that follows from it, is an embodied socially constructed personal trait, according to 
Bourdieu. Not hard-wired feature of all humans that for example is the more dominant idea in behavioral economics. While I find it fruitful to think 

with and against Bourdieu is not the aim of this chapter to analyze self-interest and strategy. Instead, I simply remain open to both options and 

return to settle this when buyers and sellers can be compared, i.e. in the concluding part of this thesis.    
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The window shopping mode  

In this section examples of people that like shopping for housing will be addressed. The importance of just 

looking at supply was touched upon above, but here shopping comes across as something quite different:  

 

H: Well, Hemnet is great fun! I really like to visit the site and just dream about a 

new place… I mean haven’t even bought a house yet... And my daily visit on 

Hemnet is not like intentional search for a new home. It’s more like make-belief 

treasure hunting (…). You cannot really visit the homes of celebs or even people 

like neighbours, or those that live close to you. But you know… Hemnet makes 

that stuff available to do. And besides that... being you know curious about others, 

I also from time to time, if it is nice, picture myself there. (interview)  

 

The informant above (H) is both buyer and seller, the discussion above started with me asking about how 

she identified the last place bought. As seen, the informant then starts to discuss Hemnet.se rather than what 

she did when monitoring/searching. What is visible in the quote, I argue, is what Mead (1967: 150ff) dis-

cusses as “play”. The informant describes dreaming and toying with the idea of living somewhere, just for 

the fun of it. According to the informant it seems to satisfy her curiosity about others’ homes, and at the 

same time opens up what Beckert (2016) suggests is an “imaginary future” in a home. While daydreaming 

and peeking at others’ homes might come across as trivial, Beckert points to the fact that: “Without giving 

attention to the fictional expectation associated with symbolic value, it is impossible to understand the 

markets for most of the products that create growth in modern economies (…)” (Beckert 2016: 191). “Real 

estate” is suggested, by Beckert, as an example of a market where buyers’ fictional expectations play a 

large role in creating economic growth (ibid.). Following Beckert, I suggest that the day dreaming visible 

in the quote above has real importance in two ways: firstly it suggests that dreaming is part of the projection 

of future action for some potential buyers, and secondly that projection can be ‘fun and games’ and not just 

serious instrumental business. However, how and why daydreaming is related to projection, and if “fun” is 

best perceived as nothing more than that, or rather should be tied to more serious matters, are not clear yet. 

 

Beckert touches upon most aspects in relation to imagining, described by the informant above. For example, 

the symbolism in the goods, the sources of projections, the role of celebrities for value etc. The symbolism 

and value that potential buyers place in imaginary homes is part of the topic in the next chapter, what is 

more important here is to compare my findings around the activity and function of imaginary homes, in 

relation to Beckert’s argument167. I find that imaginary homes come in different shapes and sizes. The pro-

jection of oneself into these “dream castles” can have several functions and/or serve divergent ends/goals. 

Starting with one contrast to Beckert’s suggestion; some informants in my material have a more positive 

outlook on the role of daydreaming about ads for housing online. What some would suggest as procrasti-

nation, unrealistic projections (see Bourdieu 1979: 69), activities tied to fetishism/commodification of the 

 
167 All of Beckert’s identifications (from previous literature) are used to reach Beckert’s aim—to explain the growth of capitalism. I have more 

modest aims here; I want to understand the role and function of projections and their potential ties to groups and/or types of persons in a mode 

sense. Luckily these aspects are also covered in Beckert’s work.  
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life-world, or gendering shopping (see for example Campbell 1997), or as “time-sucks” (Miller 2011: 78) 

are here found to instead give enjoyment, inspiration and knowledge according to some: 

 

Fu: I admit. I am a Hemnet junky168 (laughs). Some get carried away face-booking 

or on Insta (Instagram), playing games on their phones or what have you… I 

check out houses in Äppelviken and Djursholm. I will perhaps also check out 

apartments on Strandvägen, but nothing under 25 million. Houses are my thing 

(laughs). Seriously it is… what I like to do, and I do get an insight and inspiration 

for home decoration and stuff like that. I won’t buy any of the houses I am looking 

at, not in the near future at least, but when I win the lottery or Triss (Swedish 

scratch lotto-ticket) I am ready! I haven’t bought any of these houses yet, but I 

am living under the impression that I have learned quite a bit about prices and 

how the market works. That came in handy when I bought my last apartment. 

(interview)   

 

The mix of business and pleasure — to both learn and get enjoyment is distinct in this quote. Beckert tends 

to side with critical theory when describing the outcomes of an activities such as window shopping, i.e., 

different forms of disappointments that consumer experience, when the consumer get their hands on the 

real object/good. My informants169 instead come across as active, conscious and rather unbothered pleasure-

seekers that really get meaning from window-shopping. “Meaning” is of course a rather illusive and broad 

concept, but I argue that to get knowledge, experience (note the active form) and enjoyment, like the in-

formant states above, it should be understood as window shopping being meaningful (see Miller 2001 for 

similar argument, cf. Zelizer 2011). A similar meaning-creation occurs in quote below, where an informant 

discusses what types of ads he is looking for online, contrasted to how he searches for serious potential 

objects to buy: 

 

Vy: Yeah I love it when you find these quirky ads and it is not like just lemons170! 

My favorite, that I make sure to share on Fejan (Facebook in popular speech) that 

also are the one I hope and pray my friends send to me, are the ones that are really 

tacky. You know the fake marble, golden taps, ceiling paintings in sixteenth cen-

tury chapel-style… (laughs). I spend too much time on Hemnet, but I really would 

argue that my hunt for these funny ads is something different from when I am 

actually seriously looking for a new place. Of course one can run into funny stuff 

when looking for things you actually want to buy, but like right now I am looking 

for certain types of houses in a certain area. When I really search I mean. You 

then filter171 your search, of course. (interview) 

 

The two last informants quoted, I argue, display a certain mode, or logic, understandable as a (positive) 

“window shopping mode”. This is a mode in that it talks about a practice (unrealistic projection) that is a 

goal in itself, i.e. both a what-answer and a why-answer. The informants quoted above are using scanning, 

or monitors a “virtual reality” to find distraction, dream, get inspiration, imagining themselves living in 

 
168 The term “Hemnet junky” is well used in everyday talk in Stockholm, to the point that even the leading site for housing ads, Hemnet, uses the 

term.  
169 Below I return to instance of disappointment, but here in the section on projection and dreaming that is not a feature that informants stress.  
170 The occurrence of lemons and limes in viewings and ads for housing is a common laughingstock on SHM. 
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some of the homes they find online (i.e. are satisfying desires and reaching goals172). Similarly, to the in-

formant above that suggested that transferring from monitoring (lethargically watching) to actually identi-

fying or searching for potential places to buy, it happens seamlessly by imagining oneself in a home for 

sale. The informants in this section appear to able to separate monitoring (for fun) and searching (seriously) 

and yet, at the same time point to the possibility that one activity can give information to the other. For 

example, one informant claims that this dreaming in fact has helped when actually buying. So “playing” 

(in Mead’s sense) can teach actors things which then can be used when actually getting into “game-mode” 

(cf. Mead 1967/1972: 152ff)173. Note how the window shoppers above avoid realism when projecting/im-

agining. Contrary to the information-seeking displaying in both the learning mode and seasoned mode, 

informants here do not look for what they actually can afford, a good price etc., instead taste/style, area 

preferences and/or goofy ads are sought after. Another way to put it is that window-shoppers actively strive 

to “fall in love”. There is no risk involved here, in that it is only play. While seasoned buyers are past the 

dreaming stages and want to identify potential things to buy, and those displaying the learning mode focus 

their efforts on understanding the market, the display of the window shoppers is committed to playful 

meaningful action- serving several purposes. Beckert (2016), building primarily on Bourdieu (1979) ex-

plains that174 unrealistic projection can be expected to be found in certain social classes. Those with few/lit-

tle resources and real potential to realistically reach a certain imagined future — dream about just that. For 

example, unemployed manual labourers, with little or no formal education, dream about becoming doctors 

or lawyers, while those with some education, slightly higher up in the status ranking of society— dream 

and project more realistic, about a slightly better job and alike, i.e. “grounded aspirations” (Beckert 2016: 

22f citing Bourdieu 1979). My material shows no sign of empirically verifying this idea, as the informants 

that talk about using unrealistic projections have mixed background/class belongings. The same goes for 

the informants that talked about their usage of realistic projections. What separates the realistic projection 

from the ‘dreamers’ is visible in the way informants emphasize one mode over other. All projections iden-

tified so far, contains some form of goal. For example, a seasoned display above tied seeing herself in a 

unit for sale with the goal of making a good deal, which then leads to identification of real end of action — 

you desire to buy cheap, and that desire ends when it is accomplished (at least in relation to housing). The 

window-shopper mode displayers project themselves into a house they probably never are going to be able 

to own, and claim that it is both valuable in the moment (a goal that ‘never ends’) and gives the side effect 

of giving knowledge (additional value). It appears to me that projecting is foremost a goal related pleasure 

for the window shopper, and more of a mean for the learning- and seasoned mode displayers.  

 

 
172 Goal and not end, since as Dewey (1922: 89ff, see also Schütz 1964: 77ff) argues, the actors “passes the goal line” when something interesting 
is identified, but in no way is this accomplishment an end to action.    
173 Mead’s (1967/1972: 150ff) discussion of play and games also includes playing to understand what other (roles) would do. My impression is that 

Mead is after just what I here suggest, playing and gaming are tied together. Even though playing comes first and can be stage one ‘never leaves’, 
it appears to me that his point is the connection, a point somehow downplayed in Beckert’s discussion.  
174Although I would argue that the learning aspect is down-played in Beckert, this is an effect of Beckert’s aim to explain the growth of capitalism. 

During such grand endeavors, the researcher needs to side-step issues that are central in this type of small n-case ethnographic studies. 
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The window shopping mode- at viewings  

So, is window shopping restricted to the screen in my material? No, for many I find the desire to look at 

others’ homes going beyond looking online. In the quote below I identify both a description of a viewing 

attendees’ career, and how goals developed during it: 

 

Zi: I like going to viewings. When I just moved to Stockholm I went to a lot of 

viewings and I was not really about to buy something then. I basically used them 

to get a sense of what area I could settle in and to learn more about things like the 

economy in the association and what was the right price in different places and 

stuff like that. I still go to viewings, like if it is something I am really interested 

in, or when some of my neighbours sell (laughs). But nowadays I just know more, 

I go more out of curiosity now, back then about learning stuff. (interview)   

 

In the quote above the process of learning, created at viewings, lead to a new behaviour. Nowadays this 

informant only goes to viewings when she is seriously interested or curious about others. By stressing how 

interest transforms alongside experience, one sees that the mode here goes from firstly being about learning, 

to then being about getting the job done and general curiousness. Even if this informant nowadays should 

be understood as displaying the seasoned mode and indeed objectively is seasoned (bought five apartments 

over a 20year time period) she still appears to be interested in going to neighbours’ viewings, which implies 

a display of the window shopping mode, i.e. multiple modes are present. This however does not lead to 

role-strain, -conflict or –crisis. By having a primary mode, a focus/interest you can you window shop for 

pleasure (primarily), try to learn, try to identify and fact check seriously, and/or look at neighbouring homes. 

 

When it comes to actually observing daydreaming and projection at viewings that is clearly harder to do as 

both activities are “found in the heads” of potential buyers/attendees and do require an interaction element 

or expression in viewings. In contrast to for example the tactic behaviour observed and identified in view-

ings (above) when attendees tried to scare off other in viewings, daydreaming and projecting do not surface 

readily in my observation material. When it comes to curiosity however, I have plenty of identifications:  

 

A person announces in the doorway to the partner: So they put in tiles! I am not 

so sure about that… looks kind of Spanish to me. The neighbour is greeted by the 

RA. She: Yeah we live in the building so we thought we would have a look. (field 

notes)  

 

A man is asked for his name and number by the RA in a house-viewing. He re-

plies: yeah I am xx and you can reach me at yy, but I live in that house (points 

upwards). So I mean I was more like curios about the place, have never been in 

here so perhaps… The RA: Well.. we always take details anyhow. (field notes)  

 

Most viewings are open to everyone and neighbours are of course free to participate175, but the participation 

of neighbours can sometimes be a bit overwhelming for other attendees at the viewings:  

 
175 My own personal experience when I have sold apartments is that the seller hardly appreciates neighbors snooping around the apartment, when 
it is obvious that they are not going to place any bid. In 2008 I had about 13 neighbors that I knew by name visiting the showing of my apartment 

– no one placed any bid. Meeting one of them in the staircase, he happily announced that he had been to my place on Sunday and he that he really 

enjoyed seeing how others decorate similar apartment to his own.  He also thought I would be great idea to have an open house on like Fridays so 
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I enter a viewing and there is a crowd of five persons standing just a few steps 

inside of the front door. A woman (wearing slippers) talks in a loud voice: It’s 

nice to see this place finally! I know they did some renovations, but apparently 

not of the kitchen? Man 1: yeah they seem to have spent their time renovating 

rather than attending the cleaning of the yard (gårdstädning). Man 2: Haha... I 

met xx the other day, she said (inaudible)… My impression is that these people 

live in the building (due to shoe choice and conversation topics). They seem to 

be totally consumed by their conversation and I have to politely ask them to step 

aside so that I can get into the apartment. (field notes)   

 

As seen in the notes from observations above and in interviews with window shoppers, neighbours are 

sometimes curios about seeing their neighbours’ homes. As seen in the observations the primary motive 

appears to differ between neighbours evaluating, curiosity about others’ homes, and general interaction 

with neighbours. Since I refrain from interviewing attendees it will never be established definitely what the 

primary goals of these actors were, but the point is that just because one goes to a viewing in order to first 

and foremost see neighbours, does not hinder the possibility of doing an evaluation or getting inspiration. 

The initial motivation might be transformed when something happens:  

 

Di: I went to a neighbour’s viewing to, you know, check it out. It was so nice 

that apartment. Slightly bigger than the one I lived in then, and well... I just 

fell in love and actually placed a bid on it! I did end up not buying it but… it 

was sort of eye opener that it was time to seriously look for a new place… and 

if I would have been able to get that place to the right price I am certain if 

would have been really happy about that! (interview) 

 

Many actors at viewings are competent taste/style-judges, they for example appear to be able to pass judge-

ment on the style of thing they never are going to buy and, as established earlier in the chapter, even if one 

is just peeking one can gather valuable information, or even as above become a real potential buyer. 

Knowledge and insight are side effect of monitoring a housing market, both online and in the flesh, and 

being a window shopper is to be able to jump seamlessly between just experiencing’ and being a market 

actor. 

Summary 

The following modes have been identified in this chapter: the learning, the seasoned, the window shopper 

mode. All modes have been found to surface both in talk about practice, and in actual doings. This makes 

the modes analysed distinct in relation to those identified in chapter 5. (a) Even though motivations have 

been a major part of actors’ own explanation of their behaviour when monitoring and looking for infor-

mation, and while motivations have been read out of actual doings in viewings, theses motivations are 

foremost deduced by me in this chapter. Put in another way, the motivations connected to each of three 

 
that everybody got to see all neighbors’ flats and perhaps drink some wine. I politely suggested that I wasn’t so keen on that idea. We were rather 

feed up with cleaning before viewings and not so interested in inviting the whole building or seeing how others lived. They idea that 13 of my 

neighbors had visit my home, actually made me quit upset.   
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mode displays are taken for granted and partly part of what it is to be a buyer of housing. (b) The connection 

between motivations and ends/goals furthermore makes each mode distinct vis-à-vis one another. The learn-

ing mode is acquiring means and understanding the practice, in the form of knowledge, information and 

know-how. Only then can ‘real ends’ (i.e. actual units of housing) be pursued. This was suggested as the 

process of mastering the infrastructure of SHM, a learning process that ends when buyers “graduate” and 

realize what type of unit is suitable from them. The seasoned mode confounds monitoring and identifying 

‘the right unit’ into one process, due to motivation being settled and the end being relatively set. This 

confounding was, in essence, the only thing that unites this mode display, and all conceivable ends in hous-

ing can be attached to it. The window shopper mode has the primary goal of dreaming and projecting. Ends, 

if they occur at all, are happy coincidences. And sometimes knowledge obtained when day dreaming can 

be used in later more serious occasions. To make more sense of tactics, strategy and/or mere behavioural 

responses in the pursuit buying housing the next chapter focuses on the auction for housing.   
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Chapter 7: In the thick of it—being a real buyer                                                  

This final chapter on buyers investigates what happens when actors decide to actually get into the market. 

The topic in this chapter is highly related to themes previously dealt with, such as buyers’ motivations, 

justifications, and practices when searching, but in this chapter it is the actual purchase that takes center 

stage. The material in this chapter is comprised exclusively of interviews and thus concerns what was ex-

perienced during attempts (successful and otherwise) to buy176 housing. While the two previous chapters 

can be said to be about the value (or lack thereof) found in “shopping for housing” and value tied to moti-

vations, this chapter is as much about what it feels like to actually try to buy something in an auction, what 

types of practices are relevant, and how buyers’ subjective sense of value (in the unit they are pursuing) 

affects them in the auction vis-à-vis the “objective” final price. The analysis continues along the mode 

apparatus I have developed over the last two chapters, and in this chapter both “justification/motivation” 

and “modes as practice” analyses are relevant. The objective is to establish how and why certain strate-

gies/practices and/or behaviors relate to distinct motivations (or not) and at the same time (since it is exclu-

sively interviews that form the material here) analyze the extent to which these statements are justifications, 

rationalizations, and the like (i.e., a combination of the analyzing strategies in Chapters 5 and 6). However, 

this chapter can also be read as an account of divergent ways to assess value in housing, and what people 

do when they bid on housing. Before beginning the empirical analysis, I will start with a short navigational 

map of what buyers encounter when they get into buying and bidding. 

The unregulated Swedish bidding process  

The bidding process/auction for housing is unregulated in Sweden, which enables the process of reaching 

a final price to take several different paths. For instance, a bid is not legally binding, and as a buyer you 

can change your mind at any time during the process until the agreement has been signed. There are also 

no requirements for identification when it comes to bidders; i.e. the bidders do not need to present any proof 

of their identity before participating in the bidding/auction process.177 This is important to stress from the 

beginning of this chapter since the gathering of material and its actual analysis were conducted under the 

assumption that actual doings, practices, and actions, such as evaluations and bidding procedure, matter a 

great deal for the result, the final price. Formulated in another way, the unregulated circumstances can add 

 
176 Two things to note: All the interviewees here  are buyers, as this was a selection criterion for the study. However, informants are not restricted 
to talking about only about one instance in which they actually won the bidding process. It is rather all the aspects they found relevant in relation 

to housing auctions that are of interest. Secondly, and related, as in previous chapters informants’ predictions about future purchases also play a 

role here. These are, so to say, one additional way to understand the extent to which the mode display is governed by the situation vs. the extent to 
which it relates to a buyer’s more general mode.  
177see for example www.fastighetsbyran.com/sv/sverige/tips-nyheter/salja-kopa-bostad/hem--inredning-listningssida/fastighetsbyran-tycker-till-

budgivning/. 
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to the insecurity of the purchase process, for both buyers and sellers, and it is not unusual for there to be 

suspicion regarding rigged bidding processes and dishonest bids. Another frequent problem involves very 

large differences between the starting/asking price vs. the final price and the occurrence of overbidding. 

These are clearly hot topics in the current Swedish discourse and it is thus important to address them in this 

chapter. However, the point here is primarily analytical; not so much about providing policy solutions but 

analyzing the different ways a final price can be reached.  

 

The bidding process  

Housing for sale on SHM comes with a starting, asking178, or list price. However, the actual market value, 

the final price, is most often decided through an auction. Below I analyze in detail the nature of value and 

worth in these “two” prices and the different mode displays tied to differing principles of evaluation and 

actual doings in the auction. In this chapter it suffices to start by establishing that whatever the seller (and 

most often the contracted real estate agent) decide is the starting price – this is what matters. The process 

of establishing starting prices is in one sense pretty straightforward and transparent: Regardless of whether 

the price is expressed as a sum of the qualities of a unit of housing (Lancaster 1966; Rosen 1974) (i.e. a 

hedonic setting of price; see also Chapter 2) or whether the price setter and onlooker prefer to relate the 

starting price to “comparable units” (a principle much favored in US housing markets; see for example 

Howell & Korver-Glenn 2018), stats and prices are easy for buyers to obtain179. Today, by going online one 

can get access to not only starting price but also average prices for an area, square meter prices, and final 

prices. It is thus quite easy to support previous statements that SHM is truly a “standard market” (see for 

example Aspers & Bengtsson 2014; see also C. Smith 1989: 64) where prices relate more to the quality of 

the objects for sale and less to who is selling them (Aspers 2011b). There is, so to say, a clear pricing culture 

on SHM. However, no matter how clear-cut “price=quality of a housing unit” is in the literature, the extent 

to which general statements about the market’s pricing mechanism relate to actual buyers’ evaluations is 

not clear-cut. The analysis below digs deeper into what actual buyers think, feel, and do in auctions, and 

here it suffices to say that SHM gives the appearance of having a stable pricing system, which on the other 

hand is often criticized by buyers who partake in actual auctions.  

 

In most cases the bidding starts after the first or second viewing of the housing (see Chapter 6). Those who 

are interested have given their contact details to the real estate agent who organized the viewing, or call the 

real estate agent after the viewing and ask to be included on the list of interested parties. The real estate 

agent contacts the interested parties and asks if they want to place a bid and, if so, what amount. The bidders 

can place as few or as many bids as they want, and a bidding competition (or “bidding war”) may start, if 

two or more bidders are present. This type of auction is described as an “English auction” in the literature 

(Smith 1989: 17), with multiple bids/bidders creating an ascending value/price. However, even when only 

 
178 New constructed housing often comes with fixed prices, however. It is also the case that over time, in periods, it is more common to buy before 
an auction starts; i.e. that a buyer offers a price that the seller hopefully accepts, so that no bidding ends up taking place. 
179 In fact, only the contracted real estate agent has formal responsibility in the process of setting a starting price. It is the RA who can be reprimanded 

for setting too low a starting price.  
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one potential buyer is interested, or when several are interested but “pass” on placing a bid, some form of 

haggling can begin180. If and when bidding or haggling commences, this takes place through text messages 

or phone calls, with the real estate agent acting as the auctioneer. Like most auctions, the process on SHM 

can be very quick and somewhat frantic when many parties are interested in an object, and slower when it 

is a down-turning market or when an object is less desired and competition is therefore absent. 

 

Although the bidding normally starts from the starting price181, the stress should be on starting (i.e., rather 

than price). For example, as noted above, potential buyers are not restricted by this price; they can place a 

lower or higher bid, and can even offer the seller a bid before the auction  with the intention of keeping it 

from taking place at all. The seller, for their part, is not obliged to sell at either the asking, starting, or list 

price. If an auction does take place, there are a few more peculiarities: Bidders are not bound by their offer 

in the auction (until they have signed the contract), bidders do not have to produce a guarantee of financial 

backing for their offer (even though most real estate agents ask for such “proof”), sellers do not have to 

accept the highest bid, and real estate agents are not required to reveal the bidders’ identities182 to others. 

While it is common practice among real estate agents to provide this information, it is not mandatory or 

legally required. So while we can say – with C. Smith (1989: 17f; 70), a sociological scholar of auctions – 

that SHM is an English auction, a process that takes place in a public and open arena, with an auctioneer, 

entailing a “round-robin” process whereby multiple bids are accepted,  in which the idea is to surpass the 

highest offer standing to remain in the auction, and in which there is no rule concerning how high or low 

these raises should be in relation to the most recent offer, it is also apparent that this bidding process not 

only stands out in comparison to other English auctions (primarily in its unregulated or non-binding form) 

but is also different from almost all other economic transactions in Stockholm. Simply put, for most people, 

participating in a housing auction is a rather unique event. Here is how one informant described the process: 

 

         P: Does the process (buying) bear a similarity to any other type of purchase you’ve 

made? Like buying a car, a boat, or something like that? – 

         Oj: No, there’s nothing like it... (interview) 

 

Auctions are not uncommon when it comes to selling housing – across space and time one will find elements 

of auctions in connection with exchanging rights to units of housing – but from an outsider’s perspective 

the unregulated process of the auction on SHM can seem highly questionable. In comparison, for example, 

both Denmark and Norway have much stricter rules and regulations around buying housing.183 Another 

aspect is the time it takes to end the auction and sign over the rights. Naturally, the time it takes for the 

 
180 As will be more evident below, haggling can occur between sellers and buyers (most often then just one buyer) and/or be way to ‘kick bidders 
into life’, i.e. the real estate agent publishes a bid that the seller won’t accept in order to get others to bid/start the auction.  
181 During the time this thesis has been written trends in prices and, perhaps more important, the naming of the pricing has come and gone—for 

example starting in autumn 2011 the term “acceptable price” (“accepterat pris”) was used. The idea here being to signal to potential buyer a starting 
price that buyer would accept, i.e. lower all participants expectations of ascending prices. However, what time has told is that whatever new name 

real estate agents have given, the logic behind prices for housing, the trend is clear—sellers and real estate agents tend to favor setting a low price 

to attract as many buyers as possible.   
182 With the obvious exception that the identity of the winning bidder always is revealed to the seller when the legally binding contract is signed. 
183 In Denmark you for instance need to fulfil certain demands to be eligible to buy real estate and must in certain cases get an approval from the 

Justice ministerium (Justitsministeriet). Furthermore, the process to buy real estate is also different. In Denmark the seller establishes a price, a so-
called “cash price”, that the first interested buyer either accepts or rejects (in order to get a lower bid). A bidding process or auction, similar to what 

is established in Sweden, is called “licitation” and is only carried through when the interest for a piece of housing is especially high (www.ore-

sunddirekt.se/se/jag-vill-flytta-till-danmark/bostad/kopa-hus-eller-lagenhet-i-danmark). 

http://www.oresunddirekt.se/se/jag-vill-flytta-till-danmark/bostad/kopa-hus-eller-lagenhet-i-danmark
http://www.oresunddirekt.se/se/jag-vill-flytta-till-danmark/bostad/kopa-hus-eller-lagenhet-i-danmark
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action to finish and the rights to be signed over depends on aspects such as the unit(s) for sale, the current 

supply and demand on the market, the agreement between buyer and seller as to the date of admission, and 

the general mood on the housing market and of course related markets (such as financial markets, especially 

the market for mortgages), but over time SHM stands out in the quickness of the deal, in both a Swedish 

comparison and an international one. This is not the time or place to go deeper into how or why the “wild 

west” features of Swedish housing auctions have come about, and neither will I spend much time below 

delivering policy advice. It suffices to state that while plenty of change has come about on SHM, many of 

it during the time of this study, the general idea is still that auctions for housing should sort under “good 

practice” (“god mäklarsed”) and thus not be subordinated to judicial law. While this “good practice” has 

historically been upheld by the industry and the actors (RAs) themselves, today it is controlled by the gov-

ernment (i.e., fastighetsmäklarnämnden is now a state authority184). The problems with and benefits of such 

a system of self-regulation can be described as follows: Although the industry has an interest in maintaining 

its reputation and therefore enforcing good practice (cf. Dahlberg 2010), there is always potential for “bad 

practice” since the (economic) benefits of deviance are great compared to the punishment185. After this short 

description of SHM’s “pricing mechanism”, I now approach buyers’ attitudes regarding the auction and 

what they do in it and say about it. 

 

Auctions for housing and the uncertain mode 

 

With the exception of behavioral housing economics (see Chapter 2, and discussed more below), almost all 

previous literature on buying housing suggests that the final event in the chain of being a housing buyer, 

the actual purchase, comes about as an obvious result of who you are (for example, experienced or not, as 

a buyer, your level of income, cultural background and so on) and/or your knowledge of how the market at 

hand ascribes value to the good or service for sale. In light of the focus in this chapter, this is a suggestion 

that each individual buyer has the opportunity to make subjective and objective evaluations – i.e., has the 

opportunity and ability to understand the value and price of a unit of housing before the auction commences 

– and furthermore that the market’s principle for evaluation corresponds with each and every actor on it. 

As discussed in chapter 2 and mentioned above, a hedonic analysis of unit of housing gives anyone inter-

ested in prices a fairly accurate prognosis of the market value for a unit. I have myself previously suggest 

that this makes SHM a “standard market”, a place where prices reflect the value of characterize such as 

location, size, condition, utilities and so on (see Aspers & Bengtsson 2014). However, as seen in chapter 2, 

some housing research tones down the pre-formed aspects of housing market actors. For example, some 

sociologists stress that some buyers of housing have to be pushed into understanding their “real” place in 

 
184 Authority/Myndighet- is an extension of the Swedish state. A myndighet is an organization made up of non-politically appointed civil servant 

which are to implement laws, rules and regulation decided by the Swedish Parliament, the Riksdag. 
185 The extreme increase of values on SHM is one indicator that self-regulation is failing, on the other hand the RAs often strongly suggest that the 
introduction of for example accept prices has straighten out many of the previous problems regarding prices on SHM. This professional justification, 

or a justification from a profession, appears as highly questionable, all signs indicate that the infamous “bait prices” (“lockpriser”) are back on 

SHM (more on this in the main text below). 
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the housing market hierarchy of taste (see Bourdieu 2005), or that buyers of housing have to be taught to 

be/perform “homo economicus”; i.e., they must learn or at least accept the correctness of market evaluations 

(S. Smith et al. 2006). Still, even sociology about housing markets, and actors on such markets, views 

markets as relatively smooth-running machines: You enter, get a sense of what you can afford, and hope 

for the best in the auction. This is not the case in my material. I find that what happened in the auction, 

according to the buyers, is not tied to the mode displays analyzed in previous chapters. For example, the 

level of self-reported experience does not correspond with the outlook on value in housing auctions, and 

neither are practices in the auction tied to how experienced (or inexperienced) the buyer is. Most informants 

in my material do have some notion of what the final price of the unit of housing they are interested in 

could and/or should be. They have, so to say, at least an idea of what would be a good (low) price, a bad 

(high) price, and the like. The way this sense of value has been reached, however, is highly diverse. As will 

be evident below, some rely on experts (such as banks or real estate agents), others are experts themselves 

(often with a close eye on prices and supply on SHM), some depend on lessons of the past (such as previous 

prices and/or econometric models giving square meter prices), some have a strong commitment to a certain 

area or aesthetic style that influences their subjective evaluation, etc. To further complicate matters, many 

informants follow one principle when ascribing subjective value to units but then turn to a critique of the 

way the final price, or objective value, is produced on SHM. However, since all the buyers in my material 

share a baseline understanding (although it is sometimes highly subjective) of value in housing for sale, my 

suggestion is that the analysis should start from distinct outlooks on value(s). Analytical connections of two 

types (“primary motivations in justification” and “motivation in practices”)  are then made to establish 

modes. This is similar to what was done in Chapter 5. The main difference is that in Chapter 5 we encoun-

tered primary motivations, while here it is values that are the main explanations for actions in an auction; 

i.e., here justifications are excuses for what was done in the auction, appeals for certain types of values, 

causal accounts made by actors, etc. However, the analysis of modes does also contain what was actually 

done and felt when partaking in the auction—i.e., both sayings about actual practice in the auction and 

sentiments regarding both the auction system and one’s experiences (more similar to what was done in 

Chapter 6). Looking into what informants actually say about final price and economic value, one prominent 

attitude in my material is rather surprising in the light of previous literature, uncertainty about the economic 

value in housing. In the quotes below, this uncertainty is related to speed of the process: 

 

Bi: (…) how quick it goes really surprised me! I was unaware... I mean it’s quite 

easy to understand the final price and their difference from the price you see in 

the ad (…) And of course the bank has given you an idea of, or really a limit to, 

how much you can pay; still, the tempo... crazy… (interview)  

  

Oä: Two weeks and then you’re the owner… Pretty peculiar! It took quite a while 

before I really understood that I owned it... You also feel like, did I do everything 

right? Or did I pay too much and so on. One the one hand you get all kinds of 

info, but I can’t say that I felt like I really understood what I was getting into. (…) 

not even after I’d done it a couple of times. On the one hand you know things 

before it kicks off, but then you end up in another place when it’s all over. (inter-

view)  
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The first informant (Bi) expresses surprise at the quickness of the process, clearly stating that she knew or 

had some idea about the differences between starting and final price but still felt that it is “crazy” that it 

takes so little time to buy housing. This, I argue, could be a mild form of uncertainty; it could be more a 

matter of astoundment/realization in a new context than an indicator of something being truly or radically 

uncertain (cf. Giddens 1984: 62ff). It is reminiscent of what Karpik (2010: 11) calls “strategic uncertainty 

– (…) the human person is a mystery”; thus, actors can never be sure of how others perceive a good, and 

consequently can never know how much others will be willing to pay for it. However, the above also has 

traces of radical uncertainty (ibid.). By taking in the second informant’s words in relation to the suggestion 

by the first informant (Bi) regarding the “craziness” of SHM, I argue that it is not farfetched to suggest that 

second-guessing and truly being worried about whether everything went according to plan (“did I do eve-

rything right?”) tie both informants to a distinct feeling of/attitude about uncertainty of value. It is uncer-

tainty about the final value and clearly not as much about starting price/subjective value (for example, what 

the unit of housing was worth to an individual buyer/bidder before the auction began). The uncertainty 

about final prices is a reoccurring theme. Note how the informant below comes across as showing little 

surprise, compared to those previously quoted, and offers more of a cautionary tale that is critical of her 

own actions:  

 

Sa: I was hoping you wouldn’t ask (laughs). Strategies… that’s the first thing that 

goes out the window... You know, even if you tell yourself that you’re not going 

to go over the budget this time (this buyer has bought four times), I just get caught 

up in it. I really want to win... and of course you curse the bastard who raises by 

10,000 and laugh at the person who raises by 2,500, try to identify patterns and 

imagine that someone (another bidder) is a person you saw at the viewing, and 

yeah… It’s not pretty (laughs) (…) seriously, though, it isn’t that pleasant, the 

times I’ve really “misbehaved” (makes air quotes). Talking to the bank and trying 

to explain and pleading to get that loan. It’s like asking Dad for more money when 

you run out of your allowance. (interview) 

 

I want to emphasize the point that it is the auction and the settling of the final price that matter in all these 

quotes. While some uncertain mode displayers are surprised and others place more blame on themselves, 

the overall conclusion is that something is amiss in the connection between subjective and objective value 

among these buyers of housing. It is as if the standard aspect of SHM is not enough, or is unfulfilling, for 

many buyers. Simmel (2004: 86ff) provides an early explanation that can help in explaining what the last 

informant describes as the somewhat embarrassing (but very common) occurrence of paying over one’s 

limit or going over budget. Since the subjective evaluation only matters in that it makes an actor interested 

in partaking in the auction, from Simmel’s horizon it is unsurprising not only that bidders are astounded at 

the speed with which others can assess market value, but more importantly that the auction “game” itself 

triggers feelings of competition and desire to win the auction. Value for the potential buyer before and the 

final price after competition, in for example a housing market, are then two different things. The situation 

sets the stage for the relevant value, the exchange value  (ibid. see also Orléan 2014, C. Smith 1989: 33ff). 

Simmel depiction of value as price set in a situation of competition then ties in with the Dewey’s (1922) 
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idea that ends only come about in situation, i.e., ends-in-view, and we thus expect both what you and how 

much you are willing to pay for it are aspect which occur in the moment.  

 

Uncertainty about the final price, and even about one’s own actions, is, besides the theoretical foundation 

just discussed, a surprise that can be expected from the informants established (in previous chapters) as 

learners; i.e., those with relatively little experience of being a buyer on SHM. However, in my material this 

uncertainty is in fact unhinged from the level of experience or previous knowledge. For example, the first 

informant quoted is a newcomer to the market while the second is more experienced. Something to note 

here is also that the informants’ “surprise” should not be understood as surprise in the way we normally 

define it but rather as a well-cloaked criticism of the pace on SHM. This becomes more visible when one 

looks more closely at the justification aspects. My suggestion is that the quotes so far display traces of 

justification as “excuses” (see especially Scott & Lyman 1968). The justifications, then, are in one sense 

sociological cousins of what behavioral economists call “the winner’s curse”186. One informant, for in-

stance, says “strategies, that’s the first thing that go out the window”, implying that the embarrassing fact 

that she got caught up in the auction and wanted to win, rather than staying cool and collected/sticking to 

budget, can be glossed over and is justifiable. In fact, the idea here is that her disregard for strategy is 

justified by the nature of the auction. I do not want to overemphasize the justification in the form of an 

excuse, however. Instead, I want to highlight that this is as much an explanation containing self-doubt, as 

directly expressed by two informants in statements like “(…) even if you tell yourself that you’re not going 

to go over the budget this time, I just get caught up in it. I really want to win” and “(y)ou also feel like, did 

I do everything right?”. Again, this self-doubt can serve as an excuse, but my suggestion is that it is uncer-

tainty that is the cause, both of having self-doubt and of being surprised at the speed of the auction. This is 

what Tilly (2006) calls stories in the form  of (simplified) “first-order causal account187” (Tilly 2006: 109, 

see also Chapter 3). Relations, which are Tilly’s main point when it comes to analyzing reasons, are ana-

lyzable in the quotes so far. Positioning oneself “against” the pricing mechanism on SHM is thus a criticism 

and a relational description of oneself vis-à-vis how things are done on SHM. The causal story is of the 

form “I may have paid too much (effect) and/or I doubt if everything went right (effect), but it’s still justi-

fiable since I did it because that’s the way SHM works”. It is then a first order account of what both Dewey 

and Simmel suggest as the influence of the situation on the “final value” of an auction object such housing. 

The shared uncertainty enables a start of the mode analysis, but as the bridge between justification (from 

an alternate “world of worth” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006), as an excuse and even as a causal account) and 

primary motivation is thin or nonexistent, a complete mode display is still premature. The uncertainty will 

therefore now be investigated more deeply by looking closer at what buyers have to say about what they 

did in the auction.  

 

 
186 The winner’s curse refers to the thrill of winning becoming the actor’s main concern (see for example Holt & Sherman 2014). 
187 Tilly (2006) labels it “layman causal” while I prefer ‘first-order causal account’. This choice is motivated by my methodological standpoint (see 

Chapters 2 and 3). Another related thing to note (and see Chapter 5 for a more thorough discussion) is that, while I agree with Tilly about the causal 

aspect of justifications, I hold that a proper causal account can only be formed in/by the second-order construct.  
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Uncertainty and practices 

Besides the speed, other factors that play an equally important role for uncertainty in the process of buying 

housing on SHM include “chance” factors such as the weather on the day of the viewing, and how many 

bidders will join the auction:  

 

Mu: Like I said before, it’s not really as straightforward as you first imagine it. I 

have a grasp on what I want to pay, what would be a good price, a bad price, and 

so on. But there are all these chance factors! The weather, similar units for sale... 

What I’ve come to realize is that in the end nothing is certain! (interview)  

 

Kn: Yeah... It’s not that hard when you get the hang of it... It’s pretty  disturb-

ing, though! Like the last time, we (she and her partner) did what we always 

do, talked about what we could imagine paying for this place, talked to our 

bank person, and were like ready to go... And then it starts and you’re sitting 

there with your phone and bidding and cursing at the others who are bidding 

over you... (laughs). Even though you know that the price tag is just like ad-

vertising, it still pisses me off that the final price is so far off from that price 

tag. (interview)  

 

 

An even more profound sense of uncertainty is that which is tied to one’s own person. Note that the inform-

ant below is a three-time buyer of housing: 

 

              Äv: I paid more than I was led to believe... 

              P: More, okay... who led you to believe that you would... 

              I mean was it you  yourself or outside parties?  

Äv: Both, I guess. I of course had the loan approval from the bank, but you also 

ask people; friends and real estate agents. It was and still is my impression that 

30% over the starting price was the “worst case scenario”. But I realized that 

things could escalate... So I was really... almost shocked when I won. Clearly 

the first time (the first purchase of housing)… but in all honesty I was almost 

equally shocked the last time. (interview)  

 

This informant displays a typical line of reasoning when it comes to actual practice/doings in the auction. 

Those who are suggested to be uncertain are often not only unsure about the process of buying but also 

“lose themselves” in the actual auction. This is important, as the quoted informants provide a/one practice 

related to being uncertain about the final price on housing. Although there are deviant cases (discussed and 

analyzed more below), the analysis of my material reveals a connection between stressing the uncertain 

aspect of housing’s final/market value and not having a real clear-cut strategy when bidding (for example, 

having a budget line/stopping point for bidding). Among those who display some form of uncertainty it is 

hence the case that their subjective evaluation is unstable/unclear and/or that the auction itself creates an 

environment that is uncertain. The focus will first be on the latter aspect – the auction situation – as, in light 

of what was said by informants above, it is more often the case that buyers/bidders in my material stress 

uncertainty in relation to the auction (more so than being uncertain about themselves). Picking up where 

we left off with one informant (Mu) above, we get a typical response of an uncertainty attitude and the 

practice related to it:  
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P: So, on the one hand you had an idea about what this should cost, and on the 

other hand you expressed doubts about whether this really made any sense... 

pointing to all the factors that affect the price, right? How did you proceed in the 

actual auction then? 

Mu: Proceed… well I don’t really have a plan when bidding... The times I’ve 

done this it’s more like I sort of avoid things that I believe are going to escalate 

price-wise. But, in all honesty, the times I’ve bidden on housing, it’s just what 

the others do that matters. After a while you’re either really caught up in this 

crazy bidding war or you start questioning whether you made an incorrect assess-

ment of what the place is really worth. It’s not like it matters in the way you bid. 

All that talk about how you bid, etc., is just that – talk – and doesn’t affect the 

outcome one bit. (interview) 

 

I want to stress that the statement “I don’t really have a plan when bidding” is rather remarkable in relation 

to the importance of housing. This stands out in relation to the findings in the previous chapters, as the 

unimportance of strategy here is in direct contrast to the rather careful and thoughtful buyers described 

earlier. However, rather than believing that some buyers are heedless or irrational in such an important 

transaction as buying housing, I want to suggest that one important sociological point to make is that it is 

the lack of rules and regulations that makes this mode display both rational and justifiable. From a seller 

horizon there is little of institutional support to be found. My suggestion is that this “missing piece” explain 

the uncertainty among many buyers of housing. For example, practices in bidding wars certainty relate to 

psychological traits, but social constructions, such as laws, are more easily fixed than trying to “nudge” 

actors to get it right (cf. Thaler 2015). This is also visible in how third parties are sometimes discussed by 

uncertain buyers. Here is an informant talking about the first time she bought an apartment:  

  

La: So the real estate agent gave the impression that he had at least one more 

interested buyer and he was like, yeah I’m going to get a bid from them any day 

now. When I think back on that it was just totally dishonest; there was no other 

interested party, I think. Paying what the seller wanted was like really a begin-

ner’s mistake in this case, at least that’s how I feel about it now. (interview)  

   

Note the information advantage the seller’s representative188 has over the buyer. In this case it stems from 

uncertainty about how many other potential buyer(s) there are rather than being a matter of the buyer know-

ing less about the quality of the unit (cf. Akerlof 1970). The informant gave no indication that she bought 

a “lemon” (ibid.); i.e., an apartment that she later found to have all kinds of faults and issues. Instead, she 

is irritated and is (justly, in my opinion) critical of the real estate agent as she suspects that she was conned 

into paying too much189. Here, the line of reasoning by the uncertain person is close to what informants 

above said about speed—in my material, all actors have a subjective/initial evaluation in place before they 

bid. But for the uncertain person, this subjective evaluation is of little concern. Asking oneself “did I do the 

right things”, and being critical of both oneself and others (for example real estate agents), do relate first 

and foremost to the auction.  

 
188 Although the real estate agent should represent both buyer and seller, in reality the agent is what the literature calls a “biased broker” (Stovel & 
Shaw 2012); in essence, tied to the seller in the shared interest in getting the highest possible price.  
189 Real estate agents’ information advantage on SHM should been seen as “more” information and control over how many other interested parties 

there are, rather than primarily due to holding superior information about the quality of the unit for sale. 
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Now that I have analyzed both the informants’ justifications and their talk about practices in the auction, 

my suggestion is that uncertainty is a distinct source for a mode display – distinct in the sense that the 

overlap between justifications/primary motivation and practices/motivations enables the analytical estab-

lishment of the uncertain mode. In relation to justifications and primary motivations, uncertain buyers have 

highly diverse bundles of motivations. Some wanted and bought a house in a specific aesthetic style, some 

bought an apartment due to its location, some ended up in a place and location because it was where they 

could afford to live, etc. These motivations are sometimes even conflicting. Yet everyone ended up owning 

their home. Regardless of their initial motivations they ended up winning an auction; thus, a lowest common 

denominator when it comes to motivation is buying/owning their home. It is, so to say, the priority of 

owning one’s home that is the springboard for partaking in an auction that one then feels goes too quickly, 

and even justifies partaking in such a financially important event without a strategy; i.e., the primary moti-

vation for owning is found not only in practice (the futility of strategy) but also in (weak) justifications as 

excuses. In addition to this overlap, it is also important to again stress the point that it is the situation in the 

auction that is to be blamed. The uncertain mode display is also distinct in the sense that it differs from the 

other mode display in this chapter, the certain mode. But, first things first: We need to proceed with the 

analysis before this distinction can become obvious to the reader.   

Auctions for housing and the certain mode 

 

Being “certain”, obviously, is most easily understood as the direct opposite of being uncertain. However, it 

is worth reemphasizing that many of those quoted above who were found to be uncertain indeed had an 

idea of what the place was worth to them, and that the final price almost always differs from both starting 

price and their own initial evaluation. Above, the mode was established by analyzing overlapping justifi-

cations/attitudes around final price and practices in the auction. It is this overlapping that serves as the start 

of analysis of the certain mode display. Note the mix of justifications and practice in the quote below, and 

pay special attention to how this story is in line with the idea that uncertainty vanishes in favor of the 

calculable concept of “risk” (see Knight 2006): 

 

Dm: The exact price is never exactly known beforehand, as you’re probably well 

aware? On the other hand, the information about final prices has become much 

better; like nowadays they even present final prices on Hemnet so if you want to 

you can compare the starting price with a likely final price. And, like, you hear 

the same thing over and over: They go up (from starting to final price) by 20-

25%.  

P: Yeah you’re right, but what do you do with that info? 

Dm: Count! If the asking price is xx I know that I can add as much as 30% to 

that. And again. Like I said before, that’s great to know, to keep to your budget. 

Of course average prices are just that; every place will have some good and bad 

things… So you have to check the place in relation to the average. (interview)  
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In a straightforward manner, this buyer stresses how previous final prices and the starting price relate to 

one another; but also that the practice of “count” helps the buyer establish an initial evaluation (one that 

appears to be guided by average prices) and predict final/market price (cf. Knight 2006; see also Beckert 

2016; Karpik 2010). In a rather skillful and pragmatic way, this informant sees the unit of value of housing 

as a “straight” function or econometric analysis “+20-25%”. This helps us to understand how the auction 

is perceived from this mode: The fact that final prices are established in an auction appears to matter little 

to this informant. All elements of uncertainty are dissolved here—chance, the risk of getting caught up in 

a bidding war, the potential difference between subjective and objective value, etc. are not discussed. Con-

trary to the uncertain mode above, this is a confirmation that SHM is a standard market, value in the price 

form can be calculated (see Aspers 2011b: 88ff; Aspers & Bengtsson 2014). However, we get no real sense 

of what was done when it comes to bidding. So, keeping in mind that we need to know more about prac-

tice(s) when bidding (discussed more below), I continue with the (overlapping) justifications. While it per-

haps isn’t obvious what type of justification this short quote contains, my suggestion is that terms like 

“count” and “keep to budget” appeal to the “industrial world of worth” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 

204f)—the idea that a smooth, productive, and efficient transaction is both desirable and obtainable if every 

actor has evaluated housing the rational/efficient/industrial way. Actors’ self-interest actions will not create 

an all-out war/struggle (the “Hobbesian situation”) if they follow the ethos of the industrial world in their 

instrumental actions. This also ties in with justifications related to Tilly’s (2006: 64, 109) first-order causal 

accounts. Certain buyers are different from uncertain ones in this chapter, as they first offer more of what 

Tilly calls “codes” and/or “technical” justifications, more so than “stories” about unfamiliar situations or 

“conventions” explaining something unforeseen (ibid.). My suggestion is that this is possible because the 

industrial world of worth is easy to apply to buying on a market. The practice of “count” and the idea of 

“keep to your budget” speak directly to ideas of, for example, economics as a technical account, a manual 

for what do when evaluating and bidding. Secondly, much like the analysis in the uncertain display, and 

even though certain mode displayers are clearer in their causal account, more must be done to make sense 

of this as a mode. The first-order construct is the vital component, as it is the empirical evidence that 

grounds the sociologist’s analysis. However, it is only in the second-order construct in which “proper” 

causal explanation appear. Actors are never responsible for providing covering causal analysis, that is my 

job. Thus both further digging into causality and more analysis of practice, what certain buyers actually do, 

are needed.  

 

There are no signs of excuses so far, and  no obvious criticism of SHM’s pricing mechanisms. But, although 

there are fewer of them in my material, certain mode displayers use justifications and voice criticism of the 

auction: 

 

Vu: I’m not stupid. I’ve done this before (both bought housing and, as will be 

evident soon, overbid); I know the value of things. You know it’s not like I 

jump into buying housing head-on. Yet I fail to see how I could’ve done things 

differently. If you’ve decided where you want to live and there’s a set supply, 
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the only way is to leave your budget behind... or look somewhere cheaper! If 

everybody else is willing to pay too much, what’s your option? (interview)  

 

Note that this informant hints in the quote that he is both knowledgeable and experienced, and that he (and 

even more so elsewhere in the interview) clearly suggests how and why one should calculate value around 

housing. However, he is a “deviant case” in relation to the certain mode display, in his direct criticism of 

how final prices are established, and directly justifies his own overbidding by pointing to the institutional-

ization of overbidding on SHM. In a sense, this critical voice establishes the problem of what the economist 

Shiller (2008: 46ff; see also Shiller & Akerlof 2009: 153ff) calls a “feedback loop”, suggesting that housing 

buyers believe that housing value is ever-increasing, thus creating a potential “rational” price bubble. It is 

of course important to discuss deviant cases in detail in ethnographic studies like this one. My suggestion, 

however, is that although Vu is closer to the uncertainty mode display in his critical stance toward SHM, 

criticism that can be interpreted along the lines of an account as an excuse for action (Scott & Lymann 

1968), ideal-typically speaking he is a certain mode displayer. It is, so to say, the outlook on value that is 

the baseline for the ideal type of certain mode display. So, while Vu is clearly critical, he still suggests that 

counting is what should inform bidding practice. This is in one sense an accurate description of “bounded 

rationality”, information and knowledge are limited and decisions will be taken to satisfy rather than being 

completely optimal and maximizing (Simon 1957). Yet, the argument is also more advanced as it sees 

through and criticizes the same delimited and institutionalized/bounded rationality. However, just as the 

uncertain mode displayers differ slightly in their justifications (in criticism of the auction, sometimes speed, 

sometimes chance, and sometimes even oneself), so is the informant Vu an example of divergence within 

a mode display; i.e., reflecting an intra-role difference continuing within one distinct mode (cf. H. Becker 

1998: 39; 104ff, 164ff). This informant’s story in fact serves as a rather interesting sign that even those who 

“get how the market works” find its pricing mechanism to be faulty. He thus directs suspicion toward 

SHM’s current logic, and while it appears to have moral overtones (pointing in the direction of Boltanski 

& Thévenot’s justification tied to a world-cosmology moral), it is, much like among the uncertain mode 

displayers above, unclear where this justification comes from.190  

 

Many certain mode displayers describe a clear-cut road from initial valuation to deciding how much to bid 

in the auction for a unit of housing. Note the reoccurrence of budget, here suggesting “limits” when dis-

cussing what was done when bidding:  

 

Cn: We’ve done it the same way now, I think, three times. Talked about what we 

liked and disliked, agreed on what we could afford and what this place was really 

worth to us, and then stuck to that limit, come what may. 

P: So this sounds very reasonable, but how has it panned out?  

Cn: Yeah, of course... you win some and lose more (laughs). That’s the way 

it is, but we’ve been rather selective when choosing what to bid on. I guess I 

should’ve also mentioned that my girlfriend’s father works at a bank with 

mortgages. So he’s like really up to date on prices and so on. So most of the 

time our limits have been at least realistic. (interview) 

 
190 However, given that the informant is certain, it does appear plausible that the criticism is an appeal from the industrial world of worth.  
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With Charles Smith (1989: 174), we can say that the informant above describes a practice in which the 

auction is a very relaxed affair: “(…) the evaluations in these auctions are most similar to the way items are 

evaluated in fixed-price systems”. Since some buyers’ perception of prices and pricing mechanisms on 

SHM is similar to the fixed-price mechanism/market, the auction price is hence as much a fact (albeit social) 

as fixed prices are (Beckert 2011, cf. Velthuis  2005: 117ff.) – at least for those who are certain about their 

own evaluation and the value of the unit. As argued above, this is also a good verification of housing mar-

kets being standard markets. It is the good (housing) which is measured towards a standard, enable pricing. 

And then not price-economic value stemming from who is selling the good (Aspers 2011b: 89). While there 

is high correlation between the laid-back and laissez-faire attitude toward markets and value established 

here, which in a previous chapter was established as the seasoned mode, it is the case here that also inex-

perienced buyers display this in the form of an attitude:  

 

Gn: How did I experience the auction… and what did I think about the bidding? 

Yeah… I won, so I guess I just got it right (laughs). No, seriously, it was the first 

time so it was interesting! But I had a really good sense of what my limit was. No 

real surprises there. 

Pb: Did you have, like, a plan, for example when it came to raising your bid? 

Gn: Naaah… I don’t think that was so important. Much more relevant to establish 

and stick to your budget. (interview)  

 

Note that the idea of “sticking to budget” and/or your “limit” is clearly connected to downplaying elaborate 

strategies when bidding. This cool, collected strategy is in line with the “industrial world of worth” (Boltan-

ski & Thévenot 2006) – a “business as usual” kind of cosmology that is reluctant to haggle or barter over 

prices. While the informants quoted so far give the impression of being well educated in how and why to 

count, many certain buyers in my material have a less time-consuming approach to understanding value, 

bid limits, and what a good price is:  

 

P: But still you had the bank that sets a limit on your bidding?  

V: Yeah, and that was important because I’m not that good at calculating and I 

had just rented housing before. (interview) 

 

Another informant asked for advice from an RA with whom he had previously been in contact:  

 

Oj: And then we had some help from an RA. He suggested that this was an okay 

price; we had used this guy (the RA) when we sold our last apartment. (interview)  

 

Getting help from others, such as bank contacts or real estate agents, somewhat surprisingly (at least to me, 

initially) relate more to being certain than to being uncertain. The two informants quoted above are diver-

gent in many senses: One is part of a household and suggests (elsewhere in the interview) that he strategizes 

and calculates final prices, while other – inexperienced and living alone – stresses that partaking in an 

auction was a new experience. What ties them both to the certain mode, however, is they had strategies in 

place when they started bidding, formed around certainty about value. 
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The “certain mode” display is established by finding the connection between outlook on value and a prac-

tice involving sticking to one’s budget. Taking the certain buyers at their word, one understands how and 

why being/acting “instrumental”, which Weber (1978: 24, 26) describes as calculating and weighing means 

to ends, in fact combines self-interest (the axiom for instrumental action (ibid.)) and the rather laissez-faire 

attitude of many certain buyers. Rather trying to win the auction by any means necessary, many of the 

certain mode displayers can rest in the notion that they have done everything in their power to win; it’s just 

that sometimes others have more means and/or a higher desire to buy the unit at hand. My suggestion 

regarding instrumental action, informed by the analysis above, is that it is possible, for example, that both 

Weber and Walras had in mind the type of certain actor that was just described191. Although starting prices 

on SHM are far from being sticker/fixed prices, this does not mean that final prices are uncertain for all 

actors, or even that auction prices are “strategically uncertain192” (Karpik 2010: 11). Instead, final auction 

prices are accessible, almost “internalized” by the certain buyer, and the certain displayers see them as at 

least enabling predictions (here, calculations) vis-à-vis one’s own subjective evaluation of the unit. In the 

language of economists, prices are generated on the market and are representations of an agreement between 

buyers’ and sellers’ evaluations (Aspers 2011b: 97, cf. Walras 1954). For buyers of the certain persuasion, 

the key to avoiding uncertainty is to downplay the notion that “the human person is a mystery” (Karpik 

2010: 11); i.e. to sidestep the fact that we can never be certain about final prices because we don’t know 

who else is willing to buy or at what price level. Instead, the certain mode displayers readily accept, as one 

informant states above, that “you win some and lose more”; that the limit is really the “end of action”, the 

point the bidder is unwilling to pass (cf. Simmel 2004: 79ff, see also Dewey 1922). Your budget limit 

should be set, as should your strategy, and both predictions are made via calculation. “Voting with one’s 

feet”  (Hirschman 1970: 23) is in fact a general strategy that is rational from this vantage point, it is pointless 

to haggle or bid tactically/strategically— the final price will most often end at 20-30% over the starting 

price at any rate. You either have the ability and will to pay this price or you don’t. This can also be under-

stood in relation to an analysis of market situations in which the certain buyer benefits from their certainty 

about prices: 

 

Ba: My best deal… well, the apartment I bought in early 2009… It was mayhem 

(on the market).. Sellers were crying, or I mean there was no movement on the 

 
191 In these matters I agree with, for example, Orléan’s (2014) thorough criticism of one of neoclassical economics’ fathers, Léon Walras; the cool 

and “detached” actor, acting with “calmness”, portrayed by Walras as very laid-back in all auctions—is at odds with the idea of the cut-throat and 

self-interested instrumental actor one finds in, for example, rational choice theory (Orléan 2014: 70, and see  G. Becker 1976 for an example of 
“pure” rational choice theory). My point here, however, is that Weber might be understood as favoring some types of instrumentalism over others. 

This clearly does not let Weber off the hook, and I do agree that he never really solves the difference between naked self-interest, which seems to 

be the motor in the conflict and struggle in the market (Weber 1978: 636f), and the hardworking and Godfearing Protestant (Weber 2003). I would 
further argue, however, following Barbalet (2008), that Weber’s (2003) image in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism has more to do 

with “economic man” being of the kind described as the certain mode (see also Parson & Smelser 1956), and that the problem with this image vis-

à-vis markets as places of conflict (Weber 1978: ) is that the latter has more to with institutions than actors’ sentiments/motives. Framed in another 
way, Weber’s ideal-type method makes him committed to giving one image of economic man; a task that, in relation to this study, will always 

involve the exaggeration of certain traits over others.   
192 Strategic uncertainty is the “milder form” of uncertainty that Karpik (2010: 11) describes as being found in the reality that exactly what someone 
is willing pay, as well as who this someone is, can never be precisely predicted – or, better, calculated. Karpik ties this type of uncertainty to goods 

such as housing. At the same time this is contradictory, since housing is also seen as tied to risk in the following way: Housing is a good that has 

characteristics that can be “summed up”. The market value or final price of a unit of housings is hence predicable as one can  perform a regression 
of the unit’s variables with price as the dependent variable – i.e.,  hedonic or economic metric modeling, according to Karpik. I will have reason to 

return to Karpik’s verdict on housing as a good in later chapters, but here it suffices to emphasize that some buyers argue that uncertainty around 

final price is small and/or calculable and is hence more risk than uncertainty.   
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market. They (sellers) had to come to terms with lower prices and I really tried to 

push the price down as much as I could! And I was successful: My shameful offer 

(skambud) was ultimately accepted.  (interview) 

 

Pe: I’ve noticed the effect the wrong image can have! I bought an apartment a 

couple of years ago that was completely run down. Nothing in the ad indicated 

that, though.. Not in the starting price and certainly not in the text or pictures. 

There were lots of people at the viewing, but lots of them just looked in and turned 

around in the doorway. It had a crappy floor, was painted in hideous colors, and 

you know, doors stamped with potatoes (potatistryck), dirty toilet, the works… I 

was the only bidder and could really push down the price. Thinking back on it, it 

was really bad judgement on the real estate agent’s part that caused this, all those 

people who came to the viewing, me included! I thought the place was in a certain 

shape, due to the price and pictures, and then it turned out that it was worth much 

less and I really benefitted from that. (interview)  

 

Here is an informant discussing the same type of occurrence: 

Gi: Real estate agents… they’re a species of their own… Recently I attended 

two viewings. At one apartment the guy said ‘well this is an estate (dödsbo) 

so there’s no hurry for the sellers here’. And like what’s up with that? Is he 

trying to encourage bidding or what? And then at the other place, the real es-

tate agent was just going on and on, and I overheard him saying to other at-

tendees that the owners had just bought a new place and had already moved 

in there so, like, this is great for you as a buyer… Smart! (interview) 

 

A couple of things need to be noted here: (i) In other exchange markets, such as a stock market, the type of 

information some informants speak of would fall under “insider information”. But in the unregulated envi-

ronment of SHM this type of information “floats around”, and certain actors will do wise in trying to find 

as much of it as possible and act on it. My interpretation is thus that the elements of criticism (“real estate 

agents…they’re a species of their own”) directed at a role and profession tell us more if they are understood 

as a first-order causal account (Tilly 2006)—an explanation of what happened and why. They point to the 

causes behind making a good deal more than they excuse actions or primarily criticize. This can also be 

framed as saying something about the market and housing a good. While especially art markets are found 

to be markets where price and pricing is “scripted” and follow for example who’s art is being sold (Velthuis 

2005: 124f), SHM, at least from the buyers horizon, comes across as another type of market, where buyers 

can and do take issue with pricing, but the (often to low) starting prices are at least the same regardless of 

what type unit that is auctioned off. Again, I would therefore explain this as a type of market where the 

characteristics, or standards, of the unit is what matter most when it comes to pricing. (ii) Another thing to 

note is that the important “situation-ness” of the knowledge, or the finding of “bounded rationality” (Simon 

1957), clearest in the first quote. Both in the fall of 2018 and in 2008-09 (which the informant Ba talks 

about above), the market, especially for housing associations, took a nosedive. Final prices then generally 

rose slightly, or even ended up below starting price. Hence, knowledge needs to be updated and/or ration-

ality needs to be bounded in an accurate way if one is to be precise in predictions about final prices. (iii) 

From an analytical perspective it is also important to note, in contrast to previous certain buyers quoted, 

that here we find a justification from the market world of worth (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 194); i.e. the 
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primary motivation is to get the lowest possible price. Although the justifications are veiled in the language 

of criticism, the actions taken were motivated by self-interest in the form of making the best possible deal. 

This suggests that some certain buyers do use instrumental practices, in a more tactical/strategic manner 

and cunningly – a type of selfish action that is more often associated with being “rational” (see for example 

G. Becker 1976). Even though I have fewer examples in my material of the more obviously self-interested 

instrumental actions, there is clearly saturation when it comes to this type of practice. Below I give some 

examples, and note the clear “mode signifiers” of the certain buyer:   

 

Ld: I mean I don’t talk about it that much, but I think quite a lot about how to do 

it the best way (when bidding). It’s big money! I can’t say that I’ve completely 

perfected my strategy yet, but I’m getting there. Housing is such a large part of 

our cost every month, so it make sense to think about really in depth. 

P: I agree, really… but would you care to share some insight, then… What works 

and what doesn’t? 

Ld: I’d be a fool to tell you, right… No but it’s like thinking about the amounts 

and such… Really try to get good solid information about the seller, positions, 

and so on. (interview, my emphasis)  

 

This informant wasn’t eager to come clean about how she actually proceeds when bidding, but it is clear 

that the importance of housing creates a willingness to have a set strategy before entering an auction. Others 

are more frank, and are willing to describe their actual strategy: 

 

Oj: It’s a poker game; you have to outsmart the others and break ’em.  

P: So outsmart… how does that work? 

Oj: Test them! Fish first, bid low, and then go in for the kill, really raise high. 

(interview, my emphasis) 

 

The argument that is visible in this reply (translatable to advice) is to “go all in”. This is tied to a basic 

belief that auctions are power struggles, or games in which the “fittest survive”, here meaning that the one 

who is willing and able to pay the most will win. Strength is shown by making big raises, and thus the poker 

analogy seems apt. Another tactic can be said to be “nice and easy bidding”. By modestly raising your bid, 

you hope to wear down your opponents: 

 

On: You know, my husband and I think the same way when it comes to bidding. 

You can’t get too involved. You have your limit, and then you try to make modest 

raises each round. You often – at least I feel like – you can sense when people 

are about to drop out at certain stages. So, you should be prepared that going just 

slightly over your budget, maybe that can give you an edge. I mean, maybe I’m 

contradicting myself here? But I just mean don’t set the limit at, like, even num-

bers; like if you’re prepared to pay three million you should consider how much 

higher you can really go… Maybe like 50,000 or something can make a huge 

difference, give you an advantage. (interview, my emphasis)  

  

As seen, some of those who display the certain mode favor a practice of either trying to shock one’s oppo-

nents or wear them down. Both strategies are possible as SHM is an “English auction”, which Smith (1989: 

16ff) defines as a “multi-bid vocal [auction]” in which buyers can choose how much to raise and how 

many/few times to bid. Both strategies are furthermore tied to those who approach the question of value 
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from a risk perspective; i.e., try to calculate finial prices.193 But this is where the intra-mode similarities 

among the certain buyers end; some of them, as we have just seen, are really cut-throat. Their primary goal 

is to buy at the best price, and although the justifications are rather well-cloaked here, they are again from 

the market world of worth. Strategy is influenced by the idea that that both one’s subjective valuation and 

one’s limit should be concealed from others as long as possible, or that one should use brute force to scare 

others off. However, there is also a pragmatic stance in one quote above: the advice to be somewhat flexible 

with one’s limits. This clearly makes sense, and suggests a “mild” form of instrumental action. In fact, the 

pragmatic and mild standpoint, visible in the last quote above, makes it clear that those who primarily 

calculate in order to get the best possible price in fact see this motivation as the goal rather than a set end 

(as the limit/budget proponents above did). So, while some certain mode displayers, those of the “Walrasian 

kind”, tie a practice to a certain form of definite end, other seasoned buyers display a mode/motivation 

whereby calculating is just one means; being strategic or tactical in bidding and preying on the situation are 

equally valuable for reaching the goal—buying as cheaply as possible. It could be argued, however, that it 

is problematic that justifications from two different worlds of worth occur in the same mode display and/or 

that a cut-throat, cunning strategy and a laid-back attitude toward bidding in the auction are placed in same 

mode display. As mentioned above, this also relates to a critique of both neoclassical economics in Walras’s 

form (see Orléan 2014) and even to the sociological ideas of Max Weber (see for example Barbalet 2008; 

Oakes 2003, cf. Joas & Knöbl 2009: 95194). According to critics, Walras and Weber, who differ in many 

ways, both fail to deliver a clear-cut reason as to why the laidback attitude is dominant in their theorizing 

of actors. This is a problem for Walras and Weber since it is an empirical fact that buyers, across space and 

time, tend to strive to make as good a deal as possible (see for example Geertz 1978), i.e. far from being 

laidback but instead engaged in struggle or conflict in their attempt to maximize gains. My point here, 

however, is that the certain mode can and will make a seamless transition from understanding and being 

certain about market value to identifying the possibility to make a good deal. Hints of this transition can be 

 
193 It is worth noting that another well-known strategy, “sniping”, clearly associated with instrumentalism and the profit seeker in auctions, is 
missing in action in my material. Sniping is built on the idea that you try to avoid bidding as long as possible and then, at the last possible instance, 

jump into the bidding and win the auction. This technique is well known from Internet auctions, a context in which it is called “auction sniping”. 
Online auction sites are quite aware of the problem, and often deploy various kinds of protection against this behavior. Auctions on SHM, however, 

in contrast to many internet auctions, are not limited in time and it is up to the real estate agent to decide how long a potential bidder is allowed to 

be in the loop. The auction will go on as long as the seller wishes, and it is really up to the agent’s morals/sense of good practice to put their foot 
down on sniping. Online one can find ample evidence of sniping for housing. For example: “I’ve had the strategy a few times to wait until there’s 

only one person in the bidding. Whether it’s smart or not I don’t know, but it’s nice to not have an RA on the phone for a whole day. He only 

needed to call once: It got too out of hand, or maybe a couple of times the price was still appropriate. I also get free market information about what 
the object is going for. However, it can’t be used many times because real estate agents tend to get a bit irritated after a few attempts of this sort” 

(https://www.flashback.org/t360183, my translation). The thread goes on, and “Great Cthulhu” responds: “I’ve had the experience that RAs refused 

to let me participate in the bidding when I tried this [sniping]. Obviously, it's the best strategy, raising by 0 instead of 10,000 until people get tired” 
(https://www.flashback.org/t360183, my translation, my emphasis). Given that I suggested above that unregulated features amount to problems for 

buyers on SHM, it is telling that sniping is missing in my material. It is an example of a type of action that benefits buyers, yet it does not appear 

to be very common. It could be the case that real estate agents are successful at upholding good practice, but it is just as likely that skillful buyers, 
who for example use sniping in other online auctions, realize that there will seldom be room to wait and see replies to real estate agents; i.e., that 

the auction on SHM has such a quick and frantic pace that it is of no use to try to stall and “con” others. 
194 Joas & Knöbl (2009: 95ff) discuss rational choice theory as “neo-utilitarianism” since this line of thought is in one sense tied intellectually to 
that of the utilitarian, for example neoclassical economists such as Walras. On the other hand, neo-utilitarians rather speak of “individual social 

theory” and work on the basic assumption that “actors pursue ends (selfish, altruistic etc.)” (ibid.). My suggestion is then that for example rational 

choice theory always carry an internal confusion about the nature of self-interest. However, many rational choice theorists are quite aware of this 
potential confusion and actively strive to remedy it (see for example Boudon 2017). While it clearly is beyond the scope of this chapter to evaluate 

different branches of rational choice theory! It is relevant to point out that almost all of these divergent branches either expand the concept of 

rationality to be so wide that pretty much covers everything, and hence explain nothing. Or, claim that although irrational action do exist, it is more 
often the case that what is perceived as irrational in fact exist if one just digs deep enough. These lines of though sometimes evoke Weber’s writing, 

and for example ties to fix his discussions about instrumental action into a more coherent ideal type, but overall my suggestion is that these efforts 

fails in taking Weber emphasis on practice-doings into account.    

https://www.flashback.org/t360183
https://www.flashback.org/t360183


 152 

found above in relation to instances in which the market situation enabled practices that benefitted the 

buyer, but they are also found in the last quote above. Rather than confirming the informant’s concern that 

she is “contradicting” herself in the last quote above, my suggestion is that she is pragmatic and cunning in 

her willingness to use her certainty about value and the way others bid/limit their bids. Formulated in rela-

tion to the “problem” with previous accounts of instrumental action — Weber (1978), for example, is un-

clear about what is value-rational and what is instrumental action, ideal typically speaking (see Oakes 

2003). This is then a problem for Weber’s general sociology, but Weber do provide clear-cut instructions 

that inform us that it is not a paradox that some certain actors stress keeping to the budget line while others 

are fierce in their tactics. Acts and action will always differ and the issue here is whether buyers have one 

ideal typical mode or if several modes is a better explanation. My partial suggestion here is that there are 

“submodes” in the certain display. Formulated in another way, calculation is the bottom-line practice in the 

certain mode, and in one sense it is the actor him or herself who best knows how financial prices relate to 

goals, ends, cost, benefit, and value(s) (Hirschman 2013: 195ff195). Alas, like the last-quoted informant 

suggests, it makes sense to think long and hard about where one’s upper limit for bids should be placed: 

Might a relatively modest raise advance the likelihood of winning? In other words, the certain mode display 

is flexible or reflexive in relation to the situation on the market and the mode display is part subjective and 

part situational. Compare it to a story that shows the transformation from being uncertain and surprised to 

being certain of what to do in order to win the auction for housing. Note also how the reoccurring issue of 

overbidding is discussed: 

  

Zn: The two auctions I’ve participated in were the same. The apartments were 

similar, similar starting price. I sort of knew how much I could pay. And both 

times it went beyond my limit (laughs). 

PB: Okay. What made you win the second auction then?  

Zn: Going over my limit more, and then begging at the bank (laughs). The first 

time I was really astounded by the final bid, and the second time I was ready and 

also realized… well, you get a mortgage approval but it’s still a negotiation… I 

managed to secure more money, basically. 

Pb: So you described the two apartments as similar. Did you, like, set the same 

limit before the bidding commenced; for yourself, I mean?  

Zn: Yeah yeah, it wasn’t my attitude about the value of the places that changed 

for me but rather the realization that I needed to go higher! Still, it didn’t feel 

really great when I won… Sort of a nagging feeling that I’d gone too high or… 

raised too much. (interview)  

 

There are clearly signs of this buyer having second thoughts about whether everything was done correctly, 

and there appears to have been an inconsistency regarding the limits when bidding. This is much like the 

uncertain mode display in that it is the auction bidding that seems to be the cause of concern. However, my 

 
195 Hirschman is informative here, in that he speaks of “interest” related to two “elements” in action. One element is the “self-centeredness”, 
arguably what we found in some justifications and even clearer in talk of strategies when bidding. The other element is according to Hirschman 

(2013: 196) “rational calculation” that is the unifying glue in all of what the certain have said in this mode display. The difference again that some 

carry this calculation further into actual bidding (or avoidance of placing a bid). Hirschman then goes on to say that “calculation could be considered 
the dominant or fundamental element: once action is supposed to be informed only by careful estimation of cost and benefit, with most weight 

necessarily being given to those that are better known and more quantifiable, it tends to become self-referential by virtue of the simple fact that 

each person is best informed about his or her own desires, satisfactions, disappointments and sufferings” (Hirschman 2013: 197).    
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suggestion is that the informant quoted here speaks directly of the difference between a subjective, pre-

formed evaluation and the final price, which is only reachable through an auction. Alas, firstly, it is analyt-

ically tied to the certain mode. Secondly, this is a story of becoming bounded or grounded in rationality—

the informant has begun to come to terms with Simmel’s (2004) idea that value is only established in the 

sense that final prices are reached on SHM. It is not until one discovers how badly (or not) others desire a 

scarce good that one realizes what it takes (in monetary terms) to buy and own it, knowledge that the more 

laid-back Walrasian certain mode displayer took for granted. With only one expectation from earlier (the 

critical certain buyer, Vu), the only deviance from all the previously quoted certain buyers is this inform-

ant’s self-doubt (the “nagging feeling that I’d gone too high or…raised too much”). However, several in-

formants are even more straightforward when it comes to overbidding. Note the frank suggestion in the 

following quote regarding limits and how and why they were left behind: 

 

Ai: The strategy was… well… The house had been on the market for a while; it 

was seriously the first house we’d even discussed (buying), which meant that we 

went in with an attitude of “we’ll set the limit here” (makes air quotes) and if we 

get it we get it… and that was really easy to say until the counterbids started 

dropping in… and when we finally reached our  – I was the driving force behind 

going over our budget, of course… It's some type of competitive streak that you 

get caught in, and after all it’s not really your own money… It’s a process where 

very big money is transformed into very small money in interest, so to say. It 

becomes a “boiling-frog effect”… you sit and argue in the way of ‘I can save 

another 50 crowns a month, can’t I…? Because that’s level where it eventually 

ends up. (interview, my emphasis) 

 

I hold that even this overbidder is of the certain type, but he is clearly interesting due to his direct admission 

that he himself is responsible for violating the idea of limits, indicating that he is “irrational” in that winning 

the competition becomes more important than paying the right price. Several questions can arise from 

quotes like this one. But I will refrain from going further into a deep theorizing and simply suggest that 

even this quote is an example of a certain mode display. This is based on the informant’s “double-barreled 

justification”— even though bidding on housing (a house in this case) is something new to him, he and his 

partner had a limit. They did go over this limit, however, providing grounds for giving an excuse/rational-

ization/justification. Yet, instead of turning to self-doubt, criticizing SHM’s auction system, justifying an 

alternative world of worth, or the like, the informant starts explaining how overbidding can be understood 

(“boiling-frog effect”), i.e. providing a first-order causal story about what overbidding entails and why it is 

justified. What I want to add from my sociological angle is that overbidding also should be understood as 

partly stemming from the lack of both formal and informal rules and regulations.   

 Summary  

 

In this chapter, two modes have been formed in analysis: uncertain and certain. These modes were estab-

lished by finding the overlap between justifications and practices. Both types of mode displays singled out 



 154 

one relation, attitude/outlook, and motivation regarding value on housing in the auction. This sense of value 

can hence be tied to a primary motivation (just like in Chapter 5) as well as to a distinct practice when it 

comes to bidding (similar to what was found in Chapter 6). However, since justifications are sometimes 

weak and practices are sometimes missing, it is only in the combination of justifications and practices that 

the uncertain and the certain mode displays can be analytically established. Certain buyers are separable 

into two submodes: (1) those who act and justify in a laid-back and relaxed manner, allowing calculations 

of units’ values to be the limit of their bids. This submode, displaying the practice of calculation, gives a 

sense of all types of value easily; for example, equating subjective value with market price, which further-

more, almost automatically, provides a limit for the bidding, or budget line, that should never be exceeded. 

(2) The other submode of the certain kind is in many ways more clear-cut and analytically homogeneous 

in its use of calculation as a means to the end and cunning strategies when bidding, both of these used in 

order to buy at the best possible price. The certain mode display is thus unified in the outlook on calculation 

as a mean. Getting the best price is furthermore a primary motivation; it is just the practices and attitudes 

that slightly diverge between the submodes. In comparison, the uncertain mode display is less diverse, the 

unifying element in the display being the criticism found in justification, paired with the suggestion that the 

practice of strategy was of little, or no, importance. The bottom-line primary motivation is a desire to own 

housing. However, since buyers have diverse bundles of motivations the primary motivation can be, and is, 

weaker among the uncertain mode displayers. Criticism of the auction process, of oneself, and of acting 

with a plan and the like thus serves as a safety net, enabling a critical attitude and justifications of different 

sorts. One clarifying and initially surprising element among the uncertain displayers is that these buyers are 

in fact often quite apt at calculation and understanding the value of a unit of housing, but these actions 

matter little as the auction itself has a way of setting prices that works according to fast and somewhat 

erratic processes in which going over budget is the norm. This element helps to ground the chapter’s con-

clusion regarding the importance of the auction situation over individual motivations (and actions related 

to them). Another related unexpected finding, given that “certain” in fact suggests the opposite, is that in 

my material certain buyers also overbid/discard their budget line. It was less surprising to find overbidding 

in the uncertain mode display, but my suggestion is that in both mode displays overbidding follows an 

outlook on value and the lack of formal and informal rules (and thus is not an alternate mode display). 

Either way, the bond between overbidders is interesting: Regardless of mode display, they argued that 

overbidding is a justifiable way and practice that is ultimately the only option for actually being able to buy 

housing.  
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Chapter 8: Sellers’ motivations, justifications, and 
rationalizations for selling housing 

 

The study now switches focus from buyers to sellers. Stories from informants, expressed in interviews, 

about why they sold and how they themselves acted when selling their homes are gathered below. The 

sellers’ subjective – their own – narratives, often deliver several motivations in relation to the sale. Yet, the 

assumption here is that their words and sentences offer a way to understand and explain one motivation as 

being more stressed, or primary. The stressed motivation, and the justification of this particular motivation, 

enable the establishment of what mode the sellers are in, thus bringing us closer to an explanation of sellers 

on SHM.  

The practical mode 

Many of the informants in my material stress the importance of practical aspects in their reason for selling 

their housing. Some examples of practical aspects mentioned are the need for more space, the need for less 

space, better layout, closeness to public transportation, and closeness to good schools. In the quote below, 

an informant who has sold housing talks about the most recent sale: 

 

Jh: Like I said, having to move to get more space is the main thing, and when you 

ask about selling I sort of think that was just a natural step. I mean, if you own, 

like we did at the time, you have to sell, right? You need the money, to fix eve-

rything with the mortgage, you know. (interview) 

 

This informant clearly states that getting more space is the main cause of and reason for selling. Even 

though other reasons are also mentioned, such as “fix everything with the mortgage”, this first-order causal 

account (Tilly 2006) grades, or orders, motivations in that getting more practicality, in the form of more 

space, is the primary cause of selling. The primary motivation is also paired with a justification that in this 

case singles out the same cause aspect, which makes it possible to establish that this informant displays the 

“practical mode”. The informant hands us a story in which the sale is justified, since the quest for more 

practicality is subjectively valued and accepted as legitimate by others, a direct tie to the “industrial world 

of worth” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 120ff; 204), in which the home should be evaluated based on how 

functional it is, its utility, and how rational it is.  

 

The economic aspects expressed in the quote, “need the money” and “fix everything with the mortgage”, 

are reasons and motivations that are framed in relation to practicality. Needing money becomes a way to 

describe money as pure means and medium—a way to move up the housing ladder and get more space, 
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which in turn is the real goal, according to the informant. The seller thus frames money and economic value 

as being strictly from the industrial world of worth, in which utility is the best and most efficient way for 

all actors to understand prices of housing (ibid., cf. Walras 1954). Describing money as a medium and 

means is in one sense a given, as the majority of owners of housing on SHM have to sell to facilitate buying 

a new home, regardless of what qualities they desire (such as more practical accommodations). In the quote 

below, we encounter another informant who discusses his different motivations. This seller, who elsewhere 

in the interview has expressed a need for more space and a desire for more practicality, describes a moti-

vation that is one part of a tipping point, and it is thus the coinciding of a new unit having more space and 

a location close to a good school that is the main reason for selling:  

 

Xc: This was an ongoing discussion between my wife and me; we weren’t happy 

with the school our first (child) was going to. When our second was about to start 

school we felt like, you know, there’s all this with the free school choice (fria 

skolvalet); don’t know if you’re aware? But in reality, the distance to the school 

is everything. You have to move to secure a spot… So we finally did that, found 

a new place and sold. Combined with wanting something bigger and not in need 

of so much renovation! (…) things aligned, so we bought new and sold the old 

place. (interview) 

 

In the quote above, all the motivations are tied to a justification that is mostly a first-order account of 

causality (i.e., Tilly 2006). The cause, however, is one that is visible in the informant’s own word, “align”, 

as it describes how desires come together in a new home. Simply put, the seller sells when the opportunity 

emerges to buy a unit of housing in the right location that is more spacious. The point I want to make is 

therefore that practical mode displayers can and will stress their practical handling of several motivations. 

Earlier it was practicality and economic aspects, while here it is practicality and a good school; in both 

cases, however, practicality is there in the bundle of motivations, and it is furthermore the practical and 

pragmatic act of juggling motivations that makes this one mode display. Below I continue with sellers who 

adapt their behavior in order to get what they want. 

The market-adapter mode  

For many Swedes in general and Stockholm residents in particular, housing is their most valuable financial 

asset, and selling housing is thus one crucial part of housing owners’ private economy. It is therefore not at 

all strange that some sellers in my material mention economic aspects as the sole reason that explains why 

they sold housing:  

Zc: I bought that apartment with one intention: to make money. I didn’t even live 

there. I sold it as soon as it was built. (interview) 

 

While the informant starts in a buyer role, the quote is relevant as an explanator of the primary motivation 

from a seller’s perspective. It is obvious that making a profit is the primary driving force and end/goal; i.e., 

not a means but an end that comes across as justifying all means (cf. Weber 1978: 24). However, the value 

in making a profit is in fact so obvious that the informant finds little reason to give any direct justification 



 157 

for wanting to sell. Keeping in mind the taken-for-granted aspect in making money, we can now turn to an 

example in which the motivation to make money is more woven into the account of why and how the 

informant sold. This example furthermore includes a justification and is therefore much more of a mode 

display. Note how the informant below, when explaining different types of values and/or worth in the home 

she sold, skillfully relates them to one another:  

 

Ku: It’s not like their (the children’s) drawings and lines on the walls add value... 

(laughs) but it can be fixed. It’s easily removed. But a lot of choices on the walls, 

wallpaper and such... They mean something to me. I remember how we discussed 

and argued over colors and patterns. That’s valuable in some way. And when I 

think about, say, the children’s drawings, they’re valuable in almost the same 

way. Over time you see what they’ve done and how they evolved as well. 

Wouldn’t dream of keeping them there when selling, though. (interview)  

 

In this quote the motivation to make a profit is not obvious as a primary motivation. In light of the whole 

interview, however, in which the informant also states that she wanted to sell at the highest possible price, 

it becomes more evident. Saying “wouldn’t dream of keeping them there when selling” shows primary 

motivation, albeit in an indirect way. The informant also provides a justification that furthers an under-

standing of this as a mode display. The justification shows that some things in a home, which indeed are 

subjective and personal values, are commensurable into market worth and can be measured in price (Kopy-

toff 1986: 69; see also Espeland & Stevens 1998). The aspects, or things, that can make this journey from 

a subjective sense of value to an external and objective one (in the quote, wallpaper and color) are the values 

that matter and are legitimate in the market and thus also for this informant, being in the role of seller. 

Hence, this is a good example of a justification that appeals to the “market world of worth” in its justifica-

tion of keeping some subjective aspects and removing others, to conform or adapt to the objective and 

external market and present a good that is “detached” from the seller (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 261, 

263). The “market-adapter” mode label is thus fitting. The way the informant adapts is partly to be under-

stood as what McCracken (1988: 87) calls “divestment”. However, the main reason why this seller removes 

certain subjective valuables and keeps others in the home for sale is a desire to adapt to the market; it is not 

a divestment out of a fear of someone else buying and ending up living in the seller’s home (as McCraken 

suggests), but rather a skillful and pragmatic way of catering to the market.  

 

The market-adapter displayers have most often been very frank in their explanations of how and why they 

conform to the market. The skillful, pragmatic way of the adapters is also often combined with a sting of 

irony and sarcasm. Note how the informant below somewhat ridicules the market aesthetics followed as a 

seller:  

Li: I made sure to make it bright & fresh. I mean, the typical white walls and 

removing stuff (giggles).  

P: So you’re giggling a bit here (I giggle as well) ... was this important or not, the 

way the place looked when you sold? 

Li: Yes yes, It’s just like, when I think about it... What I like or what my partner 

likes is unimportant when selling, it’s about what others want. (interview)  
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The informant in this quote, like the market adapters we met above, confirms the “market world of worth” 

as good and valuable (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006 261; 263). Note, however, how the informant detaches 

oneself from what was actually done; i.e., through irony and sarcasm, a mild form of criticism and/or the 

signal of an attitude that is above and beyond a taste that is very bland and common on SHM. The “market 

world of worth”, which already from the beginning stands out in its principle of value being detached from 

the person (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 262f), here becomes even further removed from the actual seller. 

The giggling during the interview in fact indicates a subtle excusing of the fact that a way of being a seller 

has been followed, which the informant privately and subjectively finds slightly ridiculous. To be clear, 

this is justification as an excuse (see Mills 1940; Scott & Lyman 1968) – something needs to be explained 

away. Yet, contrary to the mix of pragmatism and critical theory one finds in the idea of justification as an 

excuse in especially Mills (1940), here the informant is both willing and able to be reflexive and ironic, 

indicating that somewhere deep down it not all that hard to adapt to something “silly” when the ultimate 

end (and starting motive) is to sell at the highest possible price. This point can also be made in relation to 

the notion of performativity which is prevalent in housing research (see for example S. Smith et al, 2006, 

Munro &. S. Smith 2008). The market adapter mode takes no issue in separating oneself and the home from 

the market good housing. How the markets works is taken for granted and the skill and ease that these 

displayers adapt is rather stunning. From these market adapters, I now move on to sellers who report having 

been forced to sell.  

The forced mode among sellers 

Some actors refer to SHM as a housing ladder, and describe their movement on this ladder as mostly going 

upward (cf. Clapham 2005). However, housing is a piece of everyday life in which there are a number of 

events that can cause what these informants refer to as a need to move; and this need can just as well bring 

about a downward movement on the ladder Sellers refer to a cause, something pushing them to move, a 

readily acceptable explanation of a force behind selling: 

   

Id: Why did I sell? Divorce… moving on, next question! (laughs) No, but selling 

was a real hassle (…). We really had to stay in our old house for a while after the 

break-up. But then we were able to sell. It was hard to agree on that, though, like 

with the kids, and if one of us could afford to keep the house, if he or I really 

wanted to keep the house, the cost of a new place... sad, sad, but finally it worked 

out. (interview) 

 

The seller in the quote above can be understood as having to deal with an external event. Although one 

could argue, for example, that divorce is an internal decision (within the household), it is undeniably this 

event that is the cause of selling in the quote above, and is therefore a first-order causal account (Tilly 

2006). While the cause is clear the primary motivation is somewhat more hidden, but given that this is a 

story, the conclusion can be drawn that getting a roof over the heads of those who will form the new house-

holds is primary. Even if the quote is short, we also get a sense of several other motivations, such as “[could] 
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one of us…afford to keep the house[?]” and “the cost of a new place”, both of which indicate that owning 

housing is somehow in the informant’s frame of mind. Looking more closely at the justification aspect, one 

realizes that the primary motivation is in fact of a distinct kind: It is owning a new home/having a roof over 

the heads of the new households’ members that is central. The justification is best understood as an excuse 

(Scott & Lyman 1968), even though there is a well-hidden argument for owning and having a housing 

career. For example, one could confront this seller by asking “why not rent housing?”, and then realize that 

the position within the market as owner makes this seller defend the taken-for-granted attitude of naturally 

wanting to stay in this role, thus making this an example of a why question being replied to with a “vocab-

ulary of motives” (Mills 1940; see also Martin 2011:14n.13). The mode label “forced” takes the informant’s 

own words as the guiding light when it comes to naming the display, but the essence of the justification is 

in fact primarily an excuse that the informant delivers in a telling, matter-of-fact tone. Alas, when one has 

entered the market as a housing buyer, as all the sellers discussed in this chapter have, one can expect a 

taken-for-granted assumption that one desire in the bundle of motivations is to remain a housing owner. I 

now turn to the fourth and final mode in this chapter.  

The critical-homeowner mode 

The informant below tells a story that involves a mode display, yet most of his motivations and justifications 

are more hidden than has been the case previously in this chapter. Note how the sentiment in this quote is 

in many ways pure attitude. What makes it nonetheless a mode display is the way the seller sticks to his 

guns; selling in the style he values becomes a cause in itself:   

 

Sh: I painted it all. No one is going to appreciate that in the way that I do; maybe 

with the exception of my wife, but judging from her comments I don’t think she 

values it as greatly as I do... I’m joking a bit, but it still makes me feel like that’s 

my work. I don’t care if some buyer or RA thinks everything should be white—

screw you, this is what I like and I did it myself. It’s precious to me. (interview) 

 

What stands out in the quote above is the direct criticism of the market (and potentially even of significant 

others such as the informant’s wife) in their failure to appreciate the value in his do-it-yourself renovation 

work. The informant could be questioned as to whether this is really what he did when selling, whether and 

how one can really afford to be obstinate when selling such an economically important good, whether it is 

stubbornness or lack of knowledge that served as his grounds for not adapting, or whether this is just pure 

criticism in order to sooth his mind, perhaps after receiving a low final price? Be that as it may, the point 

of a mode analysis is the justification that underlies the motivation to sell in a subjectively valued style/aes-

thetic. The criticism part of the justification could be understood as being merely a safety valve, a way to 

vent one’s disappointment with how SHM evaluates housing. A more telling conclusion, however, is that 

the criticism is tied to subjective value and thus justifies selling in a non-conforming way. In fact, it is much 

easier to understand and spot worlds of worth in instances, such as the one in the quote, when an actor 

objects to how others evaluate housing and thereby objects towards the to the “market world of worth”: 
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“not everything can be bought” (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 244). While the personal appeal is a bit more 

hazy, it does tie in with the “domestic world of worth” in that what cannot be bought – or at least what is 

priced incorrectly – is value that is produced in and by the owner of the home (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006: 

90ff). What matters most is that it is justification as both criticism and justifiable action simultaneously (cf. 

Dequech 2008). From the action stern, then, it is as if selling one’s home in the style one has personally 

created is a “quiet rebellion” against a market aesthetic and/or the way others/the market evaluates things. 

A way to further understand the connection between criticism of the market and being a non-conforming 

housing seller on SHM can be found in the quote below. Note how the informant expresses criticism in a 

direct fashion similar to how it was done above, but also that here it is more about buyers’ intersubjective 

skills than it is about their failure to evaluate the owner’s work: 

  

Bå: The price (pauses)yeah, that was like a disappointment, really. I ended up 

having to sell anyway; the new place was already bought. 

PB: Hmm… but when you say disappointed, did that, or… disappointed in what 

sense, or different senses? 

Bå: When you sell you’re told, like, an approximate final price, and I have plenty 

to say about how real estate agents work with these figures! (…) But in my case 

it was more like, why didn’t buyers appreciate it, for example the view – it was a 

beautiful place! I also, like, had really worked hard to prepare everything before 

the marketing, even painted some things before the showing , I mean… I truly 

believe that people got it wrong! (interview)  

 

Overall, this interview reveals a bundle of motivations, and in the quote above the informant gives a causal 

story in which the situation of having already bought a new home is used to excuse the fact that they sold 

at a price they find not to be appropriate. However, looking only at the justification as a way to establish 

the primary motivation leads us away from the actual tone of direct criticism in the quote. It is the “disap-

pointment” with others (buyers) that is the important link. In the quote, it is the view not being valued as 

highly by potential buyers as it was by the former owner that is mentioned as part of the problem, rather 

than solely the fact that the seller’s own renovation work is undervalued (as was the case in an earlier 

quote). The core justification, however, is one and the same—others get it wrong when it comes to value. 

Sellers thus provide a sociological version of the well-known behavioral economic finding of an “endow-

ment effect”, whereby owning is empirically verified to increase the value for the owner him- or herself 

(Kahneman 2011: 293). The “critical-homeowner” mode label is warranted in and by the rather obvious 

criticism here, which furthermore reflects opposition to the market world of worth. There are traces of 

believing something has not been priced  correctly in the market – thus a tie to the subjective, private, and 

domestic sphere – suggesting the home part of the label. Finally, the owner part of the label is tied to the 

endowment effect, making displayers of this mode stick to the subjective value of the home no matter what.  
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Summary 

In this first empirical chapter about sellers, four modes have been identified: practical, market-adapter, 

forced, and critical-homeowner. While the sellers’ motivations are often plenty, in the analysis one of these 

motivations in each mode has been found to stand out and thus to be primary – an order of motivations that 

has furthermore been verified through justification. The various sellers have told stories including motiva-

tions/justifications that tell us something more than solely explaining the seller role: acquiring the means 

to get more space or other practicalities, adapting to the market in order to sell at the highest possible price, 

being forced to sell due to events that are perceived as being out of the actor’s hands, and claiming to sell 

outside the market’s taste since others get the evaluation wrong. All these different justifications enable the 

establishment of a mode. For the practical and the market-adapter mode displays, there is a direct link 

between a self-reported cause as the primary motivation and the legitimate/justifiable course of action as a 

seller. In the forced mode display, the singling out of a cause is in fact a well-cloaked attempt to excuse a 

desire to continue owning housing. The critical-homeowner mode is distinct in another sense, with causes 

and motivations played down in relation to the importance of criticizing others’ (primarily the market’s) 

inability to appreciate the value the seller finds in the home for sale. 

 

For most housing owners in Stockholm, selling one’s home is a very important financial event. It is there-

fore not at all surprising that a unifying feature in this chapter has been that the sellers have all been shown 

to address the market and economic aspects of selling housing in their bouquet of motivations. The four 

modes can hence be seen as four different ways to deal with an important private-household economic 

event. Yet, as also shown in this chapter, even the most instrumental sellers – those who display a market-

adapter mode – are similar to especially the practical mode displayers in their portrayal of SHM as a housing 

ladder and/or housing career. While profit is an end for some and a means for others, in both cases it is in 

relation to housing that it matters. The possibility to get a better location, a bigger place, or higher status, 

to be able to get on the waiting list for an attractive school, and the like are what becomes accessible, rather 

than simply selling one’s home and “cashing out”. This can be used as a partial answer to one of the ques-

tions posed in the introduction—why owners do not sell more housing on SHM—given the rapidly ascend-

ing housing prices; one reason is that the sellers are caught in a “chain of opportunities” (White 1970, cf. 

Clapham 2005). Something has to be available for it to make sense to sell one’s current home. Given that 

the home needs to be replaced and that financial success matters primarily in relation to what one can get 

in the new home, the low supply of housing creates a very narrow, steep housing ladder.  
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 Chapter 9: Sellers’ modes when selling housing 

 

The material in this final empirical chapter comes from interviews with informants who have sold housing 

and from observations of housing for sale. Based on this material I analyze what sellers do when they sell: 

their acts, practices, and justifications/motivations. The modes reached through analysis are assumed to be 

two sides of the same coin: What sellers do (or do not do) to their homes for sale are mode displays, under-

stood as practices, and the materiality and experience of homes for sale serve as the analytical mirror image 

of these practices when selling. What sellers do, and the result of what they do, are thus assumed to be 

“takes on culture” ( see Chapter 3) regarding what it means to be a seller of housing on SHM.As in all the 

empirical chapters, the objective here is to find differences and similarities among the informants’ motiva-

tions/justifications and practices. Given that the aesthetic style on SHM is rather monotonous, the chapter 

centers on understanding the reasons for blending into the market’s overall style (potentially divergent 

among sellers); i.e., more concerning how sellers tackle the culture on SHM than about sellers inventing a 

subculture or style there. This chapter is also aimed at understanding and explaining what it feels like to be 

the seller of an auction good, asking questions such as: What is the value of the home? Do others appreciate 

it the same way as the seller does? Can the final price be influenced, and if so, to what degree? The intention 

is thus that readers without theoretical interest can bracket the theoretical apparatus and read the chapter as 

an account of divergent ways to assess value in housing, and of what people do when they present their 

homes for sale and what this experience is like. 

 

The culture of SHM 

In one sense, what sellers do when selling on SHM is straightforward. They arrange things so that their unit 

of housing can be looked at, online and/or physically, and the result of their efforts can be understood as a 

material aspect of SHM’s culture and actual supply of housing at any given time. One can also say that 

what sellers do when marketing and selling their homes – their practice (or practices) – is directly tied to 

how the home is perceived and experienced by anyone who looks at or visits the home. This means that the 

culture of SHM, from the seller’s perspective, is understood as two related aspects: What you as a seller do 

to the home, and the experience quality that the home for sale gives off in its materiality and ambience. 

Hence, and while seller is but one of many roles in any culture, such as a market, sellers are subject to more 

requirements and constraints than other roles or parties on SHM are. For example, while anyone can look 

at housing ads online and attend viewings of housing, it is the seller who has the clear responsibility to “put 

on the show”, distinct from window shopping and merely looking at housing. Sellers are involved in an 



 163 

often time- and effort-consuming event that relates directly to their private finances, an event that further-

more is carried out in relation to a universe of taste, aesthetic, and knowledge-based practices, objects and 

matters that come across as seriously daunting and complicated. The responsibility and seriousness in-

volved in partaking in a market as a “cultural producer” should not be overemphasized, however. In fact, 

there are aspects that can help sellers a great deal. First is the fact that an overwhelming majority of sellers 

in Stockholm use a real estate agent. This is who the seller can expect to provide professional assistance in 

all aspects of the sale. The RA is a role that involves overseeing the whole process of selling the home: 

arranging everything needed for the ad; arranging the showing196 of the home; and facilitating the exchange 

of keys and, crucially, the rights to the home for money. While in Sweden the agent’s role, both legally and 

formally, is to represent both parties in transactions involving homes, they are better understood as “biased 

brokers” (Stovel & Shaw 2012), sharing with the seller an interest in getting the best possible price (see 

Levitt & Dubner 2006: 68ff. for a slightly different take on a related issue) – and even more so, since many 

real estate agents charge fees for their services that increase with the selling price197. Regardless of how 

long it has been since the home at hand was last evaluated or on the market, whether or not an online 

economic evaluation of the home has taken place, and regardless of how much the sellers themselves think 

the home is worth, the real estate agent most often wishes to make their pitch in the actual home that will 

be up for sale. The evaluation is thus part and parcel of the RA’s way of creating expectations, and as 

mentioned above, it is in both parties’ interest to get a high final price in the auction. Contracting a specific 

real estate agent can be, and often is, viewed as a critical point for the seller, and many sellers spend a great 

deal of time and effort on finding a representative they are happy with. The process itself, what happens 

after a specific agent/firm is contracted, is typically straightforward.198 In their pitches, it is common that 

real estate agents describe the steps in the process, from contracting to actually exchanging the keys for 

money after the auction, in a schematic fashion. The process is thus highly institutionalized – almost ritu-

alized – and while selling one’s home is crucial for most Swedes’ private economy, one can at least trust 

that selling via an agent ensures that the home is properly marketed and presented. 

 

Another aspect that helps the seller translates to the content of the home itself: the material aspect of culture. 

The home is often said to be the status object, and given that the home is often described as the most vivid 

signal of taste and lifestyle, and equally often as a castle, haven, or refuge from the outer world. However,  

what the home for sale should look like is – rather surprisingly – easily described. In the literature in the 

form of handbooks, containing advice from real estate agents and other experts online, sellers are encour-

aged, for example, to conduct a basic overview of what they are about to sell. The obvious requirement, or 

practice cue, of cleaning and tidying up the home about to be photographed for the ad and before the 

 
196 In this chapter on sellers, the term showing is used rather than viewing, which I hold is what potential buyers do, i.e., visit someone else’s home 
in a viewing and arrange a showing as a and seller.  
197 Many RAs work with some form of incentive whereby ascending prices correlate with the fee paid to the real estate agent. 
198 Normally, SHM is connected to other markets and to actors’ real financial situations, as well as their feelings about and outlooks on the state of 
affairs of both their own situation and the general mood of the economic system. The important aspect in this regard is that the speed and timing of 

the process of selling can, and will, be altered if the seller or third parties desire this. For example, when selling a unit of housing it makes sense to 

both look at the micro situation, for instance “What do supply and demand look like in my neighborhood?”; “Does it makes sense to compete with 
similar objects on the market?”; or “It is better to wait and go on the market when supply is higher (or lower)?” It is also important to keep the 

macro picture in mind: “What is the interest rate situation like?”; Are any major structural changes on the horizon, such as new laws or regulations 

related to housing/the financial system?”; and so on. 
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showing is accompanied by styling advice that, highly generalized, can be summed up in the notion that 

less is more. While the actual form naturally differs between any two units of housing (they are never 

completely identical) and, for example, the time at which a home was built can and will correlate with 

certain period features, the overall style and/or aesthetic that is suggested on SHM follows a straightforward 

message: “Home styling is about making the home as attractive as possible to as many potential buyers as 

possible. Potential buyers should be able to form their own opinion regarding how they can decorate with 

their own furniture to their own liking and taste, but at the same time be inspired by the potential that your 

home offers” (Lindell & Westerberg 2015: 10, my translation; see also Norberg 2006: 11). As will be 

evident below in the analysis of real sellers, it is not universally obvious what “attractive to everyone” 

implies, and it is also unclear how to balance general attractiveness with the home being inspiring; but 

advice tends to steer clear of digging deeper into aesthetics, beauty, and taste. Journalist Alexander Norén 

(2012: 158) makes this point forcefully in his housing handbook: “Trends will come and go, but the prin-

ciple behind home staging remains. A clean, spacious, and decluttered home, where the rooms are furnished 

in an effective manner, will always have market advantages over more naturalistically portrayed ones. This, 

since searching for housing is unconsciously about realizing a housing dream, a dream of a better everyday 

life (…)” ( Ibid., my translation). The advice to accomplish a more marketable home thus involves remov-

ing furniture, keeping things decluttered, nice and tidy, and so on in order to signal that the home is “fresh”, 

“bright”, and “spacious” – a projection of sparsity or, as some would argue, a Nordic aesthetic199. What one 

sees when looking online at housing for sale, or when going to viewings, is a rather uniform image. Gen-

erally speaking, homes are presented in a white or off-white color scheme and furniture is sparse so that 

space, light, and openness become the main qualities. Throughout this chapter I call this certain aesthetic 

“bright & fresh”, and because it is so dominant on SHM it is an important aspect for sellers to deal with. 

Not all homes conform to this aesthetic, however, and factors such as a home’s location, view, time period, 

and original features can explain the style choice in some homes for sale. Notwithstanding this, however, 

bright & fresh is the most general and simple way to describe an aspect of the culture on SHM that impacts 

what sellers are doing (their practices as culture), which in turn relates to the content and qualities they 

present in their homes for sale (material culture).  

 

The market-adapter mode  

We know that many, perhaps even most, actors are in the market to make the best possible deal; i.e., to sell 

at the highest possible price (Geertz 1978; see also Aspers 2010: 5). Seen from the horizon of self-interest, 

it therefore makes good sense to explain the fact that homes look so similar, aesthetically speaking, as being 

 
199 Bright & fresh can be seen as an ideal related to Sweden as a “modern project” and Sweden as a welfare state—The People’s home (folkhemmet). 

Highly simplified it is both an aesthetic ideal with long root in Swedish history of ideas (see for example R. Ambjörnsson 2012) but also with a 
functional advice and aspect, often in the form of a “hygienic” approach, interwoven into the aesthetic ideal (see for example Nordström 1939). 

However, as fascinating as this history is this chapter deals with bright & fresh strictly from what real sellers say and do, and as will be evident in 

the main text, the history of the ideal plays little role for sellers in my material.   
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directly related to sellers’ interest in profit. This is present in the quote below – note how the informant 

navigates both personal taste and market value in an interesting way: 

  

Cv: I like colors… and patterns. At my place, you can tell that I live there. The 

colors and the stuff are mine; it’s not like a Hemnet ad.  

P: Does that mean that you painted over everything and such; I mean... how did 

it look when you bought the place?  

Cv: Standard, standard, white with dirty gray accents. So yes, I’ve painted all the 

walls, I think.  

P: When you sold, then, how did you reason? – 

Cv: Well, then the thinking was a little different. No point in disturbing someone 

with colors. I painted it all white (laughs). Out with the roller! (interview)  

 

Note how the informant discusses personal style/taste, which is something that distinguishes the home from 

Hemnet.se ads and the dominant aesthetics on SHM, a statement mode and practice that we can initially 

overlook since it relates to the role of, and subjective values as, an owner of housing. Second, and more 

immediately relevant, the talk turns to how the home looked when it was in the process of being sold—and 

the mode display switches to the reappearing “market-adapter mode”. This mode comes about when sellers 

bracket out their personal taste and style when they switch roles from owner to seller. The change of prac-

tice/content, removing their personalized taste, is rather easily achieved here. The practice (doings) in this 

mode is thus clear-cut: It is bright & fresh that is “done” by painting everything white. We thus get a very 

direct connection between culture as practice and culture as value/materiality. The primary motivation is 

equally direct: One adapts in order to make a profit. Adaptation strikes the onlooker as a good instance of 

“instrumental” social action (Weber 1978: 24f); i.e., the means entails adapting to bright & fresh, with both 

the goal/end motivation and starting intention of making the highest possible profit when selling. The 

seller’s justification is looked into more closely below, but already here it should be noted that market 

adapters have a direct way of emphasizing economic value, “what the market pays for”, as the relevant 

value when it comes to the object being sold. However, one should not overemphasize this instrumental 

conclusion. Equally important, as seen in the chosen mode label, is the real sense of adapting to being a 

market actor; i.e., of fitting into the situation and role. This is thus also a good example of what is sometimes 

called “perspective”,  the seller’s individual outlook, the “(…) co-ordinated set of ideas and actions a person 

uses in dealing with some problematic situation (…)” (H. Becker et al. 1977: 34). Yet, following H. Becker 

et al., “perspective” is a social entity, it is on the group level (seller). This leads me to be open to the 

possibility that that: “perspective differs from values in being situationally specific; they are patterns of 

thoughts and action which are grown in response to a set of institutional pressures (…)” ( H. Becker et al. 

1977: 36; see also H. Becker 1982/2008: 241). However, the private, instrumental, and primary motivations 

for selling at the best possible price can also be hidden within the practice of fitting in and “playing along” 

in the market. So even if the sellers group-perspective (H. Becker et al. 1977: 34ff.) can be something 

different than “values”, the important part so far is to stress that market adapters adapt to bright & fresh, 

because it furthers their goal.  
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Note how the informant below describes what is done from a market adaptation horizon –  actions are taken, 

and practice is reenacted because of the desire to get the best possible price:  

P: So, you don’t like this bright & fresh, then?   

Zi: No… I mean, white, I’ve been told, isn’t even a color. Impractical as hell to 

try to keep white walls clean with kids... The same with white fabric in general... 

Chocolate ice cream on the white sofa isn’t a hit (…). But we’re not talking about 

what I like, I guess... When you’re faced with selling – I played it safe. Not white, 

but certainly a bright nuance (…). (interview) 

 

Adapting to bright & fresh involves adapting to the logic of practice, which turns a home into the commod-

ity of housing. Simply put, bright & fresh is an arbitrary infrastructure that serves as a language for making 

the good of housing intelligible to others (see Spillman 2012: 111ff). Whether or not you like, value, or 

find the style mode good is of little importance as it is not about style, fashion, or status at all—it is rather 

a pathway to satisfy a self-interest (cf. Swidler 2001, 2005). The market adapters stand out in their rather 

direct talk of a primary motivation to make a profit; virtually nothing quoted so far speaks of “altruism” or 

being directly influenced by being in a role/practice that relates to others’ meaning constructions (as, for 

example, Spillman 2012 finds). SHM dominant aesthetic, one aspect of its culture, is used but not internal-

ized or taken on as a group perspective. This rather direct instrumental, or at least calculating and strategic, 

social action of adapters also directly relates to the quality of the typical justification of market adapters. 

Sellers tend to give direct causal accounts, with the overarching cause/motive/reason and practice driven 

by wanting to make a profit; i.e., mostly involving justifications as “ first-order causal accounts” (Tilly 

2006). This is a reoccurring finding throughout the study, but what makes it especially valuable here is how 

it relates to the taken-for-granted way of assessing value in homes (cf. Karpik 2010: 25ff, 44200). This point, 

about sellers using a standard, is vivid in the quote below. Here, the informant is critical of bright & fresh 

from a status and fashion angle, but brackets their personal preferences and speaks about bright & fresh as 

a tool (e.g. Swidler 1986) to use in order to fit in:  

  

Ål: I would describe myself as interested in home decoration and that kind of 

stuff. I like to buy furniture and renovate and fix it. I buy a ridiculous amount of 

home decoration magazines (giggles). This is a constant interest for me, but the 

times I’ve renovated or just staged my homes before selling I’m less interested in 

making style displays... Of course you want it to be pretty and stylish and so on, 

but that’s just so easy... 

P: Easy in what sense? 

Ål: I mean, just by looking at ads and talking to your RA you get a pretty good 

sense of what buyers want. Like I said… I read a lot of Sköna Hem, Hus och hem, 

and Elle decoration (Swedish home decoration magazines) and they often claim 

that bright and fresh is so last season… but then when you look at ads and go to 

viewings it’s still the same: white, white, white... like of course there are trends 

in flowers, vegetables, and some remove pictures while others don’t, but it’s still 

same old thing, right? (…) When it comes to renovating before selling it’s been 

more that I’ve restored my home to how it looked when I bought it. (interview)  

 

 
200 Interestingly, and as argued in a previous chapter on buyers, Karpik uses precisely housing as good example of a good whose value one can be 

certain about. How, why, and whether this relates to pricing through auction is discussed more in the main text below.  
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While this can clearly be squeezed into a justification related to the “market world of worth” (Boltanski & 

Thévenot 2006: 195ff) as it relates to value as being the “winner in a competition” and as those who are 

tied to displaying an atomistic and detached attitude are looking primarily to make a profit, the more telling 

point is that this is a skillful seller who is able to be frank about what they did, why they did it, and why 

this practice and content of the home is in fact something that is only valuable when one is in the role of 

seller. There is a hint of moral overtones in using this as a justification, and thus a weak connection to the 

worlds of worth, most likely as it is so taken for granted when it comes to selling housing. Yet, the actor’s 

own explanations in this display are relevant to dig deeper into, as they explain an outlook regarding SHM’s 

“benchmark”, the way culture is both practice and content. While we have encountered the same or similar 

displays in previous chapters, the adapters here stand out in that this is a practice mode. The doings of this 

mode are indeed tied to the primary motivation and justification of making a profit, but adapting is under-

stood as a doing—a reenactment of practice that creates content in the home. The practice of adapting to a 

dominant style mode is furthermore interesting in that sellers carry it out so undramatically (cf. McCracken 

1988: 87f). The ease with which market adapters commodify a thing that is often explained as the identity 

marker, in all sorts of ways, is rather remarkable. While we know from previous literature that market actors 

can and will transform subjective value into market value (see Kopytoff 1986), but the “easy”, unemotional 

commodification here is still interesting. Continuing with the justification, there is an analytical tie to a 

“vocabulary of motives”. Adapters tend to provide an excuse in the sense of “I’m a seller after all, so I have 

to use this aesthetic” (cf. Mills 1940; see also Martin 2011). However, as much as it is an excuse, the use 

of this vocabulary can be interpreted as an example of fitting into the situation. In fact, here adaptation 

mostly involves letting the primary motivation, making a profit, gear into the situation’s dominant ideal. 

Presenting one’s home in a bright & fresh style is adapted to what the market expects, thus furthering the 

motivation that is central to this display (see H. Becker 2008: 241; H. Becker et al. 1977). The excuse/gear-

ing in and the causal account some sellers have given can be understood as a master story of rather cunning 

strategizing in a Goffmanian sense. Yet, adapters also talk about the practice and content in a transparent 

way. They are not necessarily trying to trick buyers into wanting their homes as much as they are explaining 

the principle and values of adapting: 

 

B: I wanted to show that there was plenty of space, and that was achieved by 

removing stuff. It’s easy to accumulate too much stuff and overfurnish, but that’s 

easily remedied. 

P: Yeah, right, I’ve heard that type of argument… it makes sense... but is it im-

portant then, or better... why is spacious better than cramped? 

B: I’m of the opinion that... of course cramped can be, like, cozy and give a homey 

feel [hemtrevligt], if done the right way, but you know, when it comes to selling… 

and that was how I interpreted your question: Bigger is better. (interview)   

 

Less is more in the sense that it gives the impression of space, a feeling and experience that adapters typi-

cally associate with higher market value. Practice- and content-wise, these sellers clearly come across as 

being sure of what to do and how to do it, and the reason for this assurance lies in the why aspect: They are 

motivated to make a profit.  
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Given that adapters are eager to make a profit and are willing and able to transform their home into a market 

good, they are clear in regard to how value relates to price on SHM. Adapters typically understand and use 

previous prices and sold housing units as benchmarks for predicting the value of any home. Look at what 

the informant says below. In one sense it is a rather direct logic that all experienced actors on SHM recog-

nize, yet it can also be read as a real actor combining two sophisticated economic methods in order to 

evaluate housing about to be sold: 

Ja: Like in many housing associations we had identical apartments below us, in 

the sense that they have an equal number of square meters and the same layout. 

We had an apartment below us; we live on the fifth floor now so no one can live 

above us. It’s the same with that (i.e. the different floors in the house): It raises 

the price a bit, there are people who don’t want to live on the ground floor... So, 

we had neighbors who sold; their apartment was in slightly better condition than 

ours – ours certainly wasn’t in bad shape, but ours was more used. Theirs was 

probably more recently renovated. So, I knew exactly what they had gotten (as 

the final price). (interview)  

 

Note how this seller, albeit in layman terms, discusses how characteristics/standards such as space/size, 

location, position (in a multistory building), and conditions are dependent variables. Such characteristics 

are bundled up in the good of housing, and added together they give the seller an idea of the home’s market 

value. The quote is an actual seller’s account of key insights into hedonic modeling:“(…) it is the properties 

or characteristics of the goods from which utility is derived. We assume that consumption is an activity in 

which goods, singly or in combination, are inputs and in which the output is a collection of characteristics” 

(Lancaster 1966: 133, see also Rosen 1974 and chapter 2). As argued in chapter 2, housing researchers 

often note that housing is in fact particularly suitable for hedonic analysis (Malpezzi 2003: 74; see also 

Karpik 2010: 25f). Few market goods can be compared in a similar sense so that significant differences in 

characteristics (between, for example, two houses in the same area) can be properly established. One reason 

housing so closely fits the economic modeling on SHM is the way historic prices are combined and merged 

into variables. While hedonics in economic literature involves pinning down the relevant variables’ effects 

on the sum or bundle utility, those who are interested in making a profit (for example those displaying a 

market-adapter mode) can turn directly to price/market value for the relevant utilities. Highly simplified, 

by entering a home’s address in an online evaluation, the seller prices in location, condition, balcony, level 

in a multistory building, etc. This “appraisal method” (“ortsprismetoden”), is an evaluation of the plausible 

market price at a given time, reached by comparing it to what a similar (but never identical) home in the 

area has been sold for previously. Thus this more direct and simple method also fits into the hedonic 

method, at least the predictions about price should be very close to one another. What knowledgeable adapt-

ers know is that some things pay off, and that price can be understood both by comparing to other units 

and/or by being broken down into the characteristics of the home. Turning the home into a commodity 

strengthens adapters’ analysis, not as much justifying as explaining how and why homes are evaluated the 

way they are. While it is easy to identify problems with hedonic modeling as an appraisal method (see for 

example Çalişkan 2007; Velthuis 2005: 99,and see Mooya 2016 for a housing appraisal critic), the seasoned 

adapter however, need not engage in such issues. The informant above clearly sidesteps them completely. 
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He knows about historical prices, but the reason why someone paid them matters little in relation to being 

able to make a fair prediction of the home’s final price. Adaptive sellers “tailor” their good in order to 

satisfy what they perceive as the market/buyer demand/desires (Rosen 1974: 36, referred to by Velthuis 

2005: 223,n.2) to make the highest possible profit. While one can refurnish, renovate, and even extend 

one’s home, adapters are typically realistic regarding what one can and should do when putting their home 

on the market. While the seller quoted above naturally cannot change the floor his apartment is on, what he 

can do is be aware of, for example, the condition of the home; i.e., a simple cost-benefit analysis tells the 

adapter whether it makes economic sense to renovate (and to what “degree”), to home stage, or not. Adapt-

ers thus use a modified hedonic model to predict market value and to adapt their home to the market stand-

ard. Bright & fresh, for instance, is then not interesting, or valuable, to the adapter from an aesthetic point 

of view. Instead, bright & fresh is the benchmark for how the good should look, as it is by adapting that 

one can influence the potential profit. What market adapters describe is a rather perfect image of a standard 

market (Aspers 2009; 2011: 86ff; 2018). Value is assessed through an evaluation in which features of the 

home are measured against benchmark(s), and the closer the fit to the standard the more precise the predic-

tion regarding final price. So, while Aspers (2011: 116) stresses that housing is “not homogenous”  we 

understand that its heterogeneous aspects, what makes units differ, still can be evaluated and predicted in a 

price-sense. At least for the market adapter display, this is thus a “standard market”, it is the status of 

characteristics which equals economic value and not who is selling the unit  (ibid., see also Aspers & 

Bengtsson 2014). French economic sociologist Karpik (2011: 24f , cf. Godart 2018: 110, Kopytoff 1986: 

88) makes a similar point, using housing as the example of a “non-singular good”, something knowledge-

able and well-informed actors can be certain about in a value sense. Sellers clearly decide for themselves 

whether or not they want to adapt to the market standard, and adapters see adaptation as a practical way of 

signaling to everyone else that they are in the market to be compared to the standard (see for example  

Brunsson et al. 2012: 615). This also has the effect that the choice of real estate agent is a minor headache 

for adapters. Note how the adapter here points out the obvious relationship to profit:  

 

DG: Why did I choose the broker I did? Yeah, that one’s really simple! She had 

both good knowledge of prices in the neighborhood and not the lowest… but 

among the few lowest (this seller had contacted several real estate agents). So 

yeah, really an easy decision. And it panned out okay, no real surprises (inter-

view).  

 

One, slightly provocative, way to continue, then, is to ask why the final price of housing is decided through 

an auction at all. If market adapters are so certain and well versed in assessing the value of their homes, 

they should see no real value in putting up an auction system and involving third parties like real estate 

agents, which appears to be costly to sellers and to reduce the desired profit. Why not just let sellers and 

buyers meet and exchange money at a fixed price that all parties “know” is the correct and accurate one? 

This question is left to be answered after all modes have been analyzed; here, it is instead established that, 

from the market adapters’ horizon, they usually have no problem aiming for certainty around value while 
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at the same time being aware that the final price paid for their homes is determined through an auction. 

Ideal-typically speaking, they have a laid-back attitude toward asking price vs. final price: 

  

Ka: The predicted price is both precise and not. It depends on what you’re selling 

and what happens when you sell (…). Since, over time you learn that lots of things 

(makes air quotes) can happen and, maybe more importantly when it comes to 

your own stuff, someone else decides whether the price tag was right. What I 

think, expected, hoped, and so on matters less, right? It’s how much someone is 

willing to offer, and crucially of course whether you can get a bidding war going. 

The predicted value you get from those online thingies or from an RA is often 

sort of okay; I’ve never been, like, actually surprised by them. (interview) 

 

It is interesting to note that, while adapters indeed stress that SHM is a standard market, and while, for 

example, home staging in the bright & fresh style as a form of “mimetic isomorphism” – copying what 

others do as “(…) standard response to uncertainty” (DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 150). Adapting to bright 

& fresh is however regarded as only, as the informant says, “sort of okay”, since the actual process of 

selling housing can and will contain unexpected elements. Many experienced sellers displaying an adaptive 

mode do indeed report somewhat ambivalent feelings around the final price:  

 

Il: I do understand it (speaking about evaluations and prices)... it’s just that you 

get excited and obviously hope and pray to get a bidding war going; at the same 

time, I mean (pauses), when you’ve done it (sold housing) a couple of times like 

me you realize that the estimated price is just estimated. I personally have expe-

rienced being surprised, both negatively and positively. (interview)  

 

I believe that the informant quoted above provides a valuable piece of knowledge in saying that the final 

price can be either a negative or a positive surprise. Sellers motivated to make a profit seem to be comfort-

able sacrificing some aspects of certainty regarding the value/worth of their homes as the auction itself, 

historically, tends to increase the final price201. The informant here has indeed been highly nuanced and 

laid-back in relation to final prices, describing both pleasant and less pleasant outcomes.  

  

One can thus frame this in terms of, for example, the “human person is a mystery”, a source of “strategic 

uncertainty” (Karpik 2010: 11), that in a real situation one cannot fully predict the outcome, and “In a ‘real 

auction’ you don’t know what you will have to pay or what you will get until the auction is over” (C. Smith 

1989: 64). Related to this is Aspers’ (2011: 116) statement that even if housing is evaluated according to 

standards, it is still “sufficiently” heterogeneous, so that the neither the precise final price nor the absolute 

demand can be known, and/or fully predicted by the seller before the auction of a home. The seller above 

seems to have no strong issue with letting this type of uncertainty persist, and one probable reason for this 

acceptance lies in the fact that sellers on SHM have historically sold at ascending prices. Prices on SHM 

do go up and down within a shorter perspective; any type of shock, shift, and/or significant change can and 

will influence what buyers are willing to pay and/or the related willingness of sellers to sell their homes at 

 
201 As readers know, the situation currently is that prices have plummeted on SHM.  
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the offered price. But, over time, standards are still the most reliable predictor, the most certain aspect in a 

moving world. So, at least when it comes to adapters, SHM is an example of an institutionalized market 

where standards and practices provide certainty and stability. You can think what you want of standards, 

for example seeing them as involving aesthetic style; they are still the rules of the game. The market-adapter 

mode is not the only one in which SHM’s standards play an important part. Below I continue with a mode 

display that has many things in common with the market-adapter mode but that “work” even more with 

SHM’s standards.  

The mixing-and-matching mode 

Bright & fresh has so far been described as being related to values other than being “in fashion” or being a 

status indicator. With this standard aspect in mind, note how the informant below makes an important ob-

servation regarding the relationship between an aesthetic ideal and its status, and then justifies the own 

conformity in a slightly different way than earlier informants in this chapter do: 

 

Dv: It’s not cool or even trendy to paint things white. I’ve lived in Stockholm 

for... more than 11 years now I guess... and it’s been the same ever since I moved 

here. White or at least bright. So, lots of people complain about it, but I always 

think about it as a nice way to highlight the other stuff I have on my walls. There’s 

a reason why they often have white walls in museums, right? I can hang nice 

things on my walls and they stand out against a white background. Choosing one 

color also gives a nice continuity to your place; the rooms are similar. (interview)  

 

Here the white walls are ends as they “[give] a nice continuity to your place”. Framed in cognition terms, 

the seller facilitates the “lumping” together of homes into one experience (Zerubavel 1996), a practice and 

content of the home that provides this type of display with part of a mode label: “matcher”. The informant 

argues that although “white or at least bright” is something people complain about, it clearly allows other 

things to stand out. Bright & fresh is thus mostly a background, a style in the sense of the “rhythm” of a 

market (White 2008: 112ff. 202). Even if it is not stylish or in fashion in any sense, bright & fresh can be 

understood as a style without even talking about its status (for a discussion see Godart 2018). By using 

some aspects of bright & fresh that “match” the rhythm of the market, while at the same time letting this 

be a backdrop that enables their home to be distinct vis-à-vis the market style, i.e. “mixing”, some sellers 

are skillfully both having their cake and eating it. Due to the specificities around what the seller above 

argues, I use the label “mixing-and-matching mode”. In the short quote it is not exactly clear what should 

be mixed and matched. However, if we keep in mind how the informant above speaks about bright & fresh 

as both the market style and as an enabling distinction, the informant below provides further elaboration on 

what could and should be mixed and matched if one wants to both blend in and stand out:  

 

 
202 When White (2008) talks about style as “rhythm” he exemplifies this with, for example, trade in the city-state of Genoa (2008: 124f ). The 
transactions of Genoese traders break with other more traditional ways and offer an example of a new way of trading, “a new configuration leading 

to trade on a wholly new scale”; i.e., a new style of trading/transacting. Using the rhythm of SHM, bright & fresh is then clearly doing something 

in a completely new rhythm, but it is at least somewhat creative when sellers are mixing and matching (cf. Joas 1996). 
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Bp: The kitchen was original, from the twenties. I mean the whole place was 

terribly run down when we bought it, and the kitchen cupboards were painted 

over in white. I stripped them of color and varnished them in a white tone (…) I 

mean, those kitchen cabinets were hand-built to fit each place in the twenties. I 

was really proud that we kept them (over time, cabinets had been ripped out in 

most apartments). I sort of felt like you have to keep stuff like that. Also... the 

kitchen was really the only thing that gave the place its character. The association 

had changed to security doors and, I mean, we ourselves had painted everything 

in light/white colors, white sofa, and so on. So, it was the one thing that made it 

stand out. (interview)  

 

Continuing where we left off above, here we can see that some mixers suggest that time features are what 

should be accentuated and stressed, and are what makes the home stand out when it is put on the market. 

In the quote, this relates to the kitchen and original handmade cabinets. What is valuable transcends simply 

being a seller; keeping things authentic time period-wise is valid both as owner and as seller. The owning 

part is closely tied to a type of argument one finds in anthropologic research on homes (see especially Miller 

2010: 91203) that some homeowners even feel obligated to keep certain features in the home because this is 

how the home was initially meant to be and look (ibid.). Part of what the informant above argues appears 

to be close to such an emotional argument (being “really proud that we kept them”), and my material is full 

of instances in which sellers argue for keeping things original – everything from sinks to paneling. Keeping 

things authentic is a way to appeal to a bygone time, which I argue is close to Boltanski & Thévenot’s 

(2006: 90ff, 164ff) justification from a “domestic world of worth” in at least its stress on “tradition” as the 

valuable/worthy principle (Ibid.: 165). In contrast to Miller’s finding, and in one sense also in dissonance 

with the domestic world of worth, however, is that the mixing-and-matching approach highlights the pos-

sibility to blend in authenticity so that one’s home has an edge in the market (cf. White 1981). So, even if 

the sellers in the mixing-and-matching mode here cannot pinpoint where time authenticity should start and 

stop, and/or how much or how little bright & fresh should be in the home for sale, they do display a form 

of pragmatism that operates under the knowledge of what pays off in the market. This type of pragmatism 

can be related to many things besides being time-authentic. In a text created for a large real estate broker 

firm, Sally Augustin204 approaches the idea of personality and style, which can be related to mixing and 

matching. Augustin (2008) says that even though one message should be delivered by a home, content and 

 
203 Anthropologist Daniel Miller (2001; 2010) discusses an obligation to materiality. For example, here is how he describes his relationship to his 
own house: “Theoretically I own the house, and I should be able to do any damn thing that I want to it, subject only to the feelings of my family 

and the laws of the state. But of course, I can’t. The wretched house is simply too good-looking and constantly humiliates me. But as long as I am 

prepared to be humble and respect its original features, I gain a great pleasure from it. This is partly also a condition of understanding that the 
house was built 1906, had many occupants before me, and may have many after me” (Miller 2010: 94, my emphasis). For Miller, his home obliged 

him to do certain things and avoid doing other things. Something similar is present in the informant’s quote: The apartment features obliged him to 

spare (some of) them from renovation. Yet Miller argues that his family’s house is “haunted by the ghosts of its former owners” in that they, for 
example, have made some alterations that he does not like, and also that it is haunted in the sense that the “ghost of time” inhibits him from altering 

it. My mixers and matchers are far less dramatic, more being critical of the notion of always throwing out anything old. 
204 I quote from the report: “Sally Augustin has a PhD in Psychology and works as a design psychologist. She specializes in person-centered design 
and runs the Design With Science center. During her professional career, she has acquired considerable experience developing and creating rooms, 

objects and services that use the design of psychological principles. Besides her daily work, she has leading positions in the American Psychological 

Association and the International Association of Applied Psychology. She has previously been brought to attention in media such as the New York 
Times, the Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Psychology Today, and the Huffington Post” (my translation). The report, called Home Styling: Use Design 

Psychology to speed up sales and increase prices (https://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/fastighetsbyran/documents/rapport-anvaend-designpsykologi-

foer-en-snabbare-foersaeljning-och-ett-hoegre-pris-40429), is full of reassuring statements such as buyers want white walls and straight angles, 
dislike yellow, want order and fear mess, and prefer furniture in the right size in relation to the room. Such statements are explained as being caused 

by evolutionarily acquired traits in the human psyche. No real empirical research, however, is referred to or produced in the report.   
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display in unison, this idea does not exclude adding content that makes the home stand out. The “one mes-

sage” is from a sociological horizon related to the empirical fact that actors lump things together into one 

experience (Zerubavel 1996) and it suggest that sellers, in some fashion, must facilitate that their product 

is coherent, as being incoherent leads to problems in reception (Ibid.). At the same time, producers/sellers 

(in this case, sellers of housing) can try to carve out a niche in the market by taking on a distinct identity 

(White 1981). Things and qualities that somehow stand out can be displayed in the home without the risk 

of splitting up (Zerubavel 1996) others’ perception of the home for sale. Augustin, for example, suggests 

that pictures can play a double role in homes for sale: They can be displayed (a big no-no in most home-

staging literature) if and when they harmonize with other objects and the layout (a form of matching). 

Photos and other items and qualities can also be used to stir others’ curiosity, enabling projection and thus 

creating interest in the home. Others’ curiosity (one reason for Hemnet’s success, according to Augustin) 

can thus be sparked by mixing in personal items, giving a distinct identity and thus a potential niche in the 

market. If a seller wants to create high demand, they should play with the curiosity of potential buyers 

without distracting them with too much information about the person who currently lives in the home. For 

example, Augustin suggests that placing books strategically can have the benefit of making others imagine 

themselves having the time and space to read in the home. This type of staging comes across as familiar to 

most people who attend viewings in Stockholm: 

 

Attending a viewing of a four-bedroom apartment in Vasastan, one bedroom held 

some items that caught my eye. In bold letters it was written HERS and HIS on 

the sides of the double bed. On each nightstand lay one book, both by Nobel 

laureates (Alice Munro on “her” side, and Mario Vargas Llosa on “his”). (field 

notes) 

 

The structure of and slots for identities in the product are relatively set on SHM. To a great extent, homes 

and their equivalent positions in the market are hard, or at least very costly, for the seller to change. For 

example, it is impossible to extend an apartment and costly to extend a house. Instead, most sellers settle 

for making the most of what they have and/or staging the home up for sale so that the image, aura, ambience 

and perception of it appeal to others. Mixing and matching as a mode display is a good example of sellers 

making the most of what they have, trying to get the best possible status/position for the home, as this 

facilitates success as a seller (cf. White 1981; 2008: 80ff).  

 

The mixing-and-matching mode should  be understood and explained as being related to two types of style. 

The first type is style as a personal statement about the home; displaying the identity of the product (and 

thus also the producer) is an attempt to get to a position, or status, in the market. While these style attempts 

can never be pinned down into, for example, a perfect prediction of final price, they still come across as 

reasonable attempts to make the best of the situation; i.e., to make the highest profit possible. The second 

type of style is that of the standard and rhythm of SHM: bright & fresh. Virtually no status is attributed to 

it, and while this has mostly been understood as negative – i.e., that bright & fresh is a non-status – this 

style (and any other style) can be understood and explained without introducing status at all. As Godart 

(2018: 110) says, “(…) one can talk about styles and study them without ranking them”. Bright & fresh is 



 174 

thus a good example of actors in the market seeing one style as an “infrastructure” that serves as a language 

for making the good of housing intelligible to others (see Spillman 2012: 111ff205; Swidler 2001). In this 

regard, SHM is truly a standard market (Aspers 2011b; Aspers & Bengtsson 2014); for example, the size 

of a home is easily correlated with both starting prices and final prices. Yet, status is important in another 

style/identity sense in that one can conform to bright & fresh and yet strive for distinction, in a meeting 

between the two senses of style. Another way to understand the mixing and matching mode is see it as 

somewhat “creative”. Taking cues from especially Dewey, mixing and matching can be seen as using a 

standard and habit, and mix in something new (Dewey 1922: 143, see also Joas 1996: 128ff.). 

 

Mixing and matching is somewhat trickier to explain further. This is caused by its relation complex issues 

such as status, value(s) in aesthetics, creativity and the social construction of  fashion(s) in a way that, for 

example, bright & fresh does not (cf. Harrington 2008: 40ff). The informants in the mixing-and-matching 

mode, however, come across as unbothered by the complication I, the researcher, find. Instead, they simply 

put know what to do when selling. This is also interesting to look at in relation to another form of experts, 

real estate agents. Mixing and matching is closely related to a kind of distanced outlook of real estate agents. 

Note how the informant below both somewhat dismisses and yet also points to the value of real estate 

agents: 

 

OL: I think it’s funny that people who obviously have such poor taste in clothing 

and hair are somehow in charge of style ideals when it comes to housing 

(laughs)… No, but seriously... (giggles). The real estate agents I’ve used and been 

in contact with are really good at being accurate about general things like what 

buyers expect in this area. Both about size, you know, and basic things like colors 

and furniture. They know what pays, but at the same time they’re economists, 

you know; at least the ones I’ve encountered don’t really come across as being 

interested in style, fashion, in the sense that I am… so (…) I mean, you can only 

paint in white in a few different ways – nothing exciting can come out of that, 

right? (…). I haven’t listened much to what they (real estate agents) believe is 

important when it comes to style; I sort of know what I want to express. (inter-

view)   

 

This informant is particularly clear in regard to how bright & fresh is an example of what is often called 

“involution”— an inward turn of culture whereby aesthetic turns into navel gazing and becomes unin-

ventive, getting caught up more in reproducing than enhancing creativity (Goldenwieser 1936: 99ff, cf. 

Geertz 1963: 80f). Real estate agents are then caught in this aesthetic cul-de-sac. Yet they, as the sellers 

suggest above, are at least competent in assessing market value when it comes to the home. This is a value 

that typically has elements of status in it. Approached from the sellers’ perspective one can then also frame 

bright & fresh a culture caught in involution but that this navel gazing on the other hand enables mixing 

and matching creating distinction, in creative sense, which also can give advantages/niches on SHM. An-

other solution is to point to how bright & fresh is a “script” (Velthuis 2005: 119). Real estate agents are 

 
205 Spillman’s (2012) conclusion regarding American business associations is that the whole notion of self-interest in the economy is socially 
constructed; culture/motivations/actions travel hand in hand and influence one another. My suggestion, however, formed from my material in this 

chapter, is that one must distinguish between motivations and doings, at least initially. It is the standard of bright & fresh that is socially constructed 

and thus changeable; in this regard the motivation to make a profit is the more “constant” aspect, at least in the two modes discussed so far. 
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then equivalent to Velthuis’ art dealers, they are the ones in charge of bright & fresh as script which delivers 

the best possible price. RA’s are then the primary upholders of a script which is a “supra individual under-

standing” (ibid.), a form of institution, which sellers can, and should use, to get the best possible. Actual 

sellers of housing however, to which there is no counterpart in Velthuis’ case, are however somewhat more 

free to be creative and/or strategic to use the script without  having to share, or internalize this.     

   

So far so good: I have analyzed a second way to be a seller and another way to relate to bright & fresh, a 

way that opens up the tricky world of status and distinction. I will now continue with a mode that in one 

way is the direct opposite of the two analyzed so far: Here, bright & fresh reflects the taste of the seller.  

The conformist mode 

As argued above, on SHM there is a clear, unified aesthetic style that meets the onlooker. While this is 

often ridiculed as an aesthetic, and so far in this chapter has been described as a non-status-laden market 

standard, some informants in my material provide a quite different reason for presenting their home as 

bright & fresh. Note how the informant below answers a question about what the sold home looked like, 

which turns into a story about what the seller likes and values:  

 

Vx: I guess I’m not so adventurous when it comes to style in colors; I mean I 

don’t have chalk-white [kritvita] walls! Only Stockholm white206 (giggles). I like 

it… Popular isn’t always bad, you know. That cool, blond, Nordic stuff appeals 

to me. White walls are simply in my taste. (interview) 

 

Here the person’s own preferred taste and style are also practice as “material content” or “matter arrange-

ment” (Bourdieu 1977; 1990; see also Shove 2016: 161); i.e., even though the informant speaks of values 

and qualities (and not doings/practices), it is a mode display in that “things” are mirror images of practices 

and doings – when individual taste is in the market’s dominant taste, or aesthetic, practices/chains or “nexus 

of practices” (Hui et al. 2016) run smoothly from owning to selling. So, when the informant interprets a 

question about the style in the home that was sold as a question about her own style and ideals, the informant 

is expanding and legitimizing the sale of her home, which “naturally” is in the aesthetic taste/style she 

prefers. Nothing needs to be altered or changed to fit into the market. Taste travels with a home regardless 

of one’s role and position. For the informant above, the style and taste that travel across homes are carried 

along when one moves, what Bourdieu sees as the transportable aspect of habitus (Bourdieu 1977: 83; 

1984: 246; Bourdieu 1996: 160ff. for an empirical suggestion; see also Sewell 2005: 137ff). It can also be 

described as a personal motivation/taste, and analytically speaking, it is a reenactment-reproduction of the 

culture of SHM (see for example Linton 1936). Here, culture is a fundamental constitution of all situations 

and cognitions of actors, including the market’s culture and the seller’s cognition and values/beliefs (Liz-

ardo & Strand 2010; see also Storr 2013: 46; 52ff). It is interesting to note that, contrary to many 

 
206 According to one firm that sells paint, “Stockholms vit” was invented by painters. 
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explanations concerning taste in previous literature (see especially Bourdieu 1984, cf. Godart & Mears 

2009), these sellers have no problem articulating their subjective taste or how this taste steered their choices 

in the home for sale (in this case refraining from staging, letting everything remain as it was). This can then 

also be analyzed as a “first-order causal depiction” (Tilly 2006): “I did what I did as a seller because I have 

this personal style in my home”. However, there is little that ties in with the “worlds of worth”. Instead, so 

far it has been a reoccurring theme that the aesthetic of bright & fresh is denigrated in some form (“not so 

adventurous”). This is indeed a typical answer from those who express a “perfect sync” between the dom-

inant style ideal and their own taste. Note how the informant below discusses the status, and value, of bright 

& fresh: 

  

P: I read you as if the style you sold in was your style? I mean you didn’t alter 

much or anything, really? 

WO: That’s right, I basically cleaned and tidied up of course! But no painting or 

staging or the like. No lemons, I promise207! 

P: Okay… so how would you say that the style it was in affected the price you 

actually got when you sold? 

WO: Well... not that much really. You know, I just happen to like these things, 

colors and so on. I don’t think that it, in itself, affected the final price. The way 

my home looked is the way most things for sale look. Wouldn’t you say? It’s just 

that it happens to also be the way I like it. (interview)  

 

Although it is obvious that there is/can be subjective value in selling something that is in one’s taste, this 

subjective value is completely bracketed, having no real effect on the price. It is therefore hard to argue that 

sellers in this display speak of selling their home on a status market, as the style mode they themselves 

project is not status-laden at all. That something can be both valuable and yet not important for the price or 

status of the home can be read in a Bourdieuan way (see for example Bourdieu 1984: 246) the informant 

does not place any particular value, or expand, on the own taste vis-à-vis the final price, but, displaying 

lemons is out of the question, i.e. describing one’s style/taste/habitus is hard but one will be able to pass 

judgment on others bad, or poor, taste. The informant thus justifies the own taste as something that is at 

least better than that of others (the infamous lemon displayers), a criticism of how “others get it wrong”. 

Displaying conformity is thus not strictly about fitting into the market; bright & fresh is really an aesthetic 

ideal/value for some sellers. From a justification angle, one can then say that on the one hand these sellers 

are clear in the justifications that arise in situations of tensions and/or clashes between different perfor-

mances of an aesthetic (Boltanski & Thévenot 2006); while on the other hand, it is far from clear what 

conformers truly value (and do not value), or why this is an aesthetic rather than a tool or standard used on 

SHM. Something similar can be analyzed in relation to justifications as “rationalizations” of and excuses 

for what one did (see especially Scott & Lyman 1968, cf. Mills 1940). Conformers often denigrate their 

own taste, while at the same time excusing this by saying that at least one gets it right (“no lemons, I 

promise”). The solution to the absence of links to the worlds of worth, and a somewhat ambiguous excuse 

for one’s own taste, is understandable when conformers are analyzed as an instance of “happy coincidence”. 

 
207 The appearance of lemons and/or other citrus fruits is a common, often derogatory, reference in regard to SHM.  
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Bright & fresh is actually a subjective sense of the good here; not a standard, but a case of one’s taste and 

the dominant aesthetics being in sync. Conformers are highly aware that this is not considered high status 

in the eyes of others, but they are clear that not everything that is used as a standard on SHM is part of their 

preferred aesthetics. In this sense, they are correct that staging a home with lemons has no link to an aes-

thetic ideal with long historical roots in Sweden and thus that displaying fresh vegetables makes no sense 

if one truly values bright/white colors and minimalism.  

   

Due to the standout features noted in the analysis, I label this mode display the “conforming mode”. Inter-

estingly, bright & fresh is justified due to being in one’s taste, a taste bridge, or a relationship between a 

seller and a dominant ideal in the market. Bright & fresh is then hardly a standard. Instead it is an ideal, 

more a status aspect than a standard one, in that here bright & fresh is truly something one desires, strives 

for, and views as the status-laden principle for order on SHM (Aspers 2010: 45f). Even if these conformers 

take no particular pride in fighting for the status of their taste, they do use a style, an aesthetic, a take on 

culture, a practice – as it is in their own taste/style. Conforming as a display is then what happens when the 

standard and personal style coincide. Since the dominant style is their own taste, they can approach value 

of their homes as the determination and rating of a “thing” (Aspers 2011b: 113). Status and style have 

nothing to do with the economic value of the home since it, ideal-typically speaking, is evaluated by meas-

uring qualities such as size. Yet some standards are appreciated by conformers as they truly value it as style, 

and thus see it as having status.  

Uncertainty as an attitude 

Across the literature, uncertainty about value in goods or services is grounds for selling them through an 

auction (see for example C. Smith 1989: 16ff.). From a phenomenological standpoint this is clearly true in 

the case of SHM; i.e., one can never predict to the last krona what the final price of housing on SHM will 

be, at least not when the price is set in an auction, as is usually the case. On the other hand, data that is 

readily available to everyone suggests that average prices give pretty accurate ballpark figures regarding 

what the final price will be. This has been verified by my informants and analyzed in modes, and no real 

issues with predicting or receiving final prices have been reported so far. It is therefore important to stress 

that the general image among sellers in my material is accurately summed up as actors being certain about 

the value of their homes and how to get the most out of them price-wise, and thus being knowledgeable and 

seasoned in handling the market. So far, the dominant aesthetic has been described as a tool for furthering 

these certain buyers’ causes. The modes displayed so far have been clearly distinguished according to the 

outlook on bright & fresh, and have been highly similar in the view that bright & fresh provides security 

and certainty. If you follow some aspects of aesthetics/standard you have at least secured that the market 

value can be correctly assessed by others (see for example DiMaggio & Powell 1983). However, there are 

exceptions in my material. In quote below, a telling uncertainty regarding what to do with the home for sale 

in order to get the best price is discussed: 
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La: We were uncertain... I mean, I thought the way our old place (the sold apart-

ment) looked was fine. But then these real estate agents... like, several of them 

started suggesting painting and moving lights and what have you… They moti-

vated it with all kinds of stuff. But what really got to me was that they claimed 

that the value would really increase. Apparently, it would enable potential buyers 

to picture themselves there; you know, we’ll never find out, I guess. (interview) 

 

The seller quoted above stands out by expressing uncertainty. She made some alterations, but—as she 

states—the question of whether these alterations actually enabled potential buyers to picture themselves in 

her home, or actually led to a higher final price, can never be settled in the individual case. This statement 

is interesting: As uncertainty in this sense defies modes, it can be, and thus is, found among sellers else-

where established as adapters, conformers, and so on (as is the case for the seller quoted here). Even if these 

uncertain informers are much fewer in number in my material, it is important to understand and explain this 

uncertainty. Two things can be said about the uncertain: Firstly, the justification is unclear. In the quote 

above, we hear a stress on the fact that one would “never find out” – does bright & fresh really deliver? 

This does not tell us much about what truly is valuable to the seller. We get a criticism of the state of affairs, 

but little grounds for establishing how it should or could be. If one leaves the idea of “worlds of worth” 

(Boltanski & Thévenot 2006) and instead looks at the justification as an excuse, made up after the fact (see 

Scott & Lyman 1968), one sees that “uncertain” is an attitude and not really a mode. Framed from another 

angle, the practice in the quote is a case of a seller adapting to bright & fresh, but contrary to the certain 

adapters above, the end result here is still one of being uncertain as to whether the outcome was optimal. 

In the quote this uncertain takes the form of criticism and questioning: Did the real estate agents’ advice 

really do the trick? Thus, here we find ourselves in a situation in which the seller follows expert advice and 

still ends up being uncertain. It is thus a case, contrary to what Karpik (2010), for example, suggests in 

regard to housing markets, of some sellers being fundamentally uncertain about values and practices in 

their role as seller. The reason this mood does not turn into a mode display is that there is no “direction” in 

the acts and practices (see Geertz 1973: 97, cf. Smith 1989: 109ff). Simply put, there is no unified mode tie 

between practices, justifications, and motivations; uncertainty defies modes. Some uncertain sellers use 

experts while others do not, some are conformers, adapters, and/or mixers and matchers elsewhere, and 

some opt to not make the adjustment to bright & fresh. For example:  

 

Q: He (the buyer) mentioned something about painting in lighter colors so I sort 

of guessed that he would redo it. I’m just speculating here, though…  

P: So is it important; like, the reason this person bought it? 

Q: Hmm, I guess in two senses, actually. First I at least want some confirmation 

that my excellent style was appreciated, and also if the buyer’s going to paint the 

place anyway… then I might as well have done that and maybe gotten even more? 

(interview)  

 

Even though this informant did not go for the bright & fresh ideal, there was still a fear that not conforming 

to the ideal may have resulted in less interest in the home for sale (and consequently a lower price), so it is 

not the practice—what was or was not done to the home—that matters; rather, uncertainty is a feeling and 
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a mood. This mood centers more on value than, for example, being uncertain about how housing should be 

evaluated or what to do as a seller.  

Summary 

The following modes have been identified in this chapter: market-adapter, mixing-and-matching, and con-

forming. The analyzed modes have simultaneously entailed a practice, a primary motivation, a justification 

of certain values and acts, and a way to evaluate the home for sale. In the case of the market-adapter mode 

this involves both home staging and evaluation through hedonic models, both done because these displayers 

are first and foremost in the market to make a profit. Their acts are then bundled up in adapting to the 

market as sellers. The dominant ideal, bright & fresh, becomes a formidable tool that can be used to enable 

the primary motivation to make a profit. This creates a situation in which being confident about the final 

price, through knowledge about hedonics evaluations of the home, at the same time makes adapters show 

little interest in strategies and stress them less. The mixing-and-matching mode display, in which practice 

and motivation also walk hand in hand, shows a knowledge about SHM related more to trying to stand out 

in relation to the other homes on the market. Evaluation principles are more diffuse here than among those 

who favor econometrics/hedonics; here it is, so to say, more important what the competition looks like. 

However, it is relatively straightforward to understand and explain mixing and matching as an outlook and 

practice of always trying to make the most of the home for sale. Making the most of the home on the market 

was found to be related to qualities such as time authenticity and style sense. Mixers and matchers also used 

bright & fresh as a tool, but rather than this being a standard to which one adapts, here it is both adapting 

and enabling distinction that create an edge; and not everything should be standardized. Bright & fresh is 

rather a rhythm that allows the home to stand out, as mixing and matching is displayed by sellers who come 

across as sure of their own sense of style, taste, and ability to be creative and/or niche their product. It is 

therefore important to stress that those who display this mode appear to be unbothered in navigating what 

is often described as an aesthetic mine field and the tension-laden waters of the status of the home. The 

conforming mode is the odd one out in this regard: While bright & fresh is what is projected in the home 

for sale here as well, according to the sellers the motivation for doing this does not involve using it as a tool 

or trying to be distinct. Instead, it is a matter of personal taste and subjective value. The justification is 

somewhat hazy; it is unclear what is valued and why, and/or whether this is more an excuse. The principle 

of evaluation is not really discussed when the home conforms to the dominant ideal. Yet, it is not hard to 

understand that conforming to bright & fresh is done with a high awareness of one’s own subjective taste 

as often being perceived as boring and bland, yet being the taste of the market. Conformers therefore care 

little about what experts and pundits advise, and offer no defense of their own valued taste in the home, to 

the point that they even denigrate their own preferred style. What matters more is safeguarding bright & 

fresh with a mind to those who simply follow market fads and fashions. Uncertain was found to be a mood 

more than mode. This mood enabled a defense, and attitude that is ultimately is a form of disappointment, 

sometimes even cynical stance. It boils down to concerns about what effect one as a seller can really have 
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on the final price. The uncertain mood is however a breath of fresh air in my material, as these sellers at 

least question the point of trying to stage the home, so  it has a place in this chapter even if it is not a mode 

in the proper sense. Framed from the relevant mode angle, all three modes among sellers point to buyers as 

the driver of price. The modes are thus, in one way or another, about attracting as many potential bidders 

as possible. This desire, or at least interest, is highly institutionalized, creating a sense of reassurance that 

by following the dominant practice/style one can at least be certain of getting a final price that reflects 

demand. It is not surprising that some actors either feel that this is smoke and mirrors, or question whether 

staging one’s home really has an effect. The uncertain sellers in my material are not frightened of bright & 

fresh being a “standardization” of the home (see for example Foucault 1989: 58ff), whereby one ends up 

living in a sterile lab. As the analysis has shown, bright & fresh is more often a tool that comes to be 

modified, and sometimes even replaced, when one inhabits the home. Nor is there a sense among the un-

certain sellers, or indeed any of the mode displayers, that the use of bright & fresh, and/or indeed the whole 

idea of presenting one’s home to others, turns SHM into a gigantic “panopticon” as some claim (see Bar-

tonek 2016). The constant downplaying of bright & fresh as questionable in a status sense gives an overall 

image of sellers on SHM being competent and able to distinguish style and taste from the market standard.  
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Chapter 10: Discussion and conclusions 

 

The purpose of this study, to understand and explain buyers and sellers on the Stockholm housing market, 

can now finally be revisited. Throughout the empirical chapters I have used a theoretical tool, called modes, 

and one important aspect of the theory of modes is that it enables a unification of the research questions of 

what, how, and why into two general areas of analysis: one regarding motivations and one regarding prac-

tice(s). However, to be clear and transparent, below I first draw a conclusion in regard to the three research 

questions, about buyers and sellers respectively, then turn to a comparison between these two roles, and 

then move on to some theoretical implications. The chapter ends with a look ahead to future studies.  

 

Buyers on the Stockholm housing market 

Among the interviewed and observed buyers, ten modes have been analyzed: forced, practical, aesthetic, 

house-owner, profit-seeker, learning, seasoned, window-shopper, certain, and uncertain. However, as dis-

cussed above, we start with the results separated into what, how, and why research questions, as we can 

then frame the result in relation to the study’s purpose and fulfill the aim of exploration (Hochschild 2016: 

247) and further establish whether buyers’ displayed modes are typical, (slightly) varied, or truly diverse 

(H. Becker 1998: 164ff). Taken in turn, the first research question was “what are buyers and sellers doing 

on SHM ?” A general finding is that what buyers do, according to my material, is rather compartmentalized. 

What you do when trying (or not trying) to establish what you want, what you can buy, how the supply 

situation works, and how things really work on SHM is separate from how you bid. This finding provided 

the structure for two of the empirical chapters on buyers (Chapters 6 and 7). Chapter 6 centers on three 

types of a what analysis of modes: learning, seasoned, and window-shopping. 

 

Learning is a practice, an answer to the what research question regarding whether one is inexperienced. I 

find asking questions, trying to understand the supply-and-demand logic of SHM and its culture, to be 

central. It is easy to understand this mode as a way to handle the massive importance of buying housing. 

Not getting everything right could be costly and/or lead to a failure to buy altogether. The importance of 

getting everything right thus leads inexperienced buyers to display a modus of real eagerness to truly un-

derstand housing as a market good. Buyers in my material, generally speaking, often described learning as 

a gradual or stage-like process—from an initial desire to a more realistic pursuit of a unit. Given that this 

practice is one we take for granted when we want to learn, it is not surprising that those who actually display 

the learning mode are found in my observations and yet never in the form of stages of learning. Instead, the 
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notion of stages of learning is only spoken of in interviews, a good sign that combining observations and 

interviews is valuable for creating understanding. Another general finding in relation to learning is that the 

first-order accounts of learning about housing as a market good lack any notions of how order is formed, 

especially at viewings.  

 

In the seasoned mode, found among those who themselves claim to have experience and/or display sea-

soned-ness in practice (i.e., at viewings), displayers show no burning desire to learn about the market, and 

are not eager to learn things about themselves or others in relation to housing. Instead, they come across as 

the “professionals” on the market. They are observing and monitoring, so that they can strike when the right 

object appears on the market. However, this is not to deny that even seasoned buyers can learn and come 

to realizations when they are in the market; for example, changing one’s opinion about an area or a housing 

type and/or getting valuable new information from a real estate agent. The relatively set preferences and 

desires of seasoned buyers can make them act strategically at viewings. These are the buyers who are likely 

to try to influence others. Some seasoned buyers truly come across as willing to try to get the lowest price 

“by any means necessary”. However, most of the seasoned buyers in both the interviews and my field notes 

are of the silent type. They watch, evaluate, and await the auction. The third mode from Chapter 6 that 

stands out is the window shoppers. What you do in the window-shopping mode is to gather food for thought, 

and the important aspect is how these gathered experiences can be, and are, used when one is/becomes a 

buyer. Even if window shopping is often a matter of dreaming about homes that one will most likely never 

be able to afford, information and knowledge are still useful and valuable in more realistic projects. The 

imaginary home is therefore valuable in the pursuit of a real new home. These buyers also provide empirical 

evidence of how and why the rather massive industry around housing – for example in interior design 

magazines, on television shows (about everything from buying as “flipping” to building one’s own house), 

and the like – is in steady demand. Simply put, imaginary homes are a lucrative business.  

 

The results discussed in Chapter 7, in relation to the what research question, are related exclusively to 

bidding on housing. It is worth noting that the learning mode is not displayed among the bidders; instead, 

bidders are typologized according to whether they are certain or uncertain. The level of certainty/uncer-

tainty relates to whether or not “the market”, in the form of other bidders, should be trusted to provide the 

correct final price. Certainty is found to be related to either knowledge about housing evaluation or more 

of a feeling that SHM tends to get it right or wrong. Overall, in my material certainty is found in those who 

have a high degree of trust in SHM and evaluation models. When one expresses certainty about value and 

prices this is related to having a clear strategy in bidding, and then the certain mode is vivid. The uncertain 

mode is more of a feeling: Buyers displaying this mode tend to be skeptical of SHM altogether, and are 

either careful when bidding or disillusioned, claiming that overbidding is the only way to win an auction. 

At the same time, both certain and uncertain buyers/bidders report clear examples of both themselves doing 

“wrong” things and others misbehaving, and of the auction itself being an arena that is dubious or that at 

least inspires overbidding. It is telling that only two modes are found in the analysis of bidders on SHM. 

The lack of clear rules and regulations in the auction enhances the image of bidders as being left to their 
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own devices and levels of certainty; what is believed to be a fair and good final price becomes one of the 

few things to hold onto.  

 

Overall, I suggest that the what analysis can be summarized in two ways: (1) SHM is a practice in which 

the experience of the buyer explains much of what they do in this capacity. It is important to stress that 

while experience does not explain all the things the buyers in this study do, it is clearly an important factor 

as it explains much more than, for instance, the buyer’s financial situation or gender. Buyers generally come 

across as “responsible consumers” in relation to the what question. They either know what to do or strive 

hard to learn and get it right. (2) Bidding comes across as doings with no real practice guidelines. Here, the 

“good customer” is either a competent evaluator and bidder, or more a disappointed consumer with a critical 

attitude who often feels that strategic bidding is pointless.  

 

Turning to the results around the second research question, “How do buyers and sellers of housing do what 

they do?”, it makes sense to view it as nuancing the analysis of what matters. Again, the analysis is found 

in both Chapters 6 and 7. The addition of the how analysis to the what question is clear-cut in Chapter 6, in 

the sense that we find analyzed observations of what buyers actually do at viewings and how they act. How 

you behave as a buyer is related to why you are a buyer and who you are as a buyer. Whether you want to 

learn, have already learned (i.e. are seasoned), or are window shopping, the how answers display your 

“takes” on the practice within SHM. There is a clear and acceptable way to behave as a buyer: For example, 

one can ask questions, but not question everything about a unit. Similarly, one can act devious and try to 

trick others, but there is a limit whereby this strategy should not turn into a performance that is unacceptable. 

Practice must hence be adapted to the situation and its order. The analysis of how matters show that learning, 

being seasoned, and window shopping are the three ways in which buyers deal with others and the culture 

of the viewings. Chapter 7 also relates to how buyers behave, but here the displays are meager in a mode 

sense. Either one is certain or one is not, and the level of certainty, generally speaking, explains how one 

bids. How things are done is a research question best answered by looking at real acts; thus, observation is 

the preferred method. Given that I did not witness auctions but did witness behavior at viewings, it could 

well be that the fact that multiple modes were found at viewings and few were found in bidding is due to 

the bidding not being analyzed as real, moving action. At any rate, the finding that buyers/bidders are often 

critical is valuable as it provides evidence for my conclusion that there tend to be fewer modes when the 

situation is depleted of guidelines and others tend to be adversaries/competitors.   

  

The third and final research question, “Why do actors buy and sell housing?”, is analyzed in Chapter 5. 

Contrary to much recent work in sociology (see for example Martin & Lembo 2020), and partly following 

from the assumption formed in Chapter 3, buying housing is found to be an instance in which it often makes 

sense to speak of motives. The reason for buying something as important as housing is rarely something the 

buyer needs to cook up after the fact. Buyers walk into SHM wide awake, with a vivid motivation before 

their eyes. Thus, it is not a contradiction that some buyers explain away and excuse the fact they bought 
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housing by arguing that they were forced to do it. This is not a rationalization after the fact but rather an 

excuse for a perceived political-ideological decision to buy and own housing. The forced mode also stands 

out in the aspect that little is tied to practices and doings, and can thus be paired with virtually any other 

practice display. Other buyers besides those found to be forced are much more straightforward in that they 

are typologized according to their primary motivation/justification. Motivations are most often plenty, but 

one stands out in both a justification and practice sense. Here we find the practical mode that is prevalent 

in my material, often found among growing families. Another mode display is analyzed among those who 

find a certain aesthetic quality in a unit, making the buyer “tip over” and pursue that particular home. Next 

we have those who justify the importance and value of owning a certain housing structure, a house, on more 

ideological grounds. Finally, there are profit seekers who explain their purchase of housing as being pri-

marily influenced by a desire to buy at the right (low) price.  

 

Overall, and when we lift our analytical gaze somewhat, the role of being a buyer of housing can be sum-

marized as a somewhat fluid and varied practice. Some window shop, others try to deceive, some merely 

wait for the right unit to appear, and those without experience try to achieve the relative ease in which 

experienced buyers move around the market. When one focuses on motivation/justification the image is 

much the same, as motivations are varied, even diverse, while the general pattern is one of situatedness. 

There are overarching situated motivations such as getting it right for financial reasons, or getting it right 

in order not to lose face at a viewing. However, the importance of getting it right is somewhat eased in that 

buyers, even in such a serious matter as buying housing, can be and have been proven to be willing and 

able to play shop, window shop, and use their imagination. Another way to frame this finding in stress that 

motivations found in chapter 5 resurfaces as justifications in displays in chapter 6, while buyers in have  

chapter 7 show little diversity, they are either certain or uncertain, and motivations are not particularly 

useful for explaining modes in bidding.  

Sellers on Stockholm’s housing market 

Six modes have been analyzed based on interviews and observations of sellers: forced, practical, market-

adapter, critical-homeowner, conformist, and mixing-and-matching. Selling is tied up with an actual unit, 

a home located in a geographical space, sold at a certain time—with some form of schedule, often intro-

duced by the contracted real estate agent. At least what sellers do and how they do it are aspects that are 

steered by or tied to SHM as an institutionalized market practice. This institutionalized aspect also influ-

ences motivations among sellers. This finding makes sellers answerable in one mode bundle; therefore, I 

will present the conclusion on sellers in full mode analysis directly. Generally speaking, sellers have no 

problem or issue with describing what they did, how they did it, and why they sold. One the one hand, this 

makes sellers easy to follow in a narrative sense. They typically describe what motivated them to sell, how 

they went about their business with real estate agents, and how things ultimately panned out with the sale. 

Another way to assess these straight stories is to say that they are somewhat lackluster and even anemic. 
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That sellers tell matter-of-fact stories is then, in part, due to the little excitement and novelty there is to be 

expected in “keeping shop.” However, more should be made of this finding. One thing to note is that the 

sellers in my material have also been buyers. One explanation could therefore be that actors become some-

what more blasé when switching from being a first-time buyer to being at least a somewhat experienced 

actor as a seller. However, I find that the more important point to make is that even experienced buyers 

have much more vivid stories when discussing buying. The important conclusion is thus that the role of 

seller appears to allow little diversity when in role. Note, for example, how sellers displaying the forced 

mode report that an external event forced and caused them to sell. The stories are thus virtually swallowed 

up by the market practice; i.e., the forced mode displayers  do not speak of certain values in their homes, 

or give vivid accounts of what happened when they contracted real estate agents, and so on. When asked 

about what they did and why they did it, they center on why as a causal tale, and what and how elements 

become taken-for-granted aspects of what it means to be a seller of housing. Except for the critical-home-

owner mode, which comes across as signaling that the displayer is upset about certain aspect of SHM (thus 

enabling a distancing of oneself from the market’s ideals and logic), all the modes are mere nuances of the 

practice of sellers. They share an interest in getting the transaction done, most often with the desired out-

come of getting the highest possible price, but being a seller is not something they identify with. Selling is 

rather just a transition phase, a point one at which is eager to be successful, because it most often affects 

the next home. There are different directions in these four modes, however: the practical mode is centered 

on the value of more space, while the market-adapter, conformist, and mixing-and-matching modes are 

strategies and practices involving how to arrange the home for the market. The general conclusion is that 

sellers reenact the supply side, its practice/culture, which includes what informants perceive (in a taken-

for-granted fashion) as the general motivation, or interest, that almost automatically comes with being a 

seller. The justifications of what was done as a seller are therefore rarely passionate appeals or tied directly 

to subjective values or even good “tricks of the trade”. Sellers, generally speaking, take no issue with adapt-

ing their home to SHM style. Even if a few have internalized the showcase home as their own subjective 

aesthetic ideal, they generally take no issue with removing, or painting over, subjectively valuable things 

in the home being placed on the market. This helps us understand and explain that the established scheme 

of what it means to be a seller of housing, the “institutionalized” pattern, is taken on by sellers as it enables 

them to be successful sellers. What you do as a seller, how you do it, and why you sell housing can, and 

does, matter, subjectively speaking. But in a general sense, the conformity to culture and standardization 

(for example in measuring housing units value in econometric modelling) makes the seller’s world on SHM, 

in my informants’ words and in images in ads and at showings, pretty disenchanted.   

Comparing buyers and sellers 

SHM is a place where buyers and sellers interact in order to satisfy their motivations and interests, it is a 

practice, and one culture. Modes work and are expressed similarly for buyers and sellers, as the actors in 

the two roles have one way to act – one way to justify a motivation, over other multiple things that they 
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also value – and thereby one primary mode display. Naturally, they do somewhat different things across 

the two roles, and mode displays differ somewhat within the roles, but here the main focus here is on mode 

differences between the two roles. Modes are situational and socially formed, and this offers an explanation 

as to how and why the modes of buyers and sellers are found to differ between the two roles in this study. 

This is vivid when we compare a mode with the same name, the forced mode, across roles. Buyers display-

ing this mode were found to justify having bought housing by excusing it, while sellers tell us that an 

external force caused them to sell, a story that lacks any form of rationalization. This is a weak buyer mode 

in the sense that it has no obvious tie to any real action; for example, displaying being forced is combined 

with being eager to learn and/or being a sniper in the auction. Important choices and decisions must be 

made regardless of whether or not the buyer reports being forced to buy. The forced sellers are in one sense 

somewhat similar to forced buyers, as they have no obvious connection to practice. They do not pair their 

story with any passionate appeal for the value(s) in the home they sell. Instead, and contrary to the buyers, 

the forced seller can rest in typical stable seller practices on SHM – for instance, staging their home in the 

bright & fresh aesthetic. Sellers can trust the institution of the market; there is no need to internalize a 

certain aesthetic or to have strong knowledge about econometric modeling/evaluation of housing. On SHM, 

following the practice minimizes the risk of failing.  

 

Something similar is found when we compare the analyses in regard to getting the best possible price. The 

profit-seeker mode among buyers and the market-adapter and mixing-and-matching modes among sellers 

all emphasize getting the best price as the primary motivation. Similar to above, sellers, in the modes related 

to getting the highest possible price, can trust SHM as role, and as a practice. Selling at the best possible 

price, given the market at a specific time and place, is something that comes with being in role; i.e., it is 

ingrained in what it means to be a seller. When it comes to buyers, profit seeking clearly matters a great 

deal to most; but in contrast to sellers, profit seeking has no obvious market practice to lean on. Thus, while 

buyers have plenty of written and unwritten rules for forming modes in the sense of a being a good con-

sumer, for example regarding how to behave at viewings or what type of information to gather in relation 

to interesting units for sale, this is missing when the buyer turns into a bidder; i.e., bidders lack any practice 

or institutionalized guide to enable them to get the best price. While buyers as bidders speak a great deal 

about what to do in order to get the lowest possible price, they have little to situate themselves and form a 

mode in relation to. Strategies in bidding, when they really are modes, are therefore better explained by 

how certain/uncertain the buyer is regarding what the right price is and/or the sense of whether or not the 

auction tends to get it right when it comes to the final price.  

 

To summarize the comparison between buyers and sellers, buyers’ mode displays are rather loose and fluid 

when approached as one practice. Buyers are a group in the sense that their doings follow a pattern, a form 

of collective action. They also share a common general interest in getting everything right as a buyer of 

housing. Explaining what “getting everything right” actually implies and entails, and explaining why buyers 

act as they do in viewings – why some benefit from window shopping while others do not and the like – 

are, however, matters best explained by looking at buyers in more detail, conducting a mode analysis. 
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Sellers are much more rigid and role-like in comparison to buyers. There is some variation among sellers, 

but this is a group in the sense of an institutionalized and taken-for-granted practice. The differences and 

similarities between buyers and sellers according to modes and roles can be further explored in relation to 

theory. This is pursued below.  

Theoretical implications 

Describing and analyzing empirical material on switch-role markets like the one I have studied is rare. 

Theorizing the same type of market, somewhat surprisingly,208 is even more unusual; to the best of my 

knowledge, there exists only Aspers’ (2011b) theory on switch-role markets.209 The gap in theory makes it 

valid to put the results of this study in a more abstract and theoretical light. The way to go about this, I 

argue, is through the concept of modes. Although modes have primarily been used as a theory tool in the 

analysis – i.e., they have been applied to interviews and observations – here it is useful to use modes as a 

theory end result, a more abstract form of theory that can be used to expand our knowledge of switch-role 

markets.  

 

Roles, switching, and the social structure of a market 

Modes should be understood as being aligned with social role(s) in the sense that if no one acts in a certain 

mode there is, simply put, no role to speak about. Given that roles can be defined as the action part of 

position, status, and thus the stuff that makes a social structure visible (Linton 1936, see also Barnes 2005; 

Biddle 1979: 58; Martin 2009: 5ff; Swidler 2005: 76), it becomes evident that modes can be understood as 

a “smaller part” of a visible social structure. The differences I have analyzed, between and within the two 

roles of buyer and seller, are in one sense expected findings as role theory most often stresses that perfor-

mances in roles will vary (see for example Parsons & Shils 1951/2015: 24).  

 

Using a mode that is frequent in the analyses in the empirical chapters, the practical mode, we can approach 

similarities in a social structure sense. When an actor has practicality as their primary motivation and lets 

practicality be the goal that governs their actions around transacting housing we say that the actor, whether 

buyer or seller, can be described as having a matter-of-fact relationship with others and the whole market 

as a “generalized other” (Mead 1967/1972: 154, Schütz 1964: 38ff). They share a “perspective” (H. Becker 

et al. 1977) acting and explaining SHM and transacting housing as a response to “institutional pressures” ( 

H. Becker et al. 1977: 36; see also H. Becker 1982/2008: 241). However, contrary to some studies in eco-

nomic sociology (Harrington 2008; Spillman 2012), which have served as valuable inspiration for this 

 
208 This is surprising in the sense that neoclassic economic theory from the very outset often used switch-role markets, in which auctions are used 
to set prices as a form of “original market”. Sociologists often point to the fact that this theorizing, while coming across as abstract and unburdened 

by empirical fieldwork, was in fact inspired in, and by studying, real markets (see Aspers 2011b: 83 Muniesa 2014: 64). 
209 Aspers’ theory is unique in that it ties switching to types of markets and their structure and order. Here we focus on his contribution to theorizing 
social structure and switching, which he finds to be tied to “standard markets” (Aspers 2011b: 89; 116), a finding I have echoed elsewhere (Aspers 

& Bengtsson 2014; see also Aspers et al. 2020). Both theorizing switching and using switch-role markets as empirical material, however, are not 

uncommon (see for example White 2008).   
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study, the social action found in modes does not really signal group belonging to any of the two roles.210 

The actions of people in these roles are clearly social, but it is important to stress that it is still economic 

social action (Weber 1978: 4ff, ) in the sense that it is about economic aspects, and as most housing market 

actors need to get the best possible deal/final price; i.e., be economical in the frugal sense. Framed in another 

way, the primary motivation of getting more practically needs to be adapted to situation at hand, and then 

it is the case that the institutional pressure looks different according to what one role is currently in and 

(especially among buyers) at what stage of role incumbency one is in. At the same time, the practical mode 

display is good example of how the motivation is a motive, something which both buyers and sellers hang 

on to throughout the process of transacting. To display for example the practical mode display as  a buyer 

is important and telling, but when switching to being a seller being motivated by practically matters little 

and is hardly visible.   

 

Latching onto the point above, that modes are likely to involve variations on role performance, the practical 

mode is found to be close to signifying an ideal switch-role market actor; as the only identified switch-role 

market theory suggests, the overall interest is trading (Aspers 2011b: 87), trading/transacting housing in 

the practical mode display case. This means that while I have established that the role of seller of housing 

is more role-like than that of buyer, this matters little to the actor displaying the practical mode. The reason 

for this is that the actor is aiming for, and acting in order to get, more practicality, which is not more related 

to either of the two sides of the market (Ibid.). Being primarily interested in trade is then an interest, a 

perspective and a practice, that floats over the two roles (cf. Burt 1996). This is a relationship that captures 

a switch-role market in a general sense. Actors on SHM are switch-role actors, and switching can be ex-

plained as housing the two conflicting role interests (buying low vs. selling high) under one roof. Empiri-

cally speaking, not all actors have been successful at overcoming the conflicting role interests,211 but gen-

erally speaking the switch-role actor has a “swings and roundabouts” notion as they are interested in 

trade/transaction, moving into the new home. I find Swidler’s (2005: 80ff) depiction of practice as “infra-

structure” telling. Buyers’ and sellers’ modes differ somewhat, but they are united across roles, sides, and 

positions in that the market for housing is used, and looked upon, as a road that facilitates the interest in 

getting the transaction done in a “good way”. The impression that this is a matter-of-fact relationship in the 

practical mode is echoed in a general sense as no actors have been found to have actually tried to reform, 

transform, or radically change the practice of SHM (Swidler 2005: 81ff; Swidler 2001: 160ff, cf. Aspers et 

al. 2020). The infrastructure notion also has the benefit of clarifying that, while trade is a general role-

defying interest, buyers and sellers are not in the role of trader as they are in Aspers’ (2011: 87f) theory. 

They use the infrastructure, but should not be seen as being interested in keeping the market going for the 

 
210 In Harrington (2008) and Spillman (2012), membership in a group influences one’s actions and motivations/justifications. For example, indi-

viduals identify themselves as members of an investment club, and this membership provides support and strength, even if the stocks that are bought 

and sold develop unfavorably (Harrington 2008). Similarly, even in an environment in which one expects cold, hard, self-interested rationalism – 
a trade association – Spillman identifies how altruistic and “soft” social values are spread in the group. My point here is that the buyers in my case 

are far from clubs or associations; there is no such membership to be found. However, this is not at all to deny that buyers (or sellers for that matter) 

are groups in the sense that they share an interest or that they can be influenced by others, in the same or opposing roles or in any other generalized 
sense.   
211 For example, even if selling and buying low is profitable when getting a larger unit, some actors in my material nonetheless report disappointment 

with the sale. 
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profit in selling volumes, as traders does (Ibid.). This interest can however be found among the real traders 

on SHM, real estate agents. Part of the acceptance of SHM and its logic, I argue, is likely to be found in the 

fact that actors tend to spend little time in the market roles; the time they do spend there involves a clear 

focus on and interest in getting everything right. This is most efficiently done according to playing-field 

practice and unspoken logic, as they come across to the market actor.  

 

I argue that the notion of switch-role actors having a relation to the market, using it as infrastructure, is a 

step forward in theorizing a switch-role market as a social structure. On the other hand, it is important to 

note that the empirical findings from above – (i) that modes are elements or parts of role performances, and 

(ii) the difference between sellers being role-like and buyers being more fluid and diverse in their modes – 

get lost in this theorizing on a market level. The general and the mode-specific aspects can be combined, 

however, if and when the notion of modes as an expected variation in roles (see for example Parsons & 

Shils 1951/2015: 20) is left behind and we instead stress that mode displays have been classified and sys-

tematized and that the way forward is to theorize modes in relation to social structure.  

 

Modes are social and relate to the situation. While an actors can, and sometimes will, carry one mode into 

being both buyer and seller, as is the case with the practical mode, for example, this is not to say that modes 

matter in the same way to buyers and sellers or that they explain the two situations symmetrically. For 

example, the window-shopping and aesthetic modes displayed among buyers can look trivial from a dis-

tance, but do in fact show and explain that buying housing can be done in many different ways, not as 

variations around the role but as an activity that actually differs and explains how units of housing are 

looked upon and why, as well as why buyers finally tip over and pursue a specific unit. The term differen-

tiation can be used to describe the fact that buyers’ modes are different, not only different from those of 

sellers but, more importantly here, within and among buyers as a group. Modes among buyers are clearly 

separated, and distanced, from others’ modes, as buyers do not have to conform to a role-like practice 

structure. “Getting action” (White 2008: 279; see also Martin 2015: 231ff) as a housing buyer is not very 

hard. There is not a great deal of structure, such as practice requirements, that in the end prohibits one from, 

so to say, wandering around in the housing store. I have for example found no evidence of “differentiation” 

as it is used in structural sociology (see Martin 2009: 102; 2015: 186f; White 2008: 78ff); i.e., I have not 

found positions as statuses, determined by actors’ characteristics, to be tied to a disposition to act in a 

distinct way, a position’s “take” on practice (see Bourdieu 1984; 2005). What I have found, however, is 

mode displays that are distanced from one another due to the situational (weak) structure.   

  

While sellers of housing can and do desire to get many things in their new/next home, getting more space, 

finding enjoyment in home decoration, or favoring a certain type of architecture, these are seldom modes 

that are visible, or detectable, in a unit for sale. There are fewer modes among sellers than buyers but, more 

importantly, they are very close to each other, almost overlapping. In a culture, style, and practice-as-con-

tent sense, I have described this as involution— bright & fresh becomes an aesthetic that dominates the 

market and hampers innovation, creativity, and diversity. Culture turns inward (Goldenwieser 1936: 99ff, 
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cf. Geertz 1963: 80f). I find that this concept can also be used to describe the structural situation in which 

modes of sellers are so alike, steeped in custom and convention, that their positions, in one sense, lie close 

to one another (see White 2008: 78f; 355f. Martin 2009: 102: 2015: 186,n.6). A seller of housing has few 

outlets to signal anything to any other actor. The ad and the viewings are basically it; they are the only 

stages available, and both of them have a rather tight script. Even those who speak of value in aesthetic 

and/or historical qualities of housing are found to mix valued style with the dominant aesthetic. What ex-

plains sellers’ modes is not their position or the status of the home they are selling. Rather, it is the structural 

situation of involution, which hinders them from getting “fresh action” (White 2008: 279). Instead, sellers 

run in the hamster wheel of a trusted institution (cf. Martin 2009: 187). On the other hand, it is not difficult 

to positions sellers of housing on SHM. In a nutshell, selling housing on SHM is to put a home on the 

market, a home which has features which are ranked or prized. Certain areas are more expensive than others, 

bigger (all other variables being equal) is more valued than smaller and so on. This is clearly a social 

structure as hierarchy (cf. Bourdieu 2005). The important aspect to lift here is then, that in contrast to 

finding around SHM as infrastructure, modes has been proven to be unrelated of social structure in an 

hierarchical sense on SHM, i.e. both buyers and sellers display modes, perform roles, transact in way which 

the home (and thus the sellers) position explain very little.  Below I provide some ideas for how theorizing 

modes could be approached in the future, and here I end with the notion that, given that so little has been 

done in regard to switch-role market in a theory sense, the mode analysis of a real market of this kind – 

although it involves a peculiar good – offers a continuation of and perhaps slight increase in our knowledge 

base in regard to social structures. 

Limitations and future research 

One idea in this study was that the time and space, the situation in which it was conducted, could be dis-

cussed and singled out here in the final chapter. While some of this has been touched upon above, much 

more comparative work is needed in order to, for example, settle how much or little SHM stands out (or 

does not) in both a Swedish and a cross-national comparison. I made this point earlier from a theoreti-

cal/theorizing viewpoint in regard to role and social structure—more needs to be done, comparatively 

speaking, for example to establish whether, how, and why buyers and sellers in my case differ from or are 

similar to other switch-role market actors. Given that I found ideas of differentiation and involution valuable 

above when theorizing differences among buyers and sellers, it could well be that a related concept, identity 

(see especially White 2008), could and should be used to further explain modes. My suggestion is that any 

type of comparison could start with and in empirical work, in other housing markets than SHM but also 

other types of switch-role markets. This can also be framed in relation to one major assumption in this 

study: the idea that buyers and sellers are typical and are in the market for one thing. This assumption has 

worked out just fine in the sense that both buyers and sellers come across as highly competent at what they 

do: understanding how evaluations work and implicit rules; being willing and able to substitute one unit for 

another or change their preferences; seeing through marketing tricks; and many other things. This image of 
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competence is slightly tautological, however, and relates to the sample being skewed as it contains mostly 

members of the middle class, more informants from the inner city, and more apartments than houses, to 

name a few. This also relates to saturation, described in Chapter 4: Even if the population at the time of the 

study is a concept with no real counterpart in the method, and even if I have argued that the analyzed sample 

is still a fair representation of SHM during the time studied, there is nonetheless a real risk that the stories 

and doings that are explainable by, for example, being a member of the middle class become saturated 

much more quickly than other stories, thus also running the risk that too few interviews are conducted with, 

for example, members of other classes, disabling saturation altogether in some categories. I find that char-

acteristics such as class, area bought and sold in, gender, and ethnicity explain little in relation to mode. 

This finding is thus potentially an answer that depends on whom I have asked and haven’t asked, as well 

as the manner in which I have asked. The same goes for another limitation, that of the units of analysis: 

buyers and sellers. My snowball sampling of informants to interview and the observation sites was done 

with the aim of reaching diversity. Diversity was reached, but in relation to the individual buyers and sellers, 

when in fact each individual represents a household. The sample is relatively fair as different types of 

households are interviewed, and on some occasions buyers and sellers speak of a partner in the household 

as someone to negotiate and compromise with; still, I did not sample with the household in mind but had 

to make do with what the sample gave me. Future work on SHM and other housing markets could be 

valuable for disentangling both “households as actors” and the image of the switch-role actor in my mate-

rial. Could it, for example, be a uniquely Stockholm phenomenon? My own intention is to proceed with 

this type of comparative work as soon as possible. Related to this are two other subjects that I find highly 

interesting to pursue: (1) While the study describes actors on a market where housing prices had been, and 

still were, increasing at a rapid rate, something quite different is happening as this is being written. While 

a global pandemic and an invasion war on the European continent, at least initially, did not affect housing 

buyers’ willingness to keep paying ever-increasing prices (and thus get deeper in debt), a price drop did 

finally occur. Presently (April 2023), the news is full of reports of decreasing prices on housing in Stock-

holm specifically and in Sweden at large. It would be interesting to replicate the work done here to examine 

whether something happens to modes and/or other aspects when the market turns, and if so, what happens. 

For instance, what is the significance of villa prices in suburbs decreasing more quickly than prices for 

apartments in the inner city? Do buyers, for example, become more predatory and role-like when things 

have changed on SHM? (2) Given that rental housing, despite often being described as part of the housing 

market, is in fact a late addition as a market good in Sweden, an in-depth analysis of this “immature” rental 

housing market, often described as a wild-west situation with a gold rush mentality among owners/sublet-

ters, would be beneficial.     

 

From a completely different angle, I would find it fascinating to have the ability to look in more detail at 

the aesthetics on SHM. Notions like the “diffusion of ideas” were hinted at especially in the chapters on 

sellers, but it was not possible to further expand on them. With a large body of visual material, one would 

be able to really analyze how images and experiences of housing for sale are changing and have changed 
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(or not) over time; I believe this would be a valuable project for not only academia but also for  industries 

such as real estate agents and future buyers and sellers. Related to this, a “photo elicitation” would also be 

highly valuable. The buyers and sellers in this study have had absolutely no problems talking about taste, 

style, and aesthetic values, but a proper comparison between actual images and actors’ sentiments about 

them would be interesting.  
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Appendix 
 

Figure a: Stockholm County, 26 municipalities

 

1. Nynäshamn 2. Södertälje 3. Haninge 4. Botkyrka 5. Nykvarn 6. Salem 7. Huddinge 8. Tyresö 9. 

Ekerö 10. Stockholm 11. Nacka 12. Värmdö 13. Lidingö 14. Vaxholm 15. Danderyd 16. Solna 17. 

Sundbyberg 18. Järfälla 19. Ekerö 20. Upplands-Bro 21. Upplands Väsby 22. Täby 23. Österåker 24. 

Sigtuna 25. Vallentuna 26. Österåker 

 



Figure b: Stockholm City, boroughs and municipalities  

 

(Source: https://start.stockholm/om-stockholms-stad/utredningar-statistik-och-

fakta/statistik/omradesfakta/) 

1. Rinkeby-Kista 2. Spånga-Tensta 3. Hässelby-Vällingby 4. Bromma 5. Kungsholmen 6. Norrmalm 7. 

Östermalm 8. Södermalm 9. Hägersten-Älvsjö 10. Skärholmen 11. Enskede-Årsta-Vantör 12. Farsta 

13. Skarpnäck  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure c: Socioeconomic status, Stockholm County, 2015  

 

 

(Source: https://segregationsbarometern.delmos.se) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figures d & e: Socioeconomic status, zoom-in on northern & southern parts of 

Stockholm County, 2015   

 

 

Zoom-in on northern part of Stockholm County 

(Source: https://segregationsbarometern.delmos.se) 

 

Zoom-in on southern part of Stockholm County 

(Source: https://segregationsbarometern.delmos.se) 

 

https://segregationsbarometern.delmos.se/


Figure f: Socioeconomic status, Stockholm City, 2015 

 

   

(Source: https://segregationsbarometern.delmos.se/kommun/stockholm) 

 

Figure g: Age structure, Stockholm County 

  

In Stockholm County the age structure for the year 2015 is visualized in the pie chart above. Twenty-

four per cent of the population was aged 0-19 years, 60% was 20-64, and 16% was over 65.  

(Source: https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/7fbde35613814381af372842332d059d , Region Stockholm, En analys av 

bostadsbeståndet) 

 

Table a: Migration  

The table below shows the numbers (“antal”) and percentual shares (“andel”) of foreign-born 

(“utlandsfödda”) for the years 1995 and 2010. Sweden at large is included, as are the 26 

municipalities in Stockholm County, and the boroughs and municipalities (“stadsdelsområden”) that 

make up the municipality of Stockholm City are zoomed in on.  

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/7fbde35613814381af372842332d059d


 

 

Table b: Poverty  

The table below shows the numbers (“antal”) and percentual shares (“andel”) of individuals with 

disposable income that makes them categorizable as poor (using the EU measurement “relative 

poverty”) for the years 1995 and 2010. The table shows Sweden at large and the 26 municipalities in 

Stockholm County, with an extra zoom-in on the boroughs and municipalities (“stadsdelsområden”) 

that make up the municipality of Stockholm City.   

 

(Source: Demografisk rapport 2014/Demographic report 2014) 

Table c: Wealth  

The table below shows the numbers (“antal”) and percentual shares (“andel”) of individuals with 

disposable income that makes them categorizable as wealthy (using the EU measurement “relative 

wealth”) for the years 1995 and 2010. The table shows Sweden at large and the 26 municipalities in 

Stockholm County, with an extra zoom-in on the boroughs and municipalities (“stadsdelsområden”) 

that make up the municipality of Stockholm City.   



 

(Source: Demografisk Rapport 2014: 66/Demographic report 2014: 66) 

 

Table d: Type of housing, Stockholm County (“Länet”) 

 

                               

  

(Source: Boendestrukturen i Stockholms län och delområden 2017 – en registerstudie, Demografirapport 2018:9) 

 

 

 



Table e: Population in the municipalities, 2015 

 

(Source: www.scb.se)   

 

Table f: Informants per municipality 

 

 

 

http://www.scb.se/


Table g: Interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table h: Observations per municipality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table i: Observations 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table j: Socioeconomic classification (SEI), from SCB 

 



 



 



 

 

(Source: https://www.scb.se/dokumentation/klassifikationer-och-standarder/socioekonomisk-

indelning-sei/) 
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