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This project report is the result of Design for 
Government 2016 course at Aalto University. The 
paper describes the process and outcomes of one 
of the two student groups working on the brief 
commissioned by the Ministry of the Environment 
of Finland titled “Maintenance and energy in Finni-
sh housing companies”. The work has been done 
by a multidisciplinary group of master students - 
Marija Erjavec, Veikko Isotalo, Jutta Menestrina 
and Ekaterina Perfilyeva. 

The report begins with introducing the design 
project and the Ministry’s brief in more detail. A 
large part of the paper is about the extensive re-
search performed by the team describing inter-
views with stakeholders, analysing existing tools 
and solutions and exploring the world of Finnish 
housing companies, largely relevant to the project. 

Special for a design project, the research part 
is followed by an extensive synthesis part whe-
re we connect the data obtained through various 
methods. This part includes comprehensive ide-
as, opportunities and stakeholder mapping. We 
conclude there with formulating new and more 
detailed problems moving into choosing one to 
reformulate the brief. 

The third part of the report presents our pro-
posal - Pitäjä, the engine for strategic upkeep in 
housing companies - in detail. Besides showing 
the visual part of the tool, we also make the case 
for its spillover effects in the system and potential 
risks it may contain. Finally, the report is followed 
by a short discussion part to encourage a conver-
sation about designing solutions for government. 

SUMMARY
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INTRODUCTION

“Let’s go, we need to change things!” – that is 
what we aim for. It describes our group’s aims on a 
personal level as well as the aim of the Design for 
Government studio course. We believe that this is 
the attitude we and other professionals need to ha-
ve – to address, to deal with and to design soluti-
ons for the complex challenges in the public sector. 

The urgency of implementing design in the pu-
blic and governmental sector exists in Albert Ein-
stein words: “You can’t solve a problem with the 
same mind that created it.” The Design for Gover-
nment course is based on this urgency. Design 
thinking can help challenge existing frames and 
is open to input from outside. It bridges contexts 
and helps moving between problem and solution. 
It emphasizes intuition and visual thinking.1 De-
sign solutions are, unlike science which is based 
on facts, closely connected to linking existing in-
formation, an empathic understanding of events 
and issues as well as own experience. Therefore, 
combining the governmental challenges with de-
sign helps to change the point of view and opens 
up new solutions and pathways to existing, urgent 

issues. It leads to creating a sense of future in the 
here and now which again can foster change in the 
future.2

Projects which can be tackled with this mindset 
are formulated by some of the Finnish Ministries. 
The project with its particular brief discussed in 
the following pages was given by the Finnish Mini-
stry of Environment. The first part of this report – 
research and synthesis – includes research, findin-
gs and problem descriptions of both groups dea-
ling with the same brief: “Maintenance and energy 
in Finnish housing companies.” 

Two groups of students have worked on the bri-
ef resulting in two projects titled as following: “My 
plan – a planning tool for renovations and active 
governance in housing companies” by Andre Vi-
centini, Anssi Laurila and Simone Menge and “In 
good company – motivating strategic upkeep in 
housing companies” by Marija Erjavec, Veikko Iso-
talo, Jutta Menestrina and Ekaterina Perfilyeva. 
This report presents a thorough description of the 
latter. Both projects were embedded in the Design 
for Government course at Aalto University in 2016.

1 Nigel Cross, 2011. 
Design Thinking 

2 Juha Kronqvist, 2016. 
Design for Government 

course

»Create a strong case-a sense of urgency  
so that people start telling each other:  
Let’s go, we need to change things!« 

			   - birgit mayer
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PROJECT BRIEF

Our project was based on the brief titled “Energy 
and maintenance in Finnish housing companies” 
given by the Ministry of the Environment. The bri-
ef tackled two big problems: first, the “renovation 
era” that is underway for the housing stock built 
in 60s, 70s and 80s and how to deal with this in a 
sustainable way, and second – the government be-
ing demanded to improve energy efficiency to me-
et the climate change mitigation targets. As 30% 
of carbon dioxide emissions are caused by the built 
environment 3, housing sector is an important so-
urce to look into. The following description is ba-
sed on the original brief.

current situation
Reducing energy consumption of the existing 

housing stock is a major policy issue in Finland. 
Housing built in the post-war period (1960s-80s) 
consist mainly of housing companies (taloyhtiöt) 
and will enter the so-called “renovation era” within 
the next 20 years. This is a challenge and oppor-
tunity when it comes to climate policy as it wou-
ld be essential to integrate energy improvements 
within forthcoming renovations. 

Finnish housing companies play a strong and 
unique role in Finland, taking a significant share 
of the building stock. Their management is based 
on The Finnish Limited Liability Housing Compani-
es Act4 that entitles non-professional owners to 
decision-making often with the help of professio-
nal housing manager (isännöitsijä). Decisions re-
lated to renovations need to have an agreement 
on what, when and how to renovate, including the 
issues of cost, quality and sustainability. Decisions 
are valid through the majority or unanimous voting 
which makes it even harder for all stakeholders. 

The state of maintenance in buildings can be qu-
ite low - there is lack of expertise, competing inte-
rests and difficulty in having a long-term view. Ve-
ry few housing companies have a long term plan. 
There is a clear lack of strategic or systematic 

3 Ministry of the 
Environment, 2016.

4 www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/
ajantasa/2009/20091599

5 www.ekokumppanit.fi/
energiaekspertti/

approach in housing companies. Improving long 
term systematic maintenance of buildings in ho-
using companies already spurred some tools and 
projects, both mandatory and voluntary. 

Another project related to the problem of 
energy efficiency was the implementation of 
Energy Experts by Tampere-based energy agency 
Ekokumppanit. Energy Experts are residents tra-
ined in improving energy efficiency in their hou-
sing company. The project has been so far piloted 
in Tampere only5; the use of tools and the range of 
the work of Energy Experts are however, not eno-
ugh to achieve impact on larger scales required by 
energy efficiency targets in policies. 

key questions 
Based on previously explained facts, there are 

two key questions we received from the Ministry 
of Environment: 

1. How to motivate housing companies for more 
systematic and foresightful maintenance and re-
novations planning (considering also energy effi-
ciency and sustainability)? 

2. How to develop the “energy expert” role in 
housing companies in order to better serve the 
needs of housing companies and sustainability? 

Besides governmental stakeholders as receivers 
of the project’s outcomes, the ministry also sees 
the boards of housing companies and housing ma-
nagers as important stakeholders. 

outlook for the future
Idealy, in the future all the stakeholders aro-

und housing companies would have a common 
understanding of their buildings’ condition and 
long term view on future renovations. This cou-
ld possibly be ensured through a revision of va-
rious tools. Nevertheless, possible solutions and 
concepts should not only concentrate on housing 
companies but emphasize the bigger picture of 
their operations context. 
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RESEARCH

In order to understand the context of the pro-
blems we were tackling, we have done a lot of re-
search using different methods of obtaining infor-
mation. In our research process, we focused on 
understanding stakeholders, analyzing existing 
solutions and getting expert data on concrete ma-
tters. Our objectives for the research part of the 
project were to find out:
1.	 what stakeholders are involved in this context; 

2.	 how Finnish housing company system works;
3.	 how are the problems of achieving energy 

efficiency and managing renovations curren-
tly solved in that system. 

Thus, we have explored two main themes - sta-
keholders and housing companies as described in 
sub-chapters below. Based on the brief, we also 
looked at energy experts to widen our understan-
ding of energy efficiency efforts in housing. 

atlas workshop 
To engage our key stakeholders in a dialogue, 

we have organised a workshop based on Atlas de-
sign game that facilitated an open discussion re-
lated to our brief. The objective of the workshop 
was to bring key stakeholders together, reveal mo-
re underlying meanings and motivations behind 
the commissioner’s brief and touch base on what 
solutions have been out there, what worked and 
what did not. 

The workshop was attended by the representati-
ves of the Ministry of the Environment, Environment 
Centre of the City of Helsinki, Prime Minister’s Office 
and Tampere-owned energy agency Ekokumppanit, 
who pioneered the energy expert project. 

The objective of the workshop was to bring key 
stakeholders together, extend our understanding 
of the brief and research questions as well as iden-
tifying further stakeholders. The workshop was al-
so an opportunity to find out about the most visi-
ble frustrations stakeholders see in their work that 
are related to energy efficiency problem in housing.  

The Atlas game helped us kick off a long and fru-
itful discussion full of qualitative judgement about 
values related to housing and living and the work 
of multiple stakeholders on different levels. 

Engagining with Stakeholders

The main insights gained from the workshop were:  
1.	 easy living and saving money often mean 

more to residents than any sustainability or 
energy efficiency values;

2.	 information flows and knowledge on 
managing buildings are key and must be 
facilitated; 

3.	 there have been a lot of projects aimed 
at improving energy efficiency awareness 
and an array of various tools but they were 
rather scattered and not coherent enough 
to be used well together. what their role in 
the housing company is. 

interviews
After we have established the common ground 

with our stakeholders at the Atlas workshop, we 
planned several interviews to dig deeper in certa-
in themes. The interviews were mostly semi-stru-
ctured where we prepared questions in advance 
but also engaged in an open discussion on spot. 
To present different angles to our problem, below 
is a digest of our key interviews and insights ga-
ined from the stakeholders on governmental le-
vel as well as two key unions related to housing 
and real estate. 
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1. interviews with  
ministry of the environment

It was important for us to reach an in-depth dis-
cussion level with the commissioner of the project. 
During the three times that we met for an intervi-
ew, we have discussed the Ministry’s view on the 
energy efficiency targets and their opinion on how 
they should fit into the current Finnish “taloyhtiön 
maailma” (“world of housing companies”). The 
Ministry is greatly concerned with finding ways to 
positively motivate people to save energy rather 
than engage in creating new legal tools. Previo-
usly, they have run awareness campaigns aiming 
at changing the everyday habits of residents but 
they were aware of their limitations and inability 
to change the whole system. 

Another issue that popped up often in the dis-
cussion with our key stakeholder was strategy. As 
a governmental body, the Ministry creates strate-
gies to reach the climate change mitigation targets. 
They would also like to see a more strategic appro-
ach in the way housing companies are managed. 

A lot of work has already been done to help ma-
nage housing companies and energy consumption. 
However, that work had resulted in a multitude of 
tools produced by different companies that are not 
user-friendly and created more burden and unne-
cessary routines. The Ministry would like to see a 
tool that fits well in the current system, is user-fri-
endly and really understood by its users (whether 
residents, energy experts or housing company bo-
ards and managers).

One of our original questions was whether re-
novating the 1960s-1980s houses on a big scale 
makes sense at all as these houses will reach end 
of the lifespan in few decades. The Ministry has 
assured us that renovating is indeed the only opti-
on rather than building new estate with a lot of em-
bedded energy. Moreover, they see a great oppor-
tunity in promoting the improvement of energy ef-
ficiency before the next wave of renovations. 

2. interview with  
Finnish Real Estate Management 
Federation (Isännöintiliitto) 

To begin our exploration of the taloyhtiön maa-
ilma, we turned to Isännöintiliitto, the umbrel-
la organisation governing the majority of housing 
companies in Finland. This union is responsible for 
educating housing managers and facilitating the 
operations of housing companies and their insi-
ghts were key for our research. 

The most common frustration of the union is the 
fact that housing managers and board members 
are mostly not professionals and must be educated 
to perform a good job. Moreover, board members 
lack motivation as often they are chosen to sit on 
the board as someone has to be there. Amateurs in 
the management bring about frustration and pro-
longed routines rather than quality in operations. 

One other big problem that the union referred to 
was miscommunication. Often, the board and the 
managers are left unaware of the residents’ real ne-
eds which keeps them from making good strategies 
or policies. Valuable information is not collected or 
kept somewhere and the concepts of open data, di-
gitalization or sharing economy with all the oppor-
tunities have not reached the market yet. 

Apart from everlasting frustrations like non-
-professional management, Isännöintiliitto is cur-
rently making big plans for encouraging strategic 
management in housing companies. The new gui-
delines will focus on the quality of life of residents 
instead of maintaining the physical environment of 
buildings. The union admits that most of the de-
cisions are strongly influenced by people’s will to 
save money on everything yet they want to move 
away from this and concentrate on quality. 

As regards energy, Isännöintiliitto promotes 
energy efficiency through its regular communica-
tion channels - Kotitalo magazine, Pihaparlamentti 
online blog, bulletins for housing managers, bro-
chures for board members and various web ser-
vices. The union sees printed content and online 
surveys as really efficient means of communica-
tion between managers, boards and residents. It 
seems that there are not enough tools for ensu-
ring a quality information flow or current tools do 
not provide for it. 
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3. interview with  
finnish real estate federation 
(kiinteistöliitto)

As we continued exploring the organisations 
that have a stake in housing company system in 
Finland, we became interested in exploring what 
challenges related to collecting, storing and using 

information there are. As Kiinteistöliitto told us, it 
is very common that many players within the ho-
using company system hold back information and 
can even prevent the residents, for instance, from 
getting any extra knowledge as they are afraid of 
people getting too curious. 

The situation is difficult and somewhat even 
mystical as during the renovations planning, many 
shareholders are kept away from setting agendas 
for the meetings where decision-making takes pla-
ce. It is then reasonable why residents fight aga-
inst renovations as they do not understand why 
those are done in the first place. Last year Kiintei-
stöliitto published a communications recommen-
dations but they think the majority of documents 
are still too complicated and technical for an ave-
rage resident to understand. Just like the Ministry 
and Isännöintiliitto, Kiinteistöliitto agrees that the 
idea behind strategy in housing companies is core 
and should be clarified. 

The union also realises that the strategy must 
not be a document written and read once, rather 
an agenda that is never forgotten and included as 
a reminder on all meetings. Their last attempt to 

»The problem is that people making 
strategies are technically oriented. They 
make the documents 7-30 pages long. 
They miss the whole point. People don’t 
care to read them. The strategy should 

be made by residents for residents.«

bring order to housing companies did not last - 
introducing taloyhtiön kuntotodistus (housing 
company certificate) with star rating was in place 
in 2008-2015. It was too expensive and lowering 
the price inspired misconduct so many companies 
did not play along - the idea of a passport for hou-
sing companies did not really work out in the end. 

4. interviews with helsinki region’s 
consumer energy advisory (hky) 
and helsinki region environmental 
service authority (hsy)

As part of their municipal services, for the past 
two years HKY provides energy education for ho-
using companies in forms of clinics, trainings and 
the online tool Energiaopas.fi. HKY targets speci-
fically the housing managers as links to housing 
companies who can presumably promote the tra-
ining to board members and residents to plan re-
novations together. They do not expect residents 
to become directly and actively involved in such 
trainings. It is in their interest as well to be a rather 
private consultant, not trying to be known to eve-
rybody. One of the problems HKY expressed was 
the gap between professionals and lay level pe-
ople when communicating about renovations or 
housing fixes that are traditionally described by 
“engineer talk”. 

In our conversation with HSY, we were especi-
ally interested to find out about their ongoing Il-
mastokatu6 (Climate Street) project where they 
renovate buildings in Helsinki for more energy ef-
ficiency. There are several housing companies par-
ticipating in the project but for each the situation 
and the willingness to renovate was case-specific. 
Alike Isännöintiliitto, HSY are also frustrated with 
the absence of handy and open energy consumpti-
on data that could offer opportunities for energy 
providers, policy makers and housing companies. 

6 www.ilmastokatu.fi
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Energy efficiency and education

Analysis of existing tools

As suggested by the initial brief, part of our re-
search focused on energy efficiency and the cur-
rent state of educating people to become more 
aware of why it is important and how it relates to 
climate change. 

Current energy efficiency targets are part of 
climate change mitigation strategies imposed on 
supranational level by the EU. This creates a ne-
cessary burden to reduce energy consumption 
but does not provide solutions for changing eve-
ryday behaviour of residents.

Through interviews with Finnish Environment 
Institute (SYKE) and energy agencies - Helsinki-
-based Motiva and Tampere-based Ekokumppa-
nit - it was clear that energy consumption is not a 
dire issue in Finland as the price of energy is too 
low for a commoner to really care about using mo-
re or less energy. 

energy experts 
Energy Experts were introduced in Tampere 

as a pilot project to improve the energy aware-
ness in housing. An energy expert, trained by Eko-
kumppanit, is a resident who knows most about 

mandatory tools
According to Kiinteistöliitto, the current tools 

that are available have very little significance in 
the actual upkeep of a housing company. The de-
cisions are made on “feeling” basis without va-
lidating the actual need or asking the residents 
what they want.

As expressed by many stakeholders during interviews, there are various tools circulating in the taloyh-
tiön maailma without much coherence and user friendliness. Following is a digest of existing tools that 
already serve decision-making in housing companies.  

the house’s energy and suggest improvements as 
well as answer other resident’s queries related to 
energy issues. 

Often, these experts’ role comes down to very 
practical things like installing LED lights in com-
mon areas. Energy Experts are also costly as 
somebody needs to invest in their education. It is 
also unclear what motivates residents to under-
go such training. As shown by the latest questi-
onnaire conducted by Motiva, there are a range 
of motivations that do not necessarily stem from 
sustainability values. Moreover, since the project 
has been so far tested in Tampere only and the 
energy expert role is voluntary, it is hard to jud-
ge if it would really make a difference on a cou-
ntry-wide scale. As commented by the Ministry, 
it would be worth expanding the effort of energy 
experts and integrating it into the housing com-
pany system. Perhaps, an energy expert could be 
a compulsory role on the board of housing com-
pany. The Ministry also questioned the need to 
have energy experts as particular individuals sta-
ting that the problem most likely lies in modifying 
current tools. 

1. kunnossapitotarveselvitys
Kunnossapitotarveselvitys (Report on mainte-

nance and renovation)  is an informal document 
required by the Finnish legislation. The report 
requires the board of a housing company to pre-
sent a written proposal of all of the maintenance 
measures that are planned to be taken in the next 
five years. The current problem with this is that 
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the five year time-scale is far too short and the 
decisions to include something there can be more 
or less uninformed, and not necessarily followed 
through. Often the board does not know how the-
se measures are been taken care of in other hou-
sing companies.

2. rakennuksen käyttö-  
ja huolto-ohje t. huoltokirja

The Maintenance Manual is a building-specific 
manual that includes information about the ne-
eds, reasons and timing of the maintenance and 
renovations of newly built buildings. It is also ad-
vised that the maintenance manual is made for 
existing buildings to unify the maintenance cul-
ture of the buildings. The manual provides pro-
per documentation of the maintenance and aids 
the upkeep of buildings; it gives a clear idea of the 
scope of renovations. 

3. energy certificate
A housing company is required to acquire an 

energy certificate when a part of the building is ta-
ken into use, sold or leased. The purpose of the 
energy certificate is to help the stakeholders evalu-
ate the energy consumption of different buildings.

voluntary tools
1. kuntoarvio  
Condition assessment is a building-specific 
document made by professionals about the 
overall condition of the building when the need 
for renovation is coming up and a realistic 
estimation of the condition of the building is 
required.

2. kuntotutkimus
Condition survey can be made as to de-

epen the understanding of the condition of 
certain individual part of the building. Con-
dition survey can be described as a medical 
examination of a building.

Following parts of the building can be ta-
ken under condition survey: piping, ventila-
tion, indoor air quality, structural integrity, 
building automation. Like the condition as-
sessment, the condition survey is building-
-specific. 

3. kunnossapitosuunnitelma 
(building management plan or 
long term plan)

Kunnossapitosuunnitelma is meant to 
ensure that the maintenance of the building 
is well planned and that too many repairs will 
not occur at the same time making the cost of 
living unbearable. It is made for 3 to 5 years at 
the time and it includes financial planning. It 
then realistically provides an idea what needs 
to be done and what can be done, and when.

4. kiinteistöstrategia (real estate 
of building strategy)

The board of the housing company and the 
housing manager determine the real estate 
strategy. It is a plan for the building mainte-
nance and ownership that includes The cur-
rent state of the housing company, what is 
the desired state of the housing company in 
5 or 10 years and defining the measures how 
to reach that goal.
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As part of our design research, we really chal-
lenged the fact that being familiar with the Finnish 
housing company system as Finnish residents is 
simply enough. We expanded our research to find 
ways to reach the housing companies from wit-
hin and find angles not portrayed in public infor-
mation available online or in printed sources. We 
aimed to become able to ask questions that wou-
ld shed light on the situation from the residents’ 
perspective and to find ways to observe housing 
companies in their operations. 

An online survey sent to residents aimed to 
build a picture of the knowledge level of actual 
energy-related topics in housing companies. In-
terviews with several board members helped un-
derstand the similarities and differences in hou-
sing companies, which all take care on their own 
in their own manner and pace. As part of our desi-
gn research, we drew inspiration from observing, 
asking questions and finding out more about our 
subject - housing companies - which we have fo-
und to be all case-specific. This is the system of 
the Finnish Limited Liability Housing Companies 
Act: to allow each separate entity to govern their 
own decision- making. To build a bigger picture, 
we combined pieces from different sources and 
built and extensive mental map of the stakehol-
ders and topics in question. 

resident walk “lähiökierros”
Visiting housing areas built in 1960s-1970s and 

talking with residents in their neighbourhoods 
was a starting point in starting to grasp the situ-
ation and how the problems or opportunities dis-
cussed in the brief could be recognized. The three 
Helsinki neighbourhoods explored were Kontula, 
Mellunmäki and Pihlajisto. 

The conversations with residents were help-
ful in hinting whether the “renovation era” is un-
derstood as a challenge or whether it is an unfa-
miliar concept on the level of the average resi-
dents. The first part of the exploration analysis 
was based on approaching people around their 

homes and interviewing them about their living 
environments and involvement in housing mana-
gement issues. The second part consists of obser-
vations made in the three neighbourhoods. Some 
features were immediately noticeable and some 
ideas surfaced after longer periods spent in each 
area. Where the two parts came together was in 
observing how willing residents were to talk and 
discuss their housing companies.

kontula 

Understanding the Finnish 
housing company system

»We don’t understand why the 
place has such bad reputation« 

                                          -retired apartment owner

»generally, we have a good 
[housing] company«

We have talked to several residents who had 
lived in Kontula since the day it was built. After 
chatting with only a few, the importance of taking 
the demographics of the area into consideration 
became clear. A man living in a 9 storey building 
mentioned that it is difficult to get to know people 
in such a large house and that it is clear that the 
residents change quickly as apartments become 
vacant due to the gradual shift in demographi-
cs.7 The longer term residents stated that before 
there was more of a community feeling but this 
has changed as little effort was put into getting 
to know all residents in the situation where resi-
dents had kept changing. 

Common events such as talkoot (crowdsou-
rcing events) have decreased in popularity or ol-
der residents are no longer able to take part. A 
specific trait that we noticed in Kontula was the 
appreciation of services being near. Some felt mo-
re passionate than others in knowing about their 
housing companies. Overall, the comments rema-
ined on the level of “trusting the board”, conside-
ring that “everything has gone okay until now” and 
statements that

7  www.hel.fi/hel2/
tietokeskus/julkaisut/
pdf/13_09_18_
Tilastoja_29_Vuori.pdf 
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mellunmäki

The area of Mellunmäki in the periphery of 
Helsinki is easiest reached by car. The buildings 
in the heart of it are built in a grid pattern and 
do not create an open community feeling. People 
walking by were harder to stop for a chat. Exterior 
renovations had already taken place but the resi-
dents we talked with were unaware of costs as the 
work had been done before they moved in. In a si-
milar manner as Kontula, trusting surfaced as the 
main attitude towards housing company boards. 

pihlajisto
The high rise buildings of the suburb of Pihlajis-

to8 are closer to Helsinki from the eastern areas of 
Kontula and Mellunmäki. Expanding housing are-
as have reached its borders now connecting di-
rectly to the older area of densely built buildings 
from 1960s and 1970s. Residents were harder to 
stop for a chat as people seemed to be in a hurry 
or not willing to listen to why we wanted to talk. 
Few mentioned that as they were not owners, they 
do not care as much as they would had they been 
owners of shares in a housing company. Overall, 
the renters and owners in Pihlajisto have not had 
trouble with the board or did not know or care to 
know more. This shakes off the illusion of a good 
housing company. What seemed most important 
with the renters in Pihlajisto was the fact that they 
considered the area good and wished to be able 
to keep renting apartments there. The rising re-
al estate prices seemed to be lurking around the 
corner as Helsinki keeps expanding9.

insights from resident walk
Within conversations in residents in each area, 

no mention of costs of renovations or complaints 
of such was mentioned, neither considerations of 
energy efficiency in housing matters. The intervi-
ewees seemed at ease with their suburb (lähiö), 
not claiming problems with the area or their buil-

dings. The residents were aware of piping surveys 
that had been done but the renovations were still 
ten years ahead. No improvements or aspirations 
to create a better housing company were appa-
rent. When touring the areas, we have also obser-
ved that notice boards in buildings seem to be the 
most popular communication channel and no effi-
cient spreading of information was desired. 

Comments about difficulties remained on the 
level of criticising unprofessional board members 
“stirring up stuff, saying things according to how 
they feel rather than based on facts”. The resi-
dents seemed to be not informed enough abo-
ut their own housing. Information on past reno-
vations remained on the most visible jobs such 
as changing windows. Here it looked like ticking 
boxes is the sufficient way of renovating older bu-
ildings rather than improving one’s house. Regar-
ding the future renovations, residents had very va-
gue ideas of something approaching in ten years 
rather than knowing the specifics, including less 
costly or more energy efficient choices potential-
ly available for the housing built in 1960s-1970s. 
If the resident knowledge stays on this level, the 
question rises: how does one become interested 
in taking active part in renovations and what wou-
ld be a good way to start learning?  

resident survey 
An important aspect in the research process 

was to define where the residents stand in regards 
to our research problem. In the effort to explo-
re the possible solutions, was important to un-
derstand whether residents can make an impact 
in their housing company or whether they know 
enough about how they could engage in housing 
company management. The questions presen-
ted in the online survey led towards drawing this 
understanding, defining and channeling the bac-
kground information that might reveal what mo-
tivates or demotivates residents. A further emp-
hasis on energy consumption and energy efficien-
cy in housing was included in the survey as it had 
not surfaced as an important topic during the re-
sident walk conversations. The aim of the survey 
was to find out about the following:

1.	 whether residents know the state  
of the building they live in;

»As I do not live here with a large 
family, I do not use the common 
exterior areas, I only use them 

for walking through«
-resident in mellunmäki

9 www.hel.fi/hel2/
tietokeskus/suunnat/

ss203/Artikkeli.html 

8 www.kotitalolehti.
fi/2014/10/kurkistus-

lahioon-lahio-tuli-muotiin
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2.	 whether they know their building’s  
future renovation plan; 

3.	 what their role in the housing company is; 
4.	 whether they are well informed about  

energy efficiency issues;
5.	 why they are or are not motivated  

to save energy. 

A total of 34 residents answered the survey, all 
having dealt with housing companies in past or 
present. We were able to collect key insights in 
the three themes - motivation, resident activity 
and energy as described below. 

motivation
Half of the respondents plan to continue living 

in their buildings for another 2-5 years. In this re-
gard, it is important to note that 48,5% lives in 
rented apartments which may also influence the 
engagement in housing company operations. Both 
short-term living and detachment of the renter 
from a housing company may demotivate people 
from being an active housing company member.

resident activity
The answers drew a mixed picture of activity 

and interest levels. Where the majority (30,3%) of 
respondents claimed to be very interested in their 
housing company, the majority was still not ta-
king part in its annual meetings (45,5%). One fou-
rth of respondents claimed to be active members 
able to active others as well. Slightly less than one 
third have at some point been on board of a hou-
sing company. These two numbers leave out the 
rest 70-75% whom either are not interested or 
feel like they do not know enough to take part in 
decision-making. 

energy
57.6% commented on energy efficiency be-

ing a very important factor. However, only 6,1% 
claimed to be knowledgeable in energy efficien-
cy related topics. 45,5% of residents do not take 
part in planning renovations although a clear ma-
jority find sustainability an important criteria in 
planning renovations. The notorious attitude-be-
haviour gap was confirmed by the survey. 

interviews with board members
Interviews with five different board members 

shed light on common issues and opportunities 
that being part of the board brings. In all cases, 
the board itself works well together and does their 
fair share of work for the common good. The com-
munications between boards, housing managers 
and residents seemed different in each case. In 
two housing companies the manager had proacti-
vely suggested the housing company to take part 
in competitions leading to good results and stake-
holders’ pride. However, in one case the manager 
had taken very poor control of contracts for reno-
vation work that brought financial trouble to the 
entire company. The board members in larger ho-
using each shared a certain passion for the work 
as they had become more involved. 

Varied resident demographic in each housing 
companies influences its activity a lot. Older re-
sidents might not be able to take part in common 
activity days and might have different attitudes 
on spending money on more expensive renovati-
ons with a longer payback period that is of no re-
levance, benefit and value to them. Each housing 
company is different - it has different dynamics 
and attitudes towards one another. According to 
some, younger residents are impossible to acti-
vate whereas others claim that old residents are 
stuck in old habits. 

The board members recognized the profile of 
truster - the resident who trusts their housing 

»It [Being a board member] is a 
natural way to sustain your property 

and your own money - you can 
keep it safe«

				    -board member 

»Living in a block of flats blinds 
people from responsibilities which 

are not gone; you need to take 
care of your house as if you would 

live in your own building«
-board member in kontula
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company. Most of the residents wish to have “easy 
living” and they have found their channels to com-
municate either directly to the manager or the bo-
ard if something is broken but they seldom proa-
ctively suggest ideas for improvement. One board 
member introduced a profile of distrusters, one or 
two being enough to affect the whole community 
in a negative way. Distruster are noticed for voi-
cing their complaints but not acting. The majority 
of trusters go unnoticed. Just trusting as a way of 
being within a housing company results in a nar-
row view towards upcoming challenges. 

For each housing company notice board played 
a key part as the main information channel. Board 
members often communicate with each other by 
email; one housing company took pride over their 
channel on WhatsApp mobile messenger. In each 
area residents thrive to get to know all other resi-
dents yet without actual effort. Running into each 
other at hallways or yards seemed to remain the 
normal starting point. 

observing a housing company’s 
annual meeting 

General annual meetings (yhtiökokous) are a 
common event for any resident to take part and 
an important one in taking part in the decision-
-making. Attending a meeting for the purpose of 
observing the decision-making process may feel 
as intruding to the residents of the house, howe-
ver we thought it would be valuable to get a vi-
sual impression of how things are decided upon 
in housing companies. The meeting we attended 
was held in a housing company managing a hou-
sing complex of 50 apartments built in the 1960s.

»I joined the board because I knew 
that there will be renovations coming. 

I wanted no big surprises…«
		     -board member in kulosaari    

The meeting followed the typical process of a 
yearly agenda along with some emotion stirring 
situations where disagreements were overruled 
by the majority vote. The meeting highlighted 
some possibly repeated challenges as well as na-
turally case specific situations which must not be 
generalized. As the defining event of the year, the 
meeting surfaced some interesting aspects that 
influenced our project in defining certain issues, 
limitations and restrictions related to what a ho-
using company can achieve. 

The housing company in question has an acti-
ve image. They proudly display a plaque they won 
for “pipe renovation of the year” on the exterior 
wall of their building. Attendance level was sli-
ghtly more than half of the shareholders. In lea-
ding the meeting the manager referred to the ti-
ght schedule several times. 

Two hours had been reserved for the meeting with 
an extensive agenda presenting two entries for acti-
on for the coming year. The manager and the cha-
irman had to guide discussion back on the agenda 
not to derail to other topics as there was clearly a lot 
to discuss. Few attendees kept drifting to off-topic 
discussions that slowed down the decision-making 
process and stirred up more conversation.  

The decisions made during the meeting were 
called by the chairman stating “This is agreed on” 
and in most cases the approval functioned smo-
othly. Two times decision had to be made by vo-
ting. Open voting by large majority resulted in the 
minority being dissatisfied and some individuals 
storming out of the meeting in disappointment. 
The comment by the chairman “Do you really want 
to call an extra meeting for this decision?” com-
municates how straining these meetings may be 
when decisions must be made but the residents 
might be pushed to their limits, wasting energy 
in unrelated conversations. At the end of the me-
eting the board member privately stated to us as 
observers “This is democracy in action”. Univer-
sal agreements are difficult to reach but decisi-
ons must be made. 
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INTERPRETATION AND 
SYNTHESIS OF THE PROBLEM 

In this part of the report we synthesize the qu-
alitative data collected during the research pro-
cess. We have dealt with the data in different ways 
by applying various design tools. The objective of 
synthesis was to move from data to knowledge and 
create a solid basis for our ideas. We took bits and 
pieces of data apart and looked at our problem 

Affinity diagram is a method used commonly to organise qualitative data. In total, we have done two 
rounds of affinity diagram - first with general statements from the collected data and second with more 
concrete judgemental statements from our interviewees. The outcome of the latter is presented below.

Affinity diagram

Grouping ideas is not as 
straightforward  
as one may think as 
many ideas overlap.

and its contexts from different perspectives. Un-
like in sciences, in this design project, it was very 
important for us to see and, where needed, esta-
blish the connections between information. The 
results are presented as insights from our affinity 
diagram, opportunity mapping and systems map-
ping described below. 
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outdated system
•	 Housing companies are getting closer to an era of 

transition where technology will be fully employed. 
•	 Housing company system has been increasing 

in complicatedness with more laws and tools 
introduced. 

•	 Technology is seen as an answer to many 
challenges. 

•	 Current information channels are not effective  
in reaching an adequate amount of residents  
so planning renovations together and in  
advance does not exist as a practice. 

•	 The residents do not think of themselves as 
customers. The shift to customer-orientedness 
needs to happen in a structural way rather than 
from bottom-up.

network 
•	 Best existing practices of improving energy 

efficiency and managing renovations are very 
loosely connected and not showcased enough. 

•	 There should be networks to connect housing 
companies (including energy experts and boards). 

the forced habit 
•	 Housing companies are prisoners of habits 

doing things “the old way”. Improvements 
are difficult to introduce as low dynamics of 
operations in housing companies do not  
allow for it. 

energy expert role
•	 Energy experts do not have a clearly defined  

role in communities 
•	 There is no solid structure that supports energy 

experts in working closely with the residents. 

easy excuses 
•	 The diversity among residents needs to be 

addressed through the buildings’ communities. 
•	 Mental models and stereotypes still create barriers 

within housing companies. 

trapped stakeholders 
•	 The stakeholders seem to be trapped in a loop 

of similar actions - creating campaigns to push 
information - and not coming up with radical or 
innovative solutions. 

rewards
•	 Housing companies/managers/residents who have 

improved the value and energy efficiency of their 
building should be rewarded. Constant rewards 
could reinforce a positive feedback loop. 

strategy 
•	 There is no platform to develop a long term view and 

strategy in  housing companies. 
•	 There are limits to how much action can be 

demanded from residents. 
•	 A yearly general meeting can only discuss few topics, 

usually only urgent ones or related to small routines. 

data flow
•	 There are too many scattered data flows and too 

few communication channels for long-term planning 
leading to uninterested or trusting residents.

feelings 
•	 People are led by personal feelings and emotions 

concerning their property and wallets rather than 
factual information. 

•	 Just a few not trusting residents can change the 
opinion of the whole community

language
•	 Board members are amateurs lacking education and 

motivation. They do not speak the same language 
with experts. 

values
•	 Ageing buildings as renovation areas may seem to 

have bad reputation but in fact carry a lot of value
•	 Residents care about their own property allotments 

but do not see the building as a whole.
•	 Money savings, comfort and health can be seen as main 

values whereas sustainability is often not on the radar.  
•	 Healthier neighbourhoods may have more money 

to spend. This may mean more sustainable 
renovations. 

vision
•	 More tools are needed to be used on regular basis to raise 

energy and climate change awareness in everyday life. 
•	 Ways to measure the wellbeing of residents and 

their needs could give more direction for finding 
appropriate solutions. 
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Based on the statements we collected through 
the affinity diagram, we started asking questions 
to build bridges between the situation as it is now 
and what it could be in the future.  Asking oppor-
tunity question allows seeing what could reali-
stically have been already done to solve the pro-
blem. We have mapped some questions that se-
emed like good opportunities to change the exi-
sting system. 

What if …
...there would be a system to store information  
    about energy consumption and external  
    factors so that data from different years could 
    be compared? 
...instead of energy experts there would be 
    community managers engaging residents in 
    quality decision-making? 
...there would be an open database of 
    renovations where the reports of all the   
    renovations can be uploaded for comparison?

The system in question is the Finnish housing 
company affecting lives of majority of Finns as it 
provides them a share that is called home. Home 
is a simple and familiar concept as is taloyh-
tiö as an entity. Our research beyond the com-
mon conception of taloyhtiö required to cross 
the threshold of “common understandings” and 
question many of the generally agreed “facts”  
to draw a picture of the system. Housing company 

on a systemic level may be looked at from diffe-
rent perspectives, where consideration must be 
made in how many or how few aspects or stake-
holders are taken into consideration. When consi-
dering where to draw a boundary, what must be 
decided on is how big or how small the approp-
riate boundary in each situation is. The process 
of mapping the systems took this into conside-
ration as a starting point and instead of a large 

…what if residents could get billed more 
    according to their consumption? 
...what if saving energy was made to be fun? 
...what if residents could see the consequences 
    of their actions and decisions in visual 
    and interactive way? 
...what if all energy experts would work 
    under one company and be employed 
     by municipalities? 
...what if all housing companies would have 
    energy experts? 
...what if we concentrate on existing knowledge 
    rather than the lack of knowledge?

Mapping these opportunities was one step clo-
ser to starting formulating our solutions and justi-
fying what way outs might be most feasible and 
realistic in the closest future. However, before 
jumping into brainstorming, we set out to have a 
solid look at the big picture and systems behind 
our stakeholders and the problem. 

Opportunity mapping

Systems mapping 

»It has become less apparent where problem centers lie,  
and less apparent where and how we should intervene even 

if we do happen to know what aims we seek ... By now we are  
all beginning to realize that one of the most intractable problems 

is that of defining problems... and of locating problems.«
			   – rittel and webber 1973
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systems map we concentrated on drawing the 
models from different perspectives and focusing 
on a few more detailed boundary maps and some 
bigger “richer picture mappings”.

The benefit of investing time and effort into 
these separate mapping lies in the opportunity 
to clarify the content.10 In the process part of a 
project these extensive mappings draw a conclu-
sive background in developing solutions that may 
make an impact on a systemic level. When clari-
fied content is mapped considering consequen-
ces, designed system interventions are possible. 
In the case of housing company as a highly com-
plex system with a rich social layer, the level of 
understanding possible consequences is key. To 
develop a proposal to change a system requires 
a heuristic understanding of the context and the 
beneficiaries.

In the process part of the project, the systems 
thinking exercises helped define the problems 
that can be identified. Often these problems have 
deeper roots and causes as may seem at first. He-
re is where design thinking meets systems theory. 

»Systems theory and design thinking 
both share a common orientation 

to the desired outcomes of complex 
problems: to effect highly-leveraged, 

well-reasoned, and preferred changes 
in situations of concern.«

		  -jones, 2004

Systems thinking as an analysis of the situation 
functions as a platform for creative solutions ba-
sed on action in the disciplines of design11. Both fi-
elds aim for preferred situation, solving problems 
or creating desired outcomes. Design as a disci-
pline may use the traditional methodologies and 
tools to impact and work towards the systematic 
changes. Another key exercise is to identify points 
in a system with high possibilities to make an im-
pact or points with potential to change.12 These 
points may be identified in the different mappings. 
The evaluation whether these points are easy or 
possible to change follows as an exercise to iden-
tify the most fruitful entry points to the system.

 10 “Investment into 
clarifying intent” Bryan 

Boyer, Justin W. Cook 
& Marco Steinberg. 

In Studio: Recipes for 
Systemic Change 

 11  Jones, 2014.

 12 Hella Hernberg, 2016. 
Design for Government 

course

Stakeholder map

Our systems mapping begins with acknowledging the pool of stakeholders directly or indirectly rela-
ted to our problem. Based on our research and interviews, we have mapped the stakeholders relevant 
for the context of our problem. 

stakeholder map 
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On this map we have grouped the relevant sta-
keholders into five categories: 

•	 Stakeholders on the governmental level 
such as the EU, Finnish government, 
ministries and other public sector bodies; 

•	 Municipal and regional services (Helsinki 
taken as example), including the Helsinki 
Region Environmental Services Authority 
(HSY) and the Environment Centre for the 
City of Helsinki; 

•	 Unions - The Finnish Real Estate Federation 
(Kiinteistöliito) and The Finnish Real Estate 
Management Federation (Isännöintiliitto); 

•	 Housing companies - including boards, 
residents, housing managers; 

•	 And independent organisations, such as 
energy agencies and providers. 

The stakeholder map helped us understand 
what people and on what levels are involved in 
energy efficiency in housing and can influence the 
decision-making process. 

Information flows to 
housing companies

information flows
As found during research, information is key in having a well-supported functioning system but often infor-

mation flows do not function properly. Having looked at our stakeholder map, we mapped the ways informa-
tion flows into housing companies (including boards, housing managers and residents) to better understand 
where there are too many channels and where the information does not flow or the channels are missing.

Housing company boards are attacked by all 
sorts of information from the governing unions, 
experts and service providers. The information 
is transferred in form of trainings or printed con-
tent (provided by organisations such as Motiva, 
Kiinteistöliitto, Isännöintiliitto, HKY). “Personal” 
knowledge about the building is provided by the 
housing manager, energy providers, contractors 
and includes information on costs, upcoming and 
possible renovations, state of the building. 

It takes a lot of effort for the board to digest the 

information and communicate it further to the resi-
dents. However, boards and housing managers of-
ten keep the information from residents or do not 
use effective communication tools. Leaving messa-
ges on a notice board remains the most common 
way of communication. Besides information abo-
ut current affairs, there is knowledge that must be 
sustained in order to upkeep housing compani-
es. Here the situation is more difficult as time and 
change in boards causes loss of knowledge about 
buildings and renovations done in the past. 
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We also had a closer look on the possible exter-
nal communication from the residents and the ho-
using companies - to whom they could talk and to 
whom they actually talk. Ideally, there could be 
many possible information-based connections on 
such a map but as our research has shown, the bo-

Our brief outlined the will of the Ministry to focus 
on people’s everyday. Where there is place for eve-
ryday routines, it is important to find and connect 
social aspects of living - roles, norms and values - 
that inevitably influence our thinking as emotional, 
not just rational individuals.  

One of our hypotheses in this project was that 
low engagement in energy efficiency (or, on the 
whole, sustainability) is because being sustainable 
or eco-friendly is not an important value. Factors 
like low prices for energy in Finland also influence 

ard might only communicate with the maintenan-
ce company and the housing manager not explo-
ring other opportunities to find new knowledge by 
contacting other stakeholders. To conclude, fun-
ctioning information flows in this system depend 
heavily on the work of housing company boards. 

Information flows from 
housing companies 

these values. For the residents, we have found that 
such values as money (or being able to economize), 
convenience (“easy living”) and trust (along with 
externalising responsibility to housing companies) 
are more important than sustainability. 

Naturally, it is not surprising energy efficiency is 
not on everybody’s agenda no matter the strong 
directives from the EU and national governments. 
What is important here is that values need to be 
recognized in decision-making of housing com-
panies to ensure successful strategies. In fact, 
Isännöintiliitto is pushing the agenda of incorpora-
ting residents’ values and demographics into stra-
tegic plans. Moreover, stakeholders need to iden-
tify different parties’ values and find common gro-
und. If sustainability does not become a value by 
its own, there is always an opportunity for the go-
vernment to wisely nudge people to become more 
aware and knowledgeable in energy efficiency ma-
tters, for instance, by linking it to other values like 
health or community feeling. 

»Residents’ values need 
to be the basis of strategic 

decisions in housing 
companies.«

		  -isännöintiliitto 

social analysis 
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Our extensive research has revealed a multitude of problems existing around housing, renovations 
and energy efficiency. In this chapter we try to break the bigger problems down to more concrete ones. 

To bring all our thoughts about possible problems and issues together we started mapping them out 
in tree structures. Our goal was to find the starting problem that frames a bigger picture of all possible 
pathways and that would help us concentrate on one or two possible tracks for starting the ideation pro-
cess. In creating the tree diagrams we discussed two main problems:

problem 1
how to reach the energy efficiency 

(climate change mitigation) targets of 
2030 and 2050? 

With this question as a starting point, we fou-
nd two pathways that led on from this. One wou-
ld be to concentrate on the bottom-up, the eve-
ryday of people and housing companies and the 
other possibility would be to impose a solution 
from top-down. Problems concentrated around 
people's (owners and residents) behaviour aro-
se in the first track. The second track was rather 
focused on laws and tools and the fact that one 
solution might not fit every housing company. In 
the end, both pathways track down issues of exi-
sting but scattered information and communica-
tions channels not working as they are supposed 
to. The either “active” but more common “passi-
ve” attitude of owners and dwellers emerged he-
re as well. 

Defining problems

problem 2
How to lower the energy 

consumption in housing companies in 
buildings built it 1960s-1980s?

This starting question led to two different pro-
blem tracks - on the one hand the issue of suppor-
ting the lowering of energy in the everyday of ho-
using companies and on the other hand, the pro-
blem of supporting decision making about reno-
vations which also leads to improving the energy 
efficiency. With these two pathways we started a 
discussion about future problems as well as in-
centives, consultancy and what causes frustrati-
on with these matters.
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Mapping problems 
in tree structures 

helps understand big 
picture challenges 

and concrete 
troubles

“We can’t trust the bottom-up approaches only. 
There has to be something that is imposed top-
down.”

“What is the long term value of the building? 
Can we influence the market through raising 
awareness for the nostalgia of buildings 
constructed between 1960 and 1980?”

“Can we find an approach which rewards 
residents who are already doing good in 
energy efficiency and renovations? It could help 
showcasing best practices and could have a 
spillover effect. Nevertheless, there needs to  
be an investment to do so.”

“It’s all about community. There should be an 
intention that can be tackled through community 
decisions. These decisions should be made more 
transparently.”

most fruitful problems

“The resident should be a client  
as well as the physical building. Can we  
create a passport for buildings? Could  
it be a yearly, visualized calendar? We should  
aim for people doing the things they see  
other people are doing.” 

“Engage young people in better  
communities! Nowadays the decision  
makers in the board as well as the managers  
are quite old. We should bring more young  
people to those decision-making  
processes.” 

“Savings and metrics should be  
personalized for buildings. In doing so,  
could we merge influencing the market with 
nostalgia feelings and a more visual  
approach of showing important events  
of the building?”

Housing company as a system unfolds a vast amount of problems on a wider level. After mapping out 
the problems, we aimed for a more personal approach of finding the most fruitful problems for ourselves 
as project makers. Stating these fruitful problems helped move the discussion from the level of wider pro-
blems towards ideating solutions on a manageable scale. To set the tone for ideating, each member of the 
team as designer has stated their view: 

Our personal aspirations and beliefs have set the tone for the ideation process described  
in the next part of the report. 
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15 Ministry of the 
Environment, 2016.

14 Tem.fi, 2016

13 Hietala et al., 2015

Sale price per square 
metre in apartment 
blocks
(source: Yle)

our brief

In light of our extensive research, we came to 
ask ourselves new questions, such as why are 
the renovations such a big problem? What if the 
problematic buildings were to be simply demoli-
shed? What is the cost of renovating or building 
anew? How much CO2 emissions are caused by 
renovating, demolishing, building? 

We discovered that during the 1960s-1980s 
980 000 apartments were built in Finland.13 
The big renovation boom is already there and 
will accelerate as more and more of those 
apartments and buildings are approaching the 
renovation stage. In the next four years alone, 
66 000 apartments will be in need of renovati-
on adding up to 2,7 bn € cost.14 In the next de-
cade, the costs of renovations will only be rising. 

The built environment consumes about 30% 
of the national energy15. Renovating in time and 
properly is thus really important if energy effi-
ciency is to be achieved. If renovations are done 

too late, the expenses increase. In some cases re-
novations are too expensive for banks to finance.

Overall, there is no chance to meet the clima-
te change mitigation targets by avoiding reno-
vations and demolishing the buildings. Not re-
novating in time has a huge economical, envi-
ronmental and social impact. At one point, it 
will be not worth renovating anymore and the 
price of such inactivity will be the demolition 
of a lot of buildings, therefore a big loss of real 
estate, and a spike in CO2 emissions. 

70% of Finns who own a dwelling are the ones 
responsible to make renovations in time. Real 
estate owners have to agree on renovations and 
invest their money and time in it. For housing 
companies this often means not only a large fi-
nancial, but also a planning and decision making 
burden. And their decisions will impact the va-
lue of their real estate. 
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With low participation in housing company 
matters - in big housing companies, as little 
as 10% of the residents show up on the annu-
al meeting - residents rarely understand upco-
ming renovations. The past and upcoming reno-
vations become wrapped in mystery, and thus 
create fear and anxiety. Such situations lead to 
paralysis in decision making and a delay in nee-
ded renovations. And when renovations are do-
ne ad-hoc, energy efficiency or any other susta-
inability factors are barely considered. 

These new questions, along with the in-depth 
interviews with many stakeholders, residents 
and board members, led us to believe that the 
housing company system does not function very 
well. We realised we need to rephrase the initi-
al brief in order to meet the enormous financi-

al and sustainability challenge for residents and 
society of the coming renovations. We realised 
we need to focus on how to create a demand for 
a well-maintained housing company.

We explored the whole lifecycle of the buil-
dings, noticed that the a resident is but a bri-
ef moment in the long lifespan of one building. 
The information about the state of the buil-
ding is not passed on from resident to resident, 
that mostly the people selling or purchasing an 
apartment do not see the bigger picture -  when 
is the moment of purchase taking place in the 
total lifespan of the building. We compared the 
lifecycles of buildings built in the 60s - 80s, and 
realised they are currently at the approximately 
half of their lifespan, which can be extended si-
gnificantly with proper renovations.
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“Our house”- an online platform and a mobile 
app for housing management for boards and 
residents
•	 Agendas made collectively through 

questionnaires
•	 Agendas can be electronically generated 
•	 Yearly report can be electronically generated, 

including a timeline of renovations and other 
relevant history of the building 

•	 Encouraged shared content and comparison 
of best practices with other housing companies 

•	 A channel to keep residents informed 
•	 Routine functions - booking saunas and 

laundry via the mobile version 
•	 Sharing energy consumption and efficiency data 

Strategic comparison tool for housing 
companies
•	 Comparison of houses based on energy 

consumption characteristics 
•	 The residents would be presented with options 

and showcase studies 
•	 Quantifying how much energy each resident 

saved 
•	 Giving out rewards to residents based on 

energy savings 
•	 Suggestions for similar buildings 
•	 Storing and utilising big data this solution 

would provide

Metering individual spending of energy 
•	 Residents’ spending is visualised compared 

to the house’s average
•	 Meters made visible to people inside 

apartments

Buying an apartment as a leverage  point
•	 Certificate for the housing market providing 

information on selling apartments that 
affects the market

•	 The process of buying an apartment would 
include strategic information about the 
building 

•	 The house’s timeline is public and includes 
information on completed renovations 

•	 Most common apartment search websites 
would include the timelines of the buildings 
in a very visual way 

•	 Service payment (yhtiövastike) would be 
predicted for the future

solutioning

In our solutioning phase, we used three different methods to find sensible ideas to pursue. First, we 
brainstormed some initial ideas, keeping in mind our reformulated brief and results of the research. 
Second, we circulated the ideas between us and snowballed more ideas based on the initial ones, ad-
ding one more thing with each round. The following four ideas appeared during this round: 

After laying out these groups of solutions, we have mapped them according to their usefulness 
(from small to large) and implementation (from easy to hard). Thereby we chose the third idea abo-
ut influencing housing market through information. Moreover, for us it seemed to have the largest le-
verage point in the whole system. 
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PROPOSAL

In this part of the report we finally describe Pitäjä - 
our proposal for the reformulated problem. 

Housing companies have very different needs 
and interests depending on different factors li-
ke geographical location or size. It is mainly so 
due to shareholders and their different inte-
rests. The diversity of housing companies and 
their residents makes it difficult to find a single 
source of motivation for every shareholder to 
start paying attention to the condition of their 
jointly owned buildings. This case is known in 
economics as a lack of public good production, 
where everyone would benefit if there would be 
more of it. For instance, if the building was in a 
better condition, but the benefit for a single per-
son is not great enough to provoke action. 

In housing companies the benefit of strategic 
upkeep is not even easily quantifiable because 
it takes the form of welfare for the residents. 
Better housing could benefit health, yet avoiding 
health risks is a matter uneasily assessed, which 
is difficult to put a price tag on. Some psycho-
logical benefits are found, as well as stressing 
about renovations decreases when things are  

The Finnish housing market is an imperfect 
market in economic sense. The biggest obsta-
cle for the market to function better is lack of 
transparency, which increases the risk for a sin-
gle buyer on the market. As purchase prices of 
apartments are not completely visible for the 
buyers, stereotypes are reinforced and affect 
the market. Maanmittauslaitos provides some 

real estate purchase prices in exchange for 
payment.16 Ministry of Environment and ARA 
provide purchase prices for apartments in spe-
cified postal code area. Asuntojen.hintatiedot.
fi gives also information about the size of the 
apartment and a short description about the 
overall state of the apartment (Asuntojen.hin-
tatiedot.fi, 2016). 

Background for the Proposal:  
Value of an Apartment as Motivation

Imperfect Housing Market

planned ahead well. This simultaneously incre-
ases the sensation of one’s security. As things 
are well planned, residents can financially pre-
pare for upcoming costs of renovations. 

There is one thing that most people agree 
on being passionate about - the price of their 
apartments. We see this as key in provoking mo-
tivation for strategic upkeep in housing compa-
nies. Many see housing as a stable investment 
rising in value, which is in many cases a fal-
se presumption. The value reflecting the mar-
ket price of an apartment is also affected by 
the overall state of the building which is the re-
sponsibility of the housing company. Informati-
on from and about housing companies are too 
scarce as buyers make their decisions on the re-
al-estate market. In Finland the market prices 
end up not fully reflecting the real value of the 
apartments as the market cannot gather enou-
gh information on the state of the building or the 
cost of owning the apartment for the next years 
due to renovations. 

16 www.maanmitta-
uslaitos.fi/aineistot-ja-
-palvelut/palvelut/ki-
inteistojen-kauppahin-
tarekisterin-ote 
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Pitäjä is an engine for strategic upkeep in housing companies. It is an information technology system 
with a front-end and a back-end, first of which is accessible for users such as housing company board 
members, apartment buyers etc. The back-end of Pitäjä is a database that contains all data on energy 
and renovations for housing companies that use Pitäjä.

Introducing our solution - Pitäjä

Directly obtainable information about an 
apartment on sale shows the seller’s price 
request and captions of manager’s certifica-
te (isännöinstijätodistus). Manager’s certifica-
tes vary in content and in price being in avera-
ge around 90-120 euros as the most expensive 
ones over 200 (Blencowe, 2014 and Kiinteistöli-
itto, 2016). Oikotie also estimates areal square 
meter prices in order to offer a quick compari-
son of the apartment to others in the same area. 
Energy certificate rank is reported for buildin-
gs that have it. Done renovations are described 
with a single word and a date. Upcoming reno-
vations are also listed but they can be reported 

without any date. 
The buyer of an apartment faces risk on two 

fronts: 1) difficulty in evaluating seller’s price 
request and 2) lack of detailed information abo-
ut the state of the building. These points of un-
certainty are interconnected. Even if comparing 
purchase prices, not only price requests that 
can be strongly biased, were enabled, it wou-
ld not be sufficient. The purchase prices should 
be comparable, also the state of the apartment 
and the building need to be assessed. Moreo-
ver, lack of information about done and upco-
ming renovations can bring unprepared costs as 
more renovations are required.

Pitäjä’s user interface
Pitäjä’s user interface shows renovations his-

tory and plans in a timeline starting from the ye-
ar of construction of the building.  From there, it 
derives the suggested renovation periods. Reno-
vations are divided into sections by different re-
novation types. Renovations are marked as do-
ne, planned or missed and visualized by colors. 
Individual renovations can be clicked and viewed 
in detail. Those details may contain informati-
on about what was exactly done, which contra-
ctor was used and so on. This way Pitäjä encou-
rages to share as much information on renova-
tions as possible.

There are three possible levels of precision 
which show costs of renovations in Pitäjä:
1.	 Pitäjä can ask for the user to input the  

actual renovation costs;
2.	 Sharing the price of renovation contracts 

might be a too sensitive of an issue. In 
this case experts pre-evaluate different 
renovation types. According to the 
renovation type Pitäjä can give a rough 
estimate of the possible cost of single 
renovation

3.	 If estimating the prices is not reasonable 
Pitäjä can indicate the scale of renovations 
in a more abstract manner. 

Knowing about the future renovations in the housing company would benefit the owner of the apartment 
as one can prepare for the future costs in advance. To the buyer that information is also essential, as one is 
buying an apartment one needs to put money aside for the renovations. Now the buyer can calculate better 
if one can afford living in the apartment as the renovations increase monthly housing company payments.
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Pitäjä's online user 
interface 

Nudging the renovations market
There is also a chance that Pitäjä could nud-

ge renovation market to perform better as it cur-
rently lacks transparency while renovation prices 
are not public information. Consultants are typi-
cally hired by housing companies to perform call 
for bids. The price of renovation is individual and 
based on assessment of the renovation company. 
This is why costs of future renovations cannot be 
exactly evaluated. If costs of past renovation we-

re shared in Pitäjä and also the type of renovati-
on performed, we could end up having unofficial 
price catalogs of renovation companies. Then ho-
using companies would be able to compare pri-
ces of renovation companies. The greatest benefit 
would be achieved if the information about the re-
novation company were combined with the infor-
mation about the quality of their performed work. 
This way renovation companies would be ranked 
by their quality of renovating.
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Visualizing energy consumption
Pitäjä would also track energy consumption of 

the building. Housing companies that use distri-
ct heating could input monthly heating consu-
mption figures to Pitäjä. For those figures to be 
comparable, Pitäjä should normalize the consu-
mption numbers based on figures describing the 
annual heating requirement in different localiti-
es. Housing company members could now see 
whether the normalized figures stay constant 
over time. If normalized figures vary over time, 
there might be a reason to investigate.17 For bu-
ilding comparisons Pitäjä would calculate hea-
ting index based on those normalized figures. 
In buildings where heating relies on electrici-
ty Pitäjä can take electricity consumption as on 
input and visualize it. This would work in a si-
milar fashion than in buildings that use distri-
ct heating.

Electricity consumption could be also visuali-
zed in Pitäjä. Electricity consumption should be 
separated to the common electricity consumpti-
on of the housing company (kiinteistösähkö) and 
individual apartment electricity. The more inte-
resting of these two is the common electricity 
consumption of the housing company, expen-
ses of which are divided for all residents to pay. 

pitäjä’s database
The database of Pitäjä stores all data on re-

novations, energy and general information abo-
ut the housing company and the building. We 
suggest that it would be located on servers ma-
intained by Kiinteistöliitto as they already host 
websites for housing companies (http://www.
taloyhtiosivut.fi/). The user of Pitäjä would log 
in with his housing company’s credentials and 
thereafter being able to update the information 
of his housing company in the website. 

The database should also be open for the wi-
der public to inspect the visualized informati-
on about housing companies. It would also be 
beneficial to provide a possibility to search and 
compare housing companies. Moreover, the da-
ta in Pitäjä’s database should be available for 
everyone to download as an API. This way the 

open data could be used by companies and 
small businesses which can use the data to cre-
ate services for housing companies. This way the 
data provided by Pitäjä boosts economic oppor-
tunities. For instance, an application for joint re-
novations for many housing companies could be 
created with the help of data provided by Pitäjä. 
What is more, companies offering energy effici-
ency solutions could find their potential custo-
mers by looking at energy consumption data in 
Pitäjä. There are other potential ways of positi-
vely applying the data Pitäjä can store.

how does the data appear
in pitäjä?

There are many possibilities for those who ac-
tually input the housing company information to 
Pitäjä. We recommend housing company boards 
to do this. Other option would be that the housing 
manager would input all the information but this 
does not necessarily provoke the housing com-
pany members to take action. Therefore we sug-
gest a compromise where housing company bo-
ard members would input the information to Pitäjä 
and then the manager would confirm and add the 
missing information. If housing company has a tra-
ined energy expert he could be in charge of filing 
energy and electricity related information, as they 
would check the consumption meters anyway. This 
way energy expert would have a clear role in the 
housing company activities and his work would be 
visible as the numbers on energy and electricity 
consumption are updated into Pitäjä. 

The benefit of letting the board members input 
the information is that they have to get to know 
their building as they inspect the renovation do-
cuments. It is also easier for residents to persua-
de board members to fill in the housing company 
information because the residents can put more 
pressure easily on them as they live in the same 
building. In contrast, the manager might be dea-
ling with several housing companies and if they all 
would want the same thing, it could be too much 
to handle, at once. Besides, the manager might not 
own an apartment in the same building, so there 
would be a lack of self-interest in adopting Pitäjä. 

17 www.motiva.fi/
julkinen_sektori/
energiankayton_
tehostaminen/
kiinteistojen_
energianhallinta 
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Value of an apartment is always in the interest 
of the owners, a premise we can see as the poten-
tial to use the housing market as key mechanism 
of influencing housing companies towards a mo-
re strategic upkeep and renovating. As previously 
mentioned in this report, in current situation the-
re is some information, although vaguely repre-
sented about the overall status of the building for 
the buyer. Information is shared by the minimum 
requirements and future renovations can be spel-
led out without any specific date. For inexperien-
ced buyers the state of the building and the qua-
lity of its upkeep may remain a mystery after se-
eing manager’s certificate as they are not able to 
evaluate whether any renovations been done in ti-
me, or if there should be any big renovations after 
next 5 years, or is the energy consumption in the 
typical range for buildings constructed in that era. 

A seller and a buyer may agree on ordering a 
condition inspection for the apartment on sa-
le, but needs for renovating in real estate level 
are not included to the inspection.18 Thus, the in-
spection alone will not make buying an apartment 
a risk free investment. 

Pitäjä would create that long needed transpa-
rency in the housing market by providing more 
relevant information on renovations and the sta-
te of the building especially for a buyer. It would 
complement the existing system, as being not just 
another tool to make things more complicated. 
Most of the things are already noted on paper by 
housing companies so Pitäjä just helps transfer-
ring it online to be visible for everyone. Now the 
apartment prices could be more spot on as the 
buyer can prepare for the upcoming renovations 
and see the energy efficiency of the building. This 
way the upkeep information of the housing com-
pany can actually become a criterion for making 
decisions on the apartment sales. That is why Pi-
täjä’s user interface would be added as a web ele-
ment into a real estate provider’s website. 

Solution for the big picture: better functioning 
housing market encouraging better upkeep  

18  www.asuntotieto.
com/30000i_

Taloyhtiotieto/2008_k/
kuntotarkastus/

KUNTOTARKASTUS.
html 

Pitäjä in Etuovi.com's apartment 
advertisement.

The main idea of Pitäjä is to make a division 
between well-managed housing companies that 
have renovated on time, are energy efficient, sha-
re a lot of information and those that do not. This 
makes buying an apartment from a good company 
much less risky than from a housing company 
where Pitäjä has not acquired any information or 
it is being held back. Introducing Pitäjä as an opti-
onal tool in well-established real estate providers 
websites would lead to a situation where well-ma-
naged housing companies will start adopting Pi-
täjä. The apartments in those housing companies 
are presented in much more detail, which dimini-
shes risks for the buyer, resulting in apartments 
being sold much more easily than in housing com-
panies that have not adopted Pitäjä. 
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In well-managed housing companies the in-
centive to share information via Pitäjä is reinfor-
ced as it has a positive effect on the value of the 
apartments in the building. The housing com-
panies that have not adopted Pitäjä see their 
apartments value decreasing as the buyers are 
getting used to knowing more about what they 
are buying, thus decreasing the demand for 
apartments in poorly managed housing compani-

spillover effects and  
system-wide benefits

It is not just buyers and housing company 
owners who benefit from implementing Pitäjä. 
The positive effects go through the whole hou-
sing company's system as Pitäjä’s data will be 
utilized. Residents are more up to date as ne-
eds to renovate or improve energy efficiency 
become clearly visible. This fosters decisio-
n-making as renovations are perceived more 
transparent. Renovation companies and small 
businesses will have new opportunities to tar-
get specific customer segments and respond 
to their needs, thus creating jobs and econo-
mic activity. Housing companies could access 
Pitäjä’s database, just as they should be able to 
access that information through an applicati-

Reinforcing loops.

Housing companies motivated  
by comparison

es. The decrease of value and capability to sell an 
apartment in poorly managed housing company 
provokes call for action in those housing compa-
nies. Apartment owners will either get involved in 
the housing company activities and demand for 
better upkeep from the manager and the board or 
they will see their apartments loose value. In the 
long run, Pitäjä benefits everyone from buyers to 
housing company apartment owners as better up-
keep and foresightful renovating becomes a com-
mon practise. 

on to see whether there are similar renovations 
happening in housing companies nearby. This 
way, they could contact each other and colla-
borate. Managers and construction/renovation 
companies could be compared and ranked by 
the success of their upkeep and renovations. 
The government could use Pitäjä’s data to mo-
nitor the entire housing company system with 
complete details on every building. The data 
could be used to plan policies and taxation for 
upcoming renovations. For instance having met 
ministry’s energy saving goals Pitäjä could en-
title housing companies to have tax reductions. 
In the long run, Pitäjä could make people think 
about the future of their building and give op-
tions for housing companies to plan the end of 
the lifespan of the building.
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Spillover effect

what it takes to launch pitäjä
What is required for Pitäjä to function? Not 

a lot and a lot of it is already done. Real esta-
te providers already feature information about 
housing companies in their websites and there 
appears to be interest in easing the buying pro-
cess by providing easily visible information that 
Pitäjä collects. 

As discussed earlier, Pitäjä requires a home 
repository to function. Kiinteistöliitto is the best 
candidate to take care of the maintenance of the 
service as it already offers free website services 
to membering housing companies. Pitäjä could 
become a flagship of Kiinteistöliitto’s services and 
it could lure attention to the services they alre-
ady offer. Kiinteistöliitto is already playing a ma-
jor role in housing company system and it could 
lead the way of accelerating digitalisation in ho-
using companies.

The implementation of Pitäjä and enjoying all its 
benefits would not require any legislative chan-
ges. The idea is to introduce Pitäjä as a voluntary 
tool driven by housing companies motivation to 
keep their timelines up to date. Without any coe-
rcion we can go around the privacy legislation that 
is preventing energy certificate to fulfill its tasks. 

The success of Pitäjä depends on information 
input of housing companies. The adaptation of Pi-
täjä will happen in five stages. First, Pitäjä will be 
up and running and connected to main real esta-

acknowledging pitäjä’s risks
Pitäjä aspires to create transparency in hou-

sing company system and beyond. We could have 
better housing market and a standard of well-ma-
intained housing companies with more foresight 
in their planning. The biggest risk for Pitäjä’s su-
ccess is data input; if it would not attract critical 
mass of users, Pitäjä might not become a house-
hold name and be adopted by most housing com-
panies. That is why there should be some reward 
for early adopters of the tool securing Pitäjä’s su-
ccess. Another risk for Pitäjä is the unpredictabi-
lity of the real-estate market ś reaction to the in-
creased transparency of housing companies. La-
stly, there are housing companies that have not 
been active in updating their information with Pi-
täjä or would not use it, will the decrease of va-
lue of their apartments encourage them to invest 
more in upkeep of their buildings, e.g., housing 
companies owned by the elderly, not interested 
in long term value of their properties?

te provider’s websites. Then the boards of (pre-
sumably well-managed) housing companies will 
input their information, after which housing mar-
kets will start to utilize Pitäjä and encourage infor-
mation sharing. This leads to gradual change whe-
re new housing companies adopt the tool creating 
transparency to the housing market, making com-
parisons of housing companies possible.
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Implementation 
stages

Within this project, we conducted many diffe-
rent techniques in gathering knowledge. The most 
fruitful one being the discussions with the resi-
dents, board members, experts and professionals 
in different fields, and thus creating a bigger pic-
ture that was lacking beforehand. The most fruit-
ful problem to solve is showing the bigger picture 
to all involved in the processes of renovations. In 
order to know who the stakeholders are, we ne-
eded to conduct an investigation based on inter-
views, ask questions about how the interviewee 
is connected to others in this matter, and to fol-
low the leads. 

We saw the rigidness of the existing housing 
company system as one of the biggest challen-
ges we faced in the project, and put thought into 
how to change it for the better. 

DISCUSSION

Future lies in the digital realm and open data. 
It is high time to shift to digital, to make the infor-
mation accessible and transparent to all stakehol-
ders. The gains are great for all involved, however 
they require learning new approaches and com-
petencies:

•	 to keep in mind the bigger picture of all 
stakeholders, processes and tools,

•	 to understand the needs of all involved,
•	 to channel those needs into a common goal,
•	 to make use of what open data has to offer 

in terms of making informed decisions,
•	 to nurse transparency, which in turns grants 

trust between stakeholders.
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