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Executive summary 
It is by people’s behaviour at home that the significance of FAFOH (’Fresh Air 
From Outside and into the Home’) can be identified. French occupants’ habits 
and perspectives concerning FAFOH are investigated in this study. The 
importance of FAFOH-practices has been read out in 3 dimensions in the 
analysis:   

 One functional (layer-practical characteristics),  

 One aestetical (bodily and sensuous characteristics) and  

 One social (solicitude & control of impressions).  
These 3 dimensions are all part of the importance of FAFOH and constitute its 
value for people using FAFOH.  
 
The analysis is showing that the importance of FAFOH is especially noticed at 
“transitions” (work->home, vacation/the second home->coming back, 
summer->winter). This is in accordance with knowledge gained from 
anthropological research on rituals and practices, showing the importance of 
actions in transition from one phase to another. These transitions often reflect 
identity aspects such as the feeling of freedom and the need of control, here 
the control of your own home enabling you to control and maintain your 
family’s health. It is a kind of caring when control is about managing activities 
that form part of the air intake, no matter whether is is a technical system or 
the use of doors and windows.  
 
To all informants FAFOH indicates a bodily openness and inclusion of the 
surrounding world. This is in accordance with phenomenologic research, 
which indicates that we are in this world through our body and it is by this 
that we create consciousness of our existence, our ‘being-in-the-world’. To 
’enjoy the breeze’ will in this light represent the joy of being in the world. To 
have a ’good, fresh smell’ in your home is in phenomenological optics the wish 
for being alive, not crumble, but remain open to the world and still be in a 
personal and physical development, in progression. To let in the fresh air into 
the children’s rooms becomes a welcome of the morning, greeting the world 
through a feeling of co-existence with the surroundings. The French 
informants seem to talk more than in Denmark, England and Scotland about 
differences in airing practices between the couples.  Having said this, I wish to 
stress that it is never the aim to generalize on the basis of qualitative data. 
Still, this is the general impression from the two field studies. 
 
The use of FAFOH is: 

1. habitual and ritualized (you do the same things with respect to air 
depending on the season, context and the house)  
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2. bodily determined, a purely sensous experience (smells ‘are in the 
nose’; individual comfort zones; to enjoy the breeze) - representing a 
body aesthestics 

3. socio-culturally determined, among other things because FAFOH may 
be connected with risks (fear of Radon, burglary or water damage) and 
with certain taboos, since letting fresh air IN also is about letting 
certain odours OUT (from wc & bedrooms). For this reason ‘impression 
management’ is required for the odour backdrop in the home. 

 
It seems like the FAFOH field has ´Openers´ (mostly women) and 
´Closers´(mostly men). The general picture is, however, that the women tend 
to care for the aring out practices of the rooms, in particular the children´s 
rooms. This is no surprise: The home is generally a female domain when the 
topic is the health of the family/inhabitants. The men who prefer to open 
stress the importance of recognizing individual bodily comfort zones and 
personal habits as the outset for FAFOH practices.  
As expected regional thermal differences appears in France because of bigger 
difference in the outside weather conditions. Shutters are used strategically in 
the warm areas, and heating is of more concern in the colder regions. This 
illustrates that airing habits are perfermed in dialogue with weather and the 
house itself. No French children have participated in the study, but their 
parents refer to actions of their children, mostly whether or not the children 
remember to air out. Some do, most don’t, as Brigitte exclaims about her 
sons, who doesn’t: “Boys, oh la la”. 
 
The most prominent perspectives of the interviews can be stated within the 3 
mentioned dimensions – the functional, aesthetical (body & senses), and 
emotional (social) characteristics – of FAFOH. These characteristics cannot be 
considered isolated from the context they are in and it is, therefore, 
important to look at them in connection with the meaning of the home. The 
importance of the home as framework for the family’s health is playing a role 
for our use of FAFOH, just as the social importance of the home in form of 
being an ’odour backdrop’ will lead to special FAFOH practices. 
 
In a way, FAFOH is not directly about ”fresh” or ”air”, but covers ’the good 
indoor climate’, which involves many other things than just ’fresh air’:  
The freshness is about... 

 anti-smelling, odour backdrop, bodily and sensouous (sensing the world 
& the moment) 

 to consider the health of the whole family (get rid of bedroom smells, 
dust & bacteria) 

 enjoyment (individual needs) 
 free breeze, flow (freedom) 
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The air is about... 
 Smell & sounds in the context (from nature or the city, the joy of 

following the seasons) 
 Technique (systems to control the air so you will not have to think 

about airing – i.e. need of security, to control your windows & doors) 
 Control (to monitor the home + cleanliness/health in it) 
 Practical function (cleaning).  

 
The following outline illustrates the 3 dimensions of FAFOH and the above 
mentioned points and has made a division into ’sociality & aesthetics’ (soft 
values, not measurable) and ’fuctional charactetistics’, respectively. The 2 first 
mentioned are best understood as individual, subjective dimensions against 
the functional characteristics of FAFOH that cover the more measurable 
characteristics of FAFOH (although the need of FAFOH’s functionality is, of 
course, quite individual). The borders are not sharp. 
 
Sociality & aesthetics Functional caracteristics 

Anti-smell (smells can be embarrasing); 
body & senses (our unique sense, body 
aesthetics & body comfort zones) 

Smells & sounds in the context (like birdsong 
or the distant sounds of neighbours talking) 

Caring for the family health (out with bad 
smell & stuffiness); cleanliness=health 

Technique –regulation of the indoor climate 
(Heat/coldness; humidity/dryness) 

Pure enjoyment  Control (wish for control /monitoring of the 
heating bill?) 

Free breeze and flow, freedom Pratical assistance (dries eg. the floor) 

 
Most of the above mentioned aspects are framed by the home as a 
framework for ’impression management’, front & back stage practices (those 
activities that reflect what we do, if we are by ourselves or if we have guests) 
the social construction of smell – corresponding to the wish for controlling 
how we want to conceive/sense our own home and how we want visitors to 
conceive/sense us and our home. Your home is your smell!  
The knowledge from the study may be the basis for new understandings of 
the importance of fresh air and the use of it among quite ordinary people. 
Sociality, body and senses, and everyday practices are important aspects for 
FAFOH and understanding these dimensions will ensure a more holistic 
understanding of FAFOH.  
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”It’s a habit that was picked 
as a child, that you should 
air out your room.” (Remi) 

 

The problematic: What should be investigated and why? 
The VELUX Group wanted to know more about how fresh air from the outside 
(FAFOH) and into the houses (private homes) is used and what it means to 
people. The study is undertaken on the thesis that the more a company knows 
about the various kinds of importance and practical uses of a product or a 
phenomenon like FAFOH, the better the company will be able to think this 
knowledge into their marketing and communication and also into product 
development.  
 
Research from the sociology of everyday life shows that what we value as 
important can be read from our actions in everyday life. Studies of everyday 
practices are the basis for analyzing how people build sociality in their life and 
which values they ascribe to the various functions of everyday life. In order to 
describe the importance of FAFOH, its status and the matching social values, 
you will, therefore, have to look at how FAFOH is used by people in their 
ordinary everyday life. 
 
People’s routines of letting air out and in at home may indicate emotional as 
well as functional values of FAFOH. As a total they will appear from the doings 
and not something that is necessarily phrased. Many French informants talk 
about FAFOH as something they consider an embodied habit: FAFOH is 
something you do and not something you speak about, unless, however, the 
couple disagrees on how to air in & out. In such cases the FAFOH practices 
become a hot topic.  
 
Generally importance established through routine and practices in our 
everyday life is unreflective. As a starting point, things for the home – such as 
a window, a mechanical ventilating system, a vacuum cleaner or similar – will 
be bought because of some concrete, functional need, possibly coupled with 
an aesthetic and symbolic dimension (as represented by brands) or purely 
social (pets). Our actions at home may likewise have functional, aesthetical 
and social dimensions. But whether it is things or actions, it is not until they 
have been integrated in the home and are in use or carried out that we ascribe 
value and animation to things or actions. The dialectic relation between 
human beings and things happens gradually and will quietly become part of 
everyday life, an embodied habit performed as a routine. The process is called 
’domestication’ – a concept originating from research on humans’ use of 
technology. Research shows that we do not subjugate to things, but influence 
them towards our individual needs. This study is not on a thing or an action, 
but on a phenomenon: Fresh air – and what will be investigated in this report 
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is the status and qualities of fresh air as seen by a domestic French point of 
view, the significance of fresh air from outside. There are specific actions 
attached to FAFOH and when I draw a parallel to the concept ‘domestication’, 
it is because FAFOH is often handled by use of e.g. windows or doors. It will, 
consequently, be interesting to see how FAFOH is domesticated, how it 
becomes a habit. As people are different, the use of FAFOH and its attached 
importance will vary from person to person. Certain common traits can, 
nevertheless, be concluded. They are primarily attached to the social and 
bodily aspects of FAFOH. 
 
 

How may FAFOH be conceived?  
Sociological research on people’s behaviour indicates that most of our actions 
have an aesthetical (body and mind) and a social dimension reaching beyond 
functionality. Functionality may rather be said to be a cover for sociality. 
Consequently, FAFOH may be expected to have functional characteristics as 
well as emotional and aesthetical values attached to it. Emotional importance, 
i.e. FAFOH’s sociability, may be read as a kind of love declaration and caring 
for the children – you air out because the children should wake up in a good 
way and feel fresh. The aesthetical importance is attached to bodily and 
sensous aspects of FAFOH and can e.g. be the wish for a clean home or just to 
enjoy the breeze. Therefore, I have in the analysis deconstructed the meaning 
of FAFOH’s social, aesthtetical and functional dimensions, respectively.  
 
As a start, a few considerations about FAFOH which may influence people’s 
use of fresh air: 
A boon and a scarce good – with taboos relating to it 
Fresh air is a boon. Even though the definition of ’fresh’ will vary from person 
to person according to the context, fresh air is something we all need and 
have a right to, however, in the light of increased air pollution today it seems 
a scarce good. Just as the right to access to clean portable water. It is a 
sensuous, non-material phenomenon, which may be more easily 
comprehended in form of an antagonism: When the air is NOT fresh, it is 
easier to talk about the quality of the air, whereas it is otherwise a product we 
are normally taking for granted. Only in cities with a lot of smog/air pollution 
in general, FAFOH will be a problem and a topic of conversation, because of it 
being a scarce good where you have to think twice before airing. Like many 
other objects and actions in the home, FAFOH will, therefore, rarely be 
something we think about, unless people disagree on how to air in and out. 
Correspondingly, FAFOH may have certain taboos attached to it, as FAFOH is 
often needed for rooms associated with uncleanliness, shame (wc) and sin 
(bedroom). This will be the case with smells you want to hide and get rid of. 
So often FAFOH will be connected with something you want to get rid of. 
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The mentioned FAFOH features – that it is a boon, a scarce good especially 
described and understood antagonistically and that FAFOH may be considered 
as a tool to get rid of unwanted smells – are part of the background 
understanding for the conversations with the informants and in the analysis.  
 
 

Relation between FAFOH and the home 
The focus is on ’fresh air from the outside and into the home’ and we may, 
therefore, benefit from looking at antropological theories on the importance 
of the home when we want to understand the importance of FAFOH. FAFOH 
can, nevertheless, also be described as a boon independent of the home when 
you speak of the individual experience of fresh air. However, most informants 
from the qualitative interviews show a considerable relation between FAFOH 
and habits, which relate to how we use the home. Furthermore, the 
informants refer to the expected coupling to smells in the home and state that 
these smells have great social importance. Consequently, we start with 3 
anthropological perspectives on the home.  
 
 THE HOME = A SOCIALT PROJECT 

The home may be considered as the frame of the nuclear family where 
changing the home - actions such as remodelling, renovating and making the 
actual lay-outs of the home - express that the home is a social project. A 
project which to a similar degree is about building and maintaining the 
FAMILY and your role in it, as it is about increasing the value of the house and 
making improvements to it. The distinction between ‘building’, i.e. the purely 
functional renovation of the home, and ‘dwelling’, which represents the home 
as a frame for sociality and well-being, is useful to understand this view of the 
home as a social project. The Danish artist Erik Clausen gave an example of 
‘building’, when saying: “When men build sun lounges it is not because they 
need the extra space, but to show their women that they can build Taj 
Mahal”(Berlingske Tidende 29.11.09). ‘Taj Mahal’ is considered a good 
backdrop for social roles & togetherness – the display and setting of 
‘dwelling’: We build a house in order to dwell in a home! 
 
 THE GLUE of a hectic daily life 

In the postmodern society the home plays a big part in keeping the family 
together and in giving meaning to a fragmented life. At home we ‘celebrate’ 
the family (the ideal of the nuclear famil). By routines & rituals we try to keep 
the family together and to keep it healthy, and we aim at passing on the 
routines & rituals to the children. By passing on routines we want to pass on 
healthy habits, an expression of caring. The home becomes a holy place, a 
‘refuge’ or sanctuary for the family in a busy everyday life.  
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 DOUBLE FUNCTION (’impression management’) 

The home is both the hearth of family comfort and sociality as it is the place 
for family life back stage. Back stage is the intimate and social room where the 
family members can relax from the norms and requirements that confront 
them outside the framework of home. One French informant refers to the 
home as a ‘cocoon’ (Martine). But, simultaneously, a home must also be for 
guests and, therefore, a presentable place, i.e. the home must also have front 
stage features. Front stage is a name for the rooms where the home presents 
itself to the world. Front stage is to a higher degree defined by culturally fixed 
norms, among those which smells are recognized as ’pleasant smells’. It may 
be expected that those living in the house want to have ‘impression 
management’ of the smells in the home.  Consequently, the home must 
handle many different functions and needs for the family members and 
express a certain degree of culturally accepted norms for aesthetics.  
 
All 3 perspectives can be read from the French interviews and reference will 
be made to them when going through the patterns and themes of importance 
found in the analysis. The last theme – ‘impression management’ – is highly 
reflected and used as frame for the analysis, because FAFOH is best described 
by contrasts, i.e. as expression of the wish to get bad smells out, and because 
all informants – to various degrees – are pointing it out.  
 
 
Field of investigation: Which design and which methods have been used? 
With whom have we spoken and why? 
Explorative investigation 
Often you can get an idea of people’s attitudes, purchasing behaviour and 
actions concerning a specific product by comparing it to other similar 
products. But this investigation is focusing on an immaterial, sensuous, 
invisible phenomenon. FAFOH can hardly be compared to anything at all as 
FAFOH is about practices, as we draw in fresh air, use it dynamically according 
to various needs and, consequently, FAFOH is a constant process. 
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In the same way as the home, cf. the above description, FAFOH is, therefore, 
something we do all the time! The most appropriate design of the 
investigation is, consequently, explorative.  
 
Qualitative methods 
The investigation utilizes the qualitative methods of social anthropology: In-
depth interviews based on a semi-structured interview guide, observation of 
the participants (short term), photos & video. They each have the advantage 
that it is possible for the informant to associate more freely than in case of a 
questionnaire. Video and photos serve to illustrate practice. Interviews & 
showing round took approx. 2 hours – the shortest 1.25 hours, the longest 
around 2.5 hours.  
 
Informants: Amount and selection criteria 
The selection criteria have been decided in cooperation with VELUX A/S. As it 
is a smaller investigation the number of informants has been decided at 11. 
The 11 informants are composed of both men and women.  
The grown-ups were chosed based on the following selection criteria:  
 
 Building:  All must live in a house – or a major privately owned flat, 

preferably some with VELUX roof windows, but not necessarily. The 
hypothesis is that owners will be more attentive to air out in order to 
take care of the house 

 Division between city/countryside: Finding informants in both types of 
area, in order to hear about importance of contexts (smells, noises) 

 Division between old/new houses: When possible – so as to include 
the importance of the buildings for airing out practices 

 Warm & cold, wet & dry areas: To make sure to have the potentially 
different perspectives from living in different thermal zones 

 Life phases: Life phases – age compared to activity – have been used as 
selection criterion. The criterion has been given with a view to where 
the largest VELUX target group is and in respect to expectations that 
there are different activities in and use of the home in the different 
phases of life – and that this can mean different ‘use’ of FAFOH. 

 

Life phase    11 informants     
The young family   3 families: 

Manu & Estelle, Pernille, Valerie 
Families with teenagers  3 families: 
     Remi, Dominique, Brigitte 
Couples or singles    5 informants: 

Martine & Jean, Elisabeth, Michel, Andree, 
Viviane 

___________________________________________________________ 
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Fig. 1: Selected phases of life (the most practice intensive phases are chosen) 

 
With only 11 informants and the variation in the group, the investigation is, of 
course, in no way representative. Nevertheless, I wish to point out that 
identical words, themes and patterns were repeated in all interviews. The 
strength of qualitative investigations is exactly the possibility to unfold the 
informants’ statements and be able to analyze both the totally unique, 
individual traits and possible common traits in groups of people. 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 2: Map of informants (some with second homes in countryside areas, like Corsica) 

 
 

Age + life phase 

Life intensity &  
activity level 
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THE ANALYSIS 
Stories of use of FAFOH in everyday life 
Like we expected in many of the following situations FAFOH has shown to be 
of immediate importance especially in the following situations: 
 airing of wet rooms and bedrooms (get rid of moisture and bad smells 

here) 
 drying of clothes indoors 
 to regulate heating – whether hot or cold indoors or outside – and bodily 

heat regulation (the coolness from FAFOH when ironing) 
 cleaning (emphasized especially for vacuum cleaning, washing floors, 

making beds)  
 to let out smells (especially cooking odours) so as to avoid being seen as a 

bad smelling home  
 to let in sounds & smells from the surroundings (=openness) 
 to be able to smell yourself 
 to get circulation and stagnant, tight air out in order to rebuild a clean + 

recognizable smell in the home 
 to enjoy the breeze  
 to indicate control 
 to indicate the transition from work to free time, night to day, holiday 

cottage to home 
 
Several of these points contain a sociality uncovered in the use of FAFOH and 
reflect emotional values. The emotional values of FAFOH can be considered as 
expressions of:  

 Worrying (of burglary, damages on the house due to humidity, Radon, 
illness);  

 caring for the health of the family, airing in and out as a declaration of 
love;  

 control, as expressed in the wish to define and maintain the feeling of 
control of your own home and the smells of the house.  
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”Opening windows is like a 
tick” (Jean) 

 
Theme 1  Habits & routines in relation to FAFOH 
Sociological research on habits shows that everyday life practices in the home 
to a high degree are controlled by habits. In an increasingly demanding 
society, habits and routines are a way of simplifying everyday life so we very 
conveniently do not have to reflect on every activity we make: We perform 
certain actions ‘like a tick’, it becomes ‘logical’ and consequently something 
we don’t have to reflect about or justify in our doing. The same is the case of 
FAFOH where habits seem to vary according to time of year (season), the 
house and the rooms. Habits also reflect that the house is alive and inhabited 
and in this sense a symbol of our existence, a proof to us and to others that 
we are here, alive and kicking. Habits are generally quite fixed, but we may 
develop new ones. New airing practices may evolve into habits for instance 
when having had a baby, where we wish to safeguard the child against 
draught. The following stories illustrate how rooted in habits humans are, 
although the habits may at the same time be performed while paying some 
attention to heating costs and not letting out heat in the cold period.  
 
Stories to illustrate routinized habits: 
Michel: “Airing out is a natural thing to do, it’s logical.” 
 
Andrée: ”At 7 o’clock I open, every morning. The windows facing the courtyard are 
less open, still they’re open at least 6 months a year except when it is very cold then 
I close them. But even when it is very cold I open, every morning, early, when I wake 
up. Even in winter. It goes with having my morning coffee.” 
 
Manu tells about his usual routines of airing out – and now, with a child: 
Manu: ”I’ve always learnt that you should air out at least twice a day. In the 
morning when you wake up and again in the evening before you go to sleep. I’ve 
always learnt to air out your room before you sleep to get more oxygen in and 
change the air. In particular now with the baby, because the napkins may smell. [...] 
In the summer the windows are open all the time, I open several to create a 
through breeze. In the winter I turn down the heating, so I don’t waste energy”  
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Valerie describes her morning routines: 
Valerie: ”I open every morning, exept if it’s raining. I typically have them open for 
about 10-15 minutes, but if I’m at home all mornng, I can leave them open until I 
leave. I air out in all the rooms. I get up, eat breakfast and then I go up and do my 
bed, either before or after I have opened the window. Our house faces a street so I 
mostly open those facing the garden, those facing the street with its pollution I 
open less. I also open in the children’s rooms, except Garance’s since his window is 
facing the street.” 
 
When asked if Jean & Martine have fixed routines for airing out, both exclaim:  
(J+M): ”Yes, every morning”.  
Martine: ”Yes, as soon as we wake up we open the windows.”  
Jean: ”It’s like a tick.”  
Martine: ”I take off the shutters ’cause they’re on, and then I open the windows. 
They are open for some time.”  
Martine: ”But we do it differently because I tend to get cold and Jean often gets too 
hot”.  
Jean: ”I tend to open, and Martine tends to close. There’s one who opens and one 
who closes”.  
Martine: ”It depends on the season. We live in a region which is very hot in the 
summer so we open during night to cool down the house. As soon as the sun rises I 
close all the windows and pull the curtains so that we don’t get any sun in. During 
winter I open in the morning to air out, especially in the bedrooms. And during the 
afternoons we open a bit to let in the warm sun. And we have our door a bit open, 
depending on the temperature. But when it’s really winter the house remains 

Which routines will the 
children develop? 
Brigitte: ”Boys, oh la la.” – 
stll her son has now 
started asking if she has 
aired out his room 
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closed. I open a little but only to the point of not letting out the heat. During winter 
we have the heat on. So it depends very much on the seasons”.  
 

How the apartment or house is positioned towards the sun, wind and noise is 
important (as is, of course, the season). 
Andrée is a retired lawyer but she still has the same airing out practices as 
when working. She now spends her time between the flat in Paris, the 
apartment in Nice and her old summer cottage in Corsica. She explains about 
her different airing out habits: 
Andrée: ”The position of my apartment plays a big role in the way I let in fresh air. 
Because I have a small apartment in Nice that faces a garden, the windows there 
are always, always, always open. And also in Corsica, I always leave the windows 
open since I don’t have problems with pollution and noise from cars. I spend all 
summer in Corsica. My routines there are to always let everything open. All the 
windows and the doors facing the veranda are always open, night and day. They 
are permanently open. […] I still open my windows here [Paris], only in the 
morning or if I leave the apartment. When I go out I leave them open. It’s mostly 
here I can’t live with the windows open, because of too much noise. When it gets 
colder I have to close the windows. But I always open the windows in the morning. 
When I drink my morning coffee, I get my dose of fresh air as well. If it is winter and 
it is cold, I don’t open because it will let out the expensive heating. I am 
reasonable.” 
 

 
 
Habits vary according to season and area: Heat & cold seasons of the year 
obviously affect how long we may wish to air out and likewise include related 
practices such as turning the heat down. Areas are important too. Living in a 
polluted city or in a rural setting makes a difference as to how much air we 
wish to get in. Dominique lives in the countryside, in a rural area with no 
neighbours. Her habits regarding air practices reflect that she lives in this area. 
The door is always open and she never thinks about airing out: 

Andrée’s Paris flat 
(Hausmann type) – 
city life makes you 
think twice about 
airing out  
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Dominique: ”It’s about changing the air inside the house. They say that 10 minutes 
a day is enough, but I air out much more. The door is always open. I open in all the 
rooms, turn off the heat or set the thermostat at zero, and then I open the windows. 
When I feel that it’s getting cold in the house, I close the windows and turn on the 
heat. I’m the only one doing it. It’s often when I’ve dropped the kids at school and 
then get home and do some cleaning. It’s mostly in the morning or when I wake up 
and then I do it as the very first thing. [...] It’s something you do everyday, routines 
you don’t think about.”  
 

 
 

 
 

Stories to illustrate FAFOH habits relating to other everyday practices 
Cooking, ironing, vacuum cleaning, washing floors, drying clothes, taking 
showers... All informants refer to FAFOH being important for the above 
practical functions in our everyday life. The following stories serve to illustrate 
this. 

Dominique produces and 
sells cider. 
She airs out in the 
morning, in the bathrooms 
and when cooking. Her old 
farm now has a new 
heating system that makes 
all rooms warm. 
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Dominique explains how she combines airing out practices with other 
activities in the house: 
”I open in the kitchen in the morning, while I’m cleaning. Or if I’m cooking 
something smelly, I might open. But our cooker hood works quite well”.  
 
Elisabeth: ”When I wake up and make my bed I leave the windows open. I always 
do that. I also like to open the windows when I iron, because it can get too hot and 
stuffy. When I cook they are often open.” 
 
Pernille talks about her husband opening windows if he gets a sudden impulse 
to vacuum clean the whole house: 
”Olivier may open all the windows and then vacuum clean for an hour and then the 
whole house is cold afterwards. I’m the one taking care of the daily airing out 
practices. He does it if he gets a sudden cleaning mania.” 

 

Remi has installed 
windows between the 
kitchen and the living 
room to avoid smells 
from cooking 

The window in the 
kitchen is usually 
always open when 
cooking, cooker hood 
is used as well 
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Manu and Estelle talk about annoying noises having an influence on their 
airing practices: 
Manu: ”There’s a lot of noise around here. Our house is just across the train station 
and the road is full of trafic. The noise is a problem beause if you want to sit in 
peace and quiet, you can’t just open the windows. It’s a big problem in our house”.  
Estelle: ”In the summer we may open, it depends whether we are here in the living 
room. But normally we open on the other side”. 
Manu: ”It also depends on what you are doing. If I want to watch a movie or read a 
book then I don’t open. But if you are cleaning or listening to music or playing with 
the baby I leave the windows open. Then I’m not bothered by the noise.”  
 

 
 
Dominique explains that she: 
”will open any time during the day. It’s when I just think about it. I don’t think there 
are any particular times. Well, for the rooms it’s in the morning (doing beds)”.  
The above stories illustrate that Dominique, Manu & Estelle are very aware of 
when to air out and when not to. They perform these actions systematically 
and as well-known bodily movements. Their stories show that their FAFOH 
actions are performed in accordance with their context and ongoing activities, 
such as cleaning, listening to music or playing with the child.  
 
Stories to illustrate habits in transition situations 
Such fixed routines as described above appear in all families. Certain routines, 
however, seem even more fixed than the above everyday life activities or 
those practices that depend on season, pollution or specific events such as 
having guests or becoming a parent. After having been away on holidays or 
just on work many refer to specific FAFOH practices, once they come home. 
These habits have some common characteristics with ritualized behaviour. 
Anthropological research in rituals shows that specific significance can be seen 
from the practice connected to the ’rite de passage’, the transition ritual. 

Manu & Estelle 
changed all the 
windows due to noise  
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Certain rituals are characterized by including a kind of transition, going from 
one phase with one particular status (at work) and into a new situation with a 
new role attached (off duty). In this transition bodily actions are known to be 
important as part of contruction the new role and situation.  
 
Several of the informants talk about fixed routines regarding airing out – that 
this is typically something they do the minute the come from work (even 
despite the door to the garden may be open) - ”I open the windows as soon as I 

enter the living room” (Elizabeth). Manu and Estelle who both work as air 
host/hostess feel the need to air out and sense the fresh air after having spent 
a long time inside the closed environment of an aeroplane. They talk about 
airing out as a ritual, when returning to their home after work: 
M+E: ”When we come home from work we open and air out. It’s the first reflex”.  
 

 
 
Contrary to Manu and Estelle some informants describe that they as a couple 
disagree – some quite a lot – about how to air out. This difference in opinion 
can be the cause of much annoyance: 
Brigitte: ”My husband is always freezing. We totally disagree about airing out. I’m 
always too hot, he’s always too cold. It’s a sensitive issue because we disagree so 
much [...] When I visited my mother-in-law by myself it was really nice, I could do as 
I pleased and slept with my window open! Bernard always wants the windows 
closed and that door there, but.. we always fight about it” (laughter) 
 
Elizabeth wonders about her husband’s airing out practices: 
”Bernard likes to close everything. He likes to live in a closed atmosphere. I don’t 
know what it means. It might be to be protected, but protected from what I don’t 
know. He likes the outdoors, his professional life is mainly outdoors but at home he 
likes it to be closed. When he comes home he will close all the windows. He is a 
forester, much of his work is outdoors”. 
Ritual theory would suggest that Bernard precisely takes on another role and 

Manu & Estelle – air 
practices as a result of 
their job! 
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identity when he comes home – precisely by closing the windows, keeping 
FAFOH away since the fresh air is a major part of his work. 
 

 
 
New practices may emerge, e.g. if the house has been renovated or a major, 
special event arises, one that requires particular reflections about the air. 
Such an event could be the birth of a child and new considerations to be taken 
for the sake of the baby.  
Estelle: ”Airing out has got a more negative significance now since I am more 
concerned that our son doesn’t feel the draught. I don’t want him to be exposed to 
draught or cold. If he is playing in front of the entrance where it’s draughty I make 
sure to pull the curtains so that he doesn’t get cold on his back”. 
 
Pernille airs out the children’s room and by being very conscious about it she 
shows that this practice is a way of caring for them: 
”It’s clearly something you think more about when you have children. I’m very 
conscious about airing out their rooms.” 
 
Stories to illustrate new habits  
The following 2 stories show that windows require integration into the airing 
out practices and may change old habits into new ways of using air, such as 
when getting new sliding doors.  
Andrée: “I installed a VELUX window in my old house because I knew the brand 
and I had confidence in it. I had the roof renovated and the entrepeneur also 

Certain rooms need the fresh 
air and systems to make sure 
to reach the windows (flaps 
not being used) 
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suggested them. […] I wanted more light and also to be able to let in fresh air in the 
attic. So it could become liveable, to maybe make a bedroom up there. The house is 
healthy and well built, but not very light, built to pretect against the sun. […] I’ve 
also changed other windows and glass sliding doors because they were old and in a 
bad state. I haven’t changed the size of the openings. I just had new windows in PVC 
put in. I would have preferred wooden window frames but when the price was 
terribly expensive. It would have been thousands of euros. And I am happy. If I had 
had the means I would have put in wooden frames.” 
 
Manu: ”All the new windows have a kind of ventilation opening at the top. I think 
it’s standard now. When we were choosing the windows facing the station we took 
some very noise reducing. We could have chosen some that were even more, those 
used if you live close to an airport. I’ve almost regretted we didn’t.” 
 

 
 
What is interesting about the above 2 stories – and about the humidifier that 
Pernille is using - is the way the new windows and doors have changed old 

Pernille & Olivier have 
renovated their house 
and are still in the 
progress. Their new 
insulation (sheep 
wool) has made the 
house so tight and dry 
that she occasionally 
uses a humidifier in 
the living room 
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practices. Andrée used to create a through breeze in a different way, now she 
uses the door – and the VELUX windows upstairs are frequently open. Manu 
appreciates the ventilation at the top of the window, in particular since it, for 
the rooms facing the noisy street, allows some air in. Although he would have 
preferred to have these windows more open, most of the time they are not 
because of the noise level. 
 
 
Summary on theme 1 (Habits & routines in relation to FAFOH): 
Habits and routines are tools helping the users reduce the complexity of 
everyday life as they can be undertaken without thought and are repetitive. 
However, the FAFOH actions also hold an element of ‘celebration’, e.g. when 
you return from work, you celebrate being off duty. 
Habits and routines around FAFOH are very firm. Andrée airs out like she has 
always done, but habits are also depending on the conditions of the context 
and on the home: It is more difficult to bring air into the house when living in 
the city, older houses need more airing because the feeling of old air linger with 

the materials, etc. What is interesting about the deep-rooted habits is that they 
resemble ritualized behaviour and are often taking place in transitional 
situations (from home -> work and work -> home, vacation -> return, etc.). In 
the transition phase feelings of identity are at stake, i.e. you want to point out 
certain aspects important for your identity: 
When people air out the minute they arrive home from work it signifies that 
FAFOH represents a free person having time off (new role, new identity, new 
situation); when people combine airing practices and doing the beds in the 
morning this signifies cleanliness, order at home; FAFOH in the morning in the 
children’s room resembles a good and caring mother. In this way habits are 
more than tools that reduce complexity. Our airing habits become social 
instruments that reflect our identity shifts throughout our everyday life. 
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” I don’t like to feel jammed. I 
need to push the walls.” 
(Elisabeth) 

 

Theme 2 Body & senses 
The phenomenological research tradition has body and senses as the 
underlying basis and for this reason it is the perspective of phenomenology 
that is used as framework for analyzing the importance of body and senses in 
relation to FAFOH. Phenomenology is about people’s way of interpreting and 
settling in the world and their retelling of their conception of the world to 
others. To arrange oneself in the world is to a high degree also done with 
reference to smells and here it is worth remembering that the olfactory sense 
is the physiologically strongest sense of all our senses. For phenomenology 
our body and senses are the basis for assimilating and experiencing the world 
and for creating consciousness. Throughout this report I often emphasize 
smell above air and the reason is that often air is required precisely because 
of smells. But air by itself is also an important source of pleasure. The 
informants are talking about fresh air, the breeze, with great empathy, almost 
a longing. This points to the fact that the world happens through the body - 
the body is our tool for feeling our existence, like when we feel the breeze - 
and is felt by what we describe as feeling: Laughter, tears, shiver, cold, heat, 
enjoyment, freshness (italic text = air relevant). It is to a high degree the 
feelings that make the individual feel directly involved in the world and, 
consequently, they are important for our identity! It is with this understanding 
of the importance of the body and senses for our active presence in life that 
the following stories must be understood. 
 
All informants point out that sounds and smells are let in when you air and 
that the fresh air is enjoyable. As an example, fresh air can also become part 
of the indoor environment when bringing in the laundry, having dried 
outdoors. The possibility to let in smells and sounds also enables closeness 
with nature and the seasons. The following stories are illustrating this and 
refer to bodily aesthetics tied to FAFOH. First a few stories about what fresh 
air constitutes to people, beginning with one that shows different ways of 
looking at the home (gained in childhood). 
 
Stories illustrating fresh air perceptions 
A type of bodily aesthetics may be obtained during childhood as is the case 
with Manu:  
”I don’t hesitate opening windows in the middle of the winter if I feel that it’s stuffy. 
For a long time I lived with my mother and she suffered from claustrophobia so we 
always had our windows open. My window too, and sometimes I complained a bit, 
but I’m really used to living with someone who needed space and air all the time. So 
that’s what I need too.” 
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The following stories show how fresh air is related to health, that air holds an 
aspect of wellbeing. FAFOH is seen as a health source – a health controlled by 
the informants.  
Andrée explains about fresh air as something vital for the health: 
“I close the windows once I have the feeling of having changed the air in the 
apartment. It’s about cleanliness and health, sure.”  
 
Michel refers to the health issue this way: 
”We open to get some breeze or let in some sunshine. You can feel it physically, it’s 
not a question about looking at the clock for doing it [...] When you live in a 
tempered climate where the air is relatively clean I think you feel better. It’s good 
for the health.” 
 
Dominique: (I like the fresh air bcs.) ”..I think that the house smells fresh. I don’t 
know how to explain it. It’s almost as if the house becomes more alive. It gives the 
house a kind of freshness that I enjoy. We are outside a lot, but I like the sense of 
freshness, coolness in the house. I don’t know how to explain it. My youngest child 
always sleeps with his window open. He likes the sense of coolness too, like me, but 
the other two don’t. I’m the one who opens their windows. Yesterday my youngest 
was ill and had gone to bed with the window open and it was pretty cold. So I had 
to tell him that he should close it so as not to get worse.”  
 
Both Manu and Estelle relate fresh air to something that seems needed both 
by the house itself and its inhabitans:  
Estelle: ”Fresh air is a renewal, a change of air, it makes the house healthier.” 
Manu: ”It’s fresh and cool, it’s a fresh sensation in the house.” 
Estelle: ”It cools down the house, which is not good during winter. So airing 
practices depend on the season.” 
Manu: ”But if you are inside the whole day in a heated house you NEED fresh air.”  
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Yet fresh air is needed not just by the house or for the body: It’s needed by 
the mind. Elizabeth phrases her need for fresh air in a very phenomenological 
way. To her air represents the freedom of space! In this way fresh air becomes 
an opening towards the surroundings, avoiding the house to become 
claustrophobic.  
Elizabeth: ”(You use fresh air) to push the walls. In Paris we had a big apartment 
right next to Eglise Trinité, really nice but super noisy. I don’t like to feel jammed. I 
need to push the walls. It is also a question of habits. When I moved from Reunion 
where I lived outside all the time and back to France into small houses and 
apartments, I had the feeling of being imprisoned. So you need this openness. It’s 
important. Especially when you live in a tiny apartment in Paris. Here 
[Montpellier] you feel the nature.” 
 

Sensing the 
moment 
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Stories of smell & sound 
No house smells the same. Nor do the areas we live in. One of the reasons for 
our airing out practices is to make the home recognizable to oneself and ones 
family. This means that people have habits that help them gain such a 
recognizable smell, one that they will find appealing. 
Andrée talks about opening windows for fresh air in certain situations: 
“If I fry something in the kitchen I open up. And if I am cleaning the house, but I 
don’t do that every day.” 
 
The smells in the air makes you reconnect not just to the house but to the 
area.  
Michel: ”I sense here at my house the salt (’iode’) from the sea, like when you eat 
an oyster, that particular taste. I sense it in my garden in the evening. You can 
smell the ocean”. 
 
Brigitte talks about the pleasure of getting the smell of grass into the house, 
as well as sounds. 
Brigitte: ”In the morning it’s the smell of grass, I like that. And sounds, we have lots 
of little birds, both in the winter and the summer. I love that. Our garden isn’t big 
but with the olive trees we always have birds. 
 
Many informants react on smells that are either unpleasant or potentially 
’risky’ (like humidity or a smell of gas). Dominiquee describes it this way: 
”You feel it when you visit people who air out less. It’s a smell of stuffyness. It’s an 
unpleasant smell, almost slightly sickening. I can feel, if I’ve been busy a couple of 
days and not aired out, that it starts to smell stuffy and then I open. I just think that 
we like fresh air. It’s the experience of freshness that we like. When you air out it’s 
as if it shakes up the whole house.”  
 

Symbiosis of inside 
and outside  
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Andrée tells about the sounds of life that she enjoys when getting the air in, 
showing that sound is ’social’ as well, it connects you with the surrounding 
community: 
“I hear familiar sounds, voices, neighbours, life around me. As we are in the country 
I also hear chickens and dogs. Smells... I can smell the figtree, the lovely smells from 
the countryside. It’s a region with a lot of wind, so you feel the air is healthy and 
pure.” 

 
Not all sounds are nice to get in with the FAFOH. Elizabeth explains: 
”We have more annoying sounds here than lovely sounds. Well, the birds sound 
nice. There’s a duck that sounds nice. But some evenings there’s a lot of noise 
around here. The police think they are Starsky & Hutch and turn on their sirens. [...] 
For a long time, but not in the last year, there were transvestites in our street just 
in front of our house and that created some hustle and bustle in the street at night.” 
 
Many of the French informants refer to commuting between an area (city) 
and their country house. It seems that the not so fresh air in their urban lives 
is accepted as a fact, one that people integrate in their lives e.g. by airing out 
very early in the morning without the smog or the pollution from the cars. 
Perhaps they tend to accept this because many of these informants have the 
alternative - fresh air - in the weekends, since many of the informants have 
access to a second home/cottage. So they get the FAFOH - but from and in the 
countryside. 
 
Stories about connecting to nature (or disconnecting) 
The last stories illustrate fresh air as enjoyment, as something that forms a 
bridge between you and the surrounding nature. 
Andrée: “I like to have the sensation of living outdoor when I am there. That the 
outside is inside the house. I love the feeling of being outside.” 
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Pernille talks about being one with nature: 
“I like to open up, it’s as if in and out are getting mixed. When I’m standing in my 
kitchen it’s almost as if I’m outside. I often have my front door open because I love 
to let the sun in. I think it’s because you are locked up most of the year and the it’s 
so lovely to be able to open and be one with nature.” 
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Airing out like above implies that the boundary between in and out seems 
blurred or even dissolved. 
 
In the following conversation Jean & Martine talk about sounds being a 
natural part of the environment and about living in nature (and in the fresh 
air). They both stress that they wish to live in the open air, ”we don’t want to 
feel locked up”. 
Martine: ”We are in the middle of nature here. As soon as spring arrives, we see the 
little blue flowers on the walls. We hear the birds and see them building their 
nests.” 
Jean: ”It’s not that we sit and watch the birds every day. They are part of nature 
here, we hardly hear them.”   
Martine: ”Yes, we do hear them”.  
Jean: ”But you get used to them. They are part of our environment […] We live in 
nature here”.  
Martine: ”In the summer we don’t live up here (1st floor). We live next to the 
swimming pool and are almost outside all the time. Well, not outside, because it’s a 
big room with panels open all the time. It’s because the air is too still up here. Down 
there you can live outside. It’s another way to live.” 
Jean: ”I wanted a house with a lot of space, large rooms, no tiny passages, I hate 
that. And lots of light, lots of windows.” 
Martine: ”So we could enjoy the nature, the trees, and all we see”. 
 
A contrast to this is Paris. Andrée tells about her lack of nature: 
Andrée: ”I don’t feel nature at all here. Seasons yes, but just that it’s cold or warm, 
that’s it. There are no smells of nature here. It’s the noise that annoys me in the 
city.” 
 
Some informants live in areas where knowledge of the wind is significant. Jean 
& Martine explain how they pay attention to the wind: 
Jean: ”Here we have the ocean breeze coming directly to the house and warming us. 
When the wind comes from the ocean like today we have a pleasant temperature. 
But sometimes the Mistral comes from the direction of the country, the air is then 
very dry, the sun burning, but the wind is cold. In general the wind comes from the 
ocean and then it’s very mild in the weather. But when the Mistral is here, the sky is 
blue, almost red and it is very cold”.  
Martine: ”There is always a little breeze here. There’s always air circulating”.  
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Summary on theme 2 (Body & senses): 
FAFOH is closely attached to sensuousness, enjoying the breeze, the fresh air; 
FAFOH and the related practices reflect that smells are remembered, they 
‘stay’ in the nose – some talk enthusiasticaly about smells (scents) in spring 
and summer, and are thus remembered in retrospect; FAFOH enables you to 
hear the city sounds such as the sound of neighbours (reconnecting you with 
sociality and occasionally making you annoyed); it makes you happy, such as 
when hearing the birds in spring, and it makes you aware of the seasons, like 
getting the distinct smell when the farmers are pressing the oil from the olives 
or smelling the fig trees in the area. FAFOH thus represents many social 
values. FAFOH, consequently, refers to bodily aesthetics where body and air 
unite in a symbiosis. People’s ‘need for control’ - like when they for socio-
cultural reasons try to control the impressions of the home in terms of smell, 
heat & cold – is also referring to a need to control the heating bill and a need 
to control the health at home by controlling taking air in and out of the house.  
 
In line with phenomenological research, FAFOH actions can be considered as 
expression of the wish to be in the world by feeling it: 
FAFOH enables you to feel the world and bid the morning welcome bodily, i.e. 
the actions relating to getting the air either in or out represent an opennes 
towards the world. With FAFOH inside and outside seem to be dissolved. 
 
FAFOH and the breeze show that body & soul are in development, in flow, and 
that you are relating to your surroundings in an active, dynamic way. In this 
sense you are living, being-in-the-world, through an awakening of the senses 
by the fresh air. 
 
 
 

A view and fresh air 
keeps the mind open 
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”That’s one of those important 
things. Making a through 
breeze.” (Jean) 

 
Theme 3 Risk, confidence & control incl. ’impression management´ 
When themes relating to risk, confidence & control come up during the 
analysis it may be an advantage to understand the importance of risk in a 
greater perspective. Research shows that in modern society risk is a theme of 
increased importance. This is because society is under pressure in several 
ways – ways that all relate to the experience of risk: The continued increase of 
information and communication plays a part in creating inner chaos in the 
individual; many characteristics of society and environment make predictions 
difficult (like climate changes and their regional implications); efficiency 
demands pressure us in time & space, which adds to putting the framework 
conditions of the family under pressure; existing fields of knowledge are 
questioned. In general, the individual is robust, but in total, the modern 
society is characterized by chaos. This adds to consolidate the importance of 
the home as a fortress and a sanctuary even further. The home is a shield 
against what scares you – a ‘refuge’. For experiencing a home as a refuge 
requires that you are able to control the place, hence controlling the sounds 
and smells of the house is important. And there must be the least possible 
risks within the borders of the sacred, secure home where focus is on being 
able to have confidence in each other and confidence in FAFOH to support the 
family needs, such as the need for having a quiet home or the need to be sure 
that the smell in the house is nice. Therefore, it is no wonder that the next 3 
stories refer to these conditions that endanger the safety of the home – 
sound, smell and humidity in the context.  
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Stories about control over noise, smell & humidity  
Noises may prohibit your airing practices. Manu and Estelle regret they 
haven’t bought windows that are better sound isolated, since they cannot 
control the noises from outside. 
Estelle: ”It’s some of the freight trains, the old ones, they are a nightmare. The 
others you don’t hear that much.” 
Manu: ”I always wake up when they pass by us in the morning”.  
 

 
 
Houses produce their own smells and may include a decontamination of 
objects inside. The informants all refer to dampness, moist, as being a risky 
smell. But air may be part of a house itself. The materials of the house are 
important since they facilitate breething!  
Andrée explains: 

A safe home is a 
healthy home 

The windows 
facing the train 
station are 
hardly ever fully 
opened  
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“You feel that the house is healthy. That it is built from wood and stone and there is 
always fire places in those old houses. You feel that the air is healthy and you can 
breethe easily. But I also feel that here in my apartment even though it is not as old. 
I feel it is made with materials that age well, that breethes. There are never bad 
smells here or there. And it is never humid in Corsica, because there’s always wind. 
The village is on a hill, so there is always wind that sweeps the house every day.” 
 
Brigitte describes her spontaneuous reaction on humidity: 
“The air may occasionally be a litte damp, and I think it sometimes get a bit humid 
inside, in particular in our bedroom, a tiny smell of humidity. I can’t stand the 
smell. Then I open or use air-freshener. It’s just a tiny smell when it’s very damp 
outside. It’s most unpleasant.” 
 

 
 
To be able to smell yourself and that others should conceive you as good 
smelling are important factors for several of the informants. It is about smells 
representing the home and its inhabitants and bearing witness of the 
importance of controlling smells. To be in control of your own smell and that 
of your house indicates sensibility, rationality, and freshness (against the smell 
of something old). Some smells are pleasant, the smell of a baby, others are 
worrying or attached to taboos, but in total, being able to manage airing in 
and out is a protection against - and decreases the risk of - ‘failing’ the cultural 
standards when it comes to smell. Remi: “It’s not only nice smells in a house, in 
particular after the night, then it’s important to air out. To get rid of the 
unpleasant smells.” 
 

In her husbands’s 
study there is a 
moisture damage. 
Brigitte feels certain 
it’s because he 
dislikes airing out 
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Valerie talks about the same, a distinct “smell of night”, which is also why she 
airs out in every room in the morning. 
 

Stories about safety issues 
The following stories mainly deal with the risk of burglary and how to create a 
safe home. 
Martine: ”We think that this is an area where only few people come, it’s difficult to 
get to and so we don’t worry about it. We can even leave the house with the 
windows open. But we may be a bit exceptionel. I actually think that people here 
are afraid of burglary, that’s what I hear. If we were living in the city  we might 
think differently, but out here in the countryside we easily open.”  
 
Valerie: ”I know that there are some windows that cannot break. But in general I 
don’t think about it. I guess I have an idea that it’s easier to break into the house 
with these large windows than if we still had the small, oldfashioned ones”. 
 
Andrée likewise speaks of the difference between urban life (her Paris flat) 
and the life in the countryside (Corsica): ”It’s how the house in Corsica is situated 
and my apartment here in Paris that makes have no fear of burglars. In Paris I am 
on the second floor, so I can leave the apartment and let the windows stay open 
because no one will climb up to the second floor. In Corsica I am in the middle of a 
village, I don’t even lock my door. I don’t think about burglars.” 
 

Some of the French informants have shutters. They serve as a way of cooling 
the rooms of course, but also as a kind of safety against burglary and being 
seen from the outside.  
Manu: ”We have shutters as a safety, but if anyone wants to break in they can still 
just smash the window. When we go on holiday we close the shutters. And 
sometimes in the evening, because living on a street means that it’s like a little 
theatre where everyone can watch. So we close to get some privacy. The house is 
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very exposed, so if anyone wants to burgle the house they’ll have to be very brave, 
’cause so many people pass it on the street”  
 

.  
 

 
 
Valerie addresses the same topic – creating a ’back stage’ for the home: 
”We sleep with our windows open at night in our country house. But here I don’t as 
much. I have blinds that I use every night. I have that in our contry house too, but I 
don’t use them. I use the blinds here because it gives me a feeling of being home, in 
your own place, when people can’t see in.” 
 
Viviane refers to the importance of the home as a safe haven and illustrates 
this with her explanation on why she cannot sleep with her windows open: 
”I’m afraid to sleep with the windows open now that I’m all alone. I don’t like to go 
to sleep if I know there’s something open in my house.” 
 
Stories about risks from nature and pollution 

Safety for the sake of 
the children – an extra 
hatch has been placed 
on the window 
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The nature may in itself be a risky place to live in, such as living in an area with 
Radon coming from the ground. The opposite also applies. Not airing out may 
be the wisest. In their old flat, lying next to a motorway, Manu & Estelle used 
their window as a sign of the pollution outside – it showed itself as a black 
edge along the edge of their windows, making them aware of the pollution 
level and when not to open their windows.  
 
Viviane: “When I have been in the city all day I feel all dirty. There’s an unpleasant 
smell and I feel dirty. Here you breathe the nice air and it’s calmer as well. I’m not 
allergic at all, but we do get a lot of pollen, I can see it on the swimmingpool, it’s all 
yellow. In the city I guess there’s less pollen. […] We don’t have musquitos here, but 
lots of wasps during summer. When you eat outside they are all over. On 
Martinique there was a bit of a wind blowing the musquitos away, so it’s nice with 
some wind. ” 
 

 
 
Andrée tells about her flat in Paris: ”It gets too noisy and there’s also the 
pollution from the cars. But the windows facing the courtyard I can leave open for 
hours.” 
 

Estelle smokes in her 
study and is also afraid 
to get polluted from 
the petroleum oven so 
she airs out a lot here 
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Remi talks about a side effect from living in a warm area and water – and that 
there is a problem with FAFOH.  
Remi: “We leave many windows open to create a through breeze and cool down the 
house. We don’t have air con, so we make a breeze. But now we have a new 
problem here in Nice and that’s the musquitos. It’s a serious problem. If we open 
now (appr. 5 pm) our house will quickly be invaded by musquitos. During the last 
few years Nice has had tiger mosquitos, they sting all day and not like the other 
mosquitos just at twilight. There have been cases of dengue fever. You must avoid 
water in the house, no basins, bird baths or pots with water, because they end up 
being the nest for the mosquitos.” 
 
Stories about control over heating costs  
In the following story heating costs are described. As would be expected fresh 
air activities also reflect economic issues.  
Estelle: ”The windows are a protection against the noise here. And against the cold. 
If it’s -3 degrees you need protection. To me the cold is like an attack (un 
aggression). A house is a sanctuary.” 
Manu: ”I don’t quite feel that way. I think a house should be airy, open and that you 
should be able to go in and out all the time. Yes, it IS a kind of nest, but what 
bothers me most is the noise. 
Estelle: ”Another important difference in our airing habits today refer to our old 
status since in our old home we were tenants and electricity and heating was part 
of the rent. You couldn’t regulate the heat so we had to open the windows, 
otherwise it was like living in an oven”. 
Manu: ”Here’s an economic side of interest, because when you have double glazed 
windows there’s a new law that provides you with a tax reduction”. 
Estelle: ”You almost get half back from tax. So suddenly we have become very 
conscious about energy prices. It’s a big part of the budget when you are an owner. 
If the house is 14 degrees because you open the windows, an enormous amount of 
energy is needed to reach the 18 degrees that the heating is set to be at. That’s a 

Seasonal insects may 
influence airing 
practices  
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terrible over consumption and my reason for not having the windows open for 
hours”. 
 
Dominique talks about being careful not to air out, when the heating is on so as 
to avoid ’heating up the whole atmosphere’. They have installed a new heating 
system that uses warm air in stead of oil, which is cheaper and more 
environmentally friendly. But they still need to be cost conscious, since it’s using 
electricity.  
Dominique: ”We work with nature, so we have to preserve it. It’s the same with 
electric light, there is no reason to leave it on if you’re not in the room. It’s habits, 
too. Now with the air pump system we heat up the whole house, no room is wamer 
than the other. When we had fuel it was expensive, so we shot off some rooms that 
we didn’t use. Before that we used wood”.  
 
Summary on theme 3 Risk, confidence & control incl. ’impression 
management´ 
Elements of risk, confidence and control appear in the analysis as worries 
especially directed towards the family health (to protect the family against 
diseases from draught and cold) and the condition of the house (to avoid 
water damages). Also FAFOH as part of the worry about burglaries plays a 
role. The confidence that the informants may have in their actions and in the 
windows, ventilations and doors, or other techniques to ensure airing (Pernille 
having installed a humidifier!) is present. Air con is installed in several of the 
houses, but not frequently used. One exclaims: “Air con, I hate it.” This is 
partly due to the wish of enjoying FAFOH. It may also illustrate that people 
with an air con system fail to be able to recognize their own smell and the 
smell of the house, hence increasing the risk of ‘failing’ the cultural norms of 
smell.  
 
The quality of the air is evaluated on a daily basis. In France it seems that the 
air in hot areas may not be perceived as fresh since it creates a sense of 
stuffyness. It may be fresh (i.e. unpolluted), but it’s HOT. Hot takes priority 
over freshness and the need to feel alive from sensing the ’fresh air’– meaning 
that people then don’t have the same desire to open, but in stead use the 
shutters and close the windows so as NOT to get the air in. At the same time 
they may try to create a through breeze, but this may be unpleasant if the 
weather is too hot in general. This was, of course, to be expected, but is none 
the less interesting since it shows how we ’are’ in the world – heat makes us 
drowsy and the opposite feeling of ’fresh’. For staying fresh other attempts 
are then introduced (shutters, drinking more water, etc.) – and some use the 
air condition at night. 
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APPENDICES 
 
A short description of the informants according to life phases:  
The young family:    Manu & Estelle; Pernille; Valerie  
Families with teenagers:   Remi; Brigitte; Dominique 
Couples & singles, no children:  Andrée; Viviane; Michel; Jean & Martine; 

Elisabeth  
 
The young family 
Manu, 39, and Estelle, 35, both work as air host/air hostess for a major air 
company. When not flying, they both work as artists. Estelle paints and Manu is a 
photographer. They live in a detached townhouse in Vitry, a suburb in the 
southern part of Paris. The garage has been transformed to a photo studio and 
atelier. They have a 1-year-old son.  
They live right next to a train station, so they have changed all the windows 
facing the station to sound isolating windows. 
 
Pernille, 41, is a graphic designer and has recently started her own wallpaper 
design company. She is married to Olivier, 43 who is an interior decorator and 
painter. They live in a small village 60 km south west of Paris. They have 
completely renovated their house since they bought it five years ago, installed 
several Velux windows and put in a natural wool isolating system. They have two 
children who are 4 and 7 years old.  
 
Valerie, 41, lives in Lisieux in Normandy in a large, three storey attached 
townhouse with her husband Nicolas, 45 (who’s a dentist) and their four 
children between 4 and 13 years old. They used to live in the countryside, but 
moved to Lisieux because it was more convenient for the children’s school and 
activities. They have kept their old country house and spend all summer there 
and all weekends during the warmer months. They had their townhouse 
renovated before they moved in, changing it from a dark house to a house with a 
lot of skylight and open spaces.  
 
Family with teenagers 
Remi Garcia, 66, is a retired dentist. He lives in a villa in Nice with his wife, Anne 
Marie, who is a schoolteacher and their two children who are10 and 15 years 
old. The house is a classic 1970’s house with a small garden surrounding it. The 
windows in the bedroom on the first floor have been changed to more sound 
isolating windows, because of the noise from the nearby airport. Remi and his 
family have another house in the country, out side of Nice, where they spend 
weekends and holidays. 
 
Dominique Langin, 38 lives on a farm in Normandy with her husband, William, 
42 and their three children who are 12, 14 and 16 years old. They are both 
farmers and also run a bed and breakfast on the farm. Much of their life happens 
outside, they work all day outside and walk in and out of the house, so the house 
is always open even in winter. They can’t stand the stuffy feeling of some closed 
houses.  
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Brigitte, 53 is a midwife and lives with her husband Bernard and their two 
teenage children. They live in a house from 1990 in Peyrol a suburb/small town 
south of Montpellier, one kilometre from the sea. Brigitte cannot stand the smell 
of humidity and prefers to have her windows open as much as possible. But her 
husband Bernard is a « closer », which causes much irritation between them.  
 
No children at home 
Martine, 62 is a high schoolteacher and Jean, 72 is retired. They live in the 
« derriere pays » the backcountry of Nice in the hills. Jean constructed the house 
15 years ago. Balconies and verandas facing the hills and making it possible to 
live an outdoor life surround the house. During the warmer months, Jean and 
Martine only use the ground floor because it is cooler. 
 
Viviane, 63 lives alone in a house from the 1960’s in a village north of 
Montpellier. She has been living all her life in The French Overseas Departments 
and Territories until 10 years ago, and has tried to create the tropical feeling she 
misses in her garden with lots of plants and space. She is used to being outdoors 
so in the daytime, when the weather is warm, she will let all of her windows and 
doors open. She has to close them at night – but would prefer not to - because 
she is afraid when she is alone.  
 
Elisabeth, 63 is a doctor and lives in a 17th century townhouse in central 
Montpellier with Georges, who is a forester. They have 5 grown up children. 
Elisabeth prefers to have all her windows open, but she says that Georges sneaks 
after and closes them all the time. They have moved many, many times and lived 
abroad as well (Reunion and Guadeloupe).  
 
Michel, 60 are a retired pharmacist. He lives with his wife in a house from the 
early 1990’s in Peyrol a suburb/small town one kilometre south of Montpellier. 
He likes to sail and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else than here, where he 
can smell and almost taste the salt in the air.  
He has done a lot of work on the house, especially to adapt it to his children and 
now that they have moved out, he feels it is too big and empty. 
 
Andree, 69 is a retired lawyer. She lives alone in a classic Haussmanian 
apartment from the middle of last century in the centre of Paris, where she has 
lived with her husband and children when they were small. During the summer 
months she lives in a 400-year-old stone house – her childhood home – in a small 
village in the mountains in Corsica. In Paris she can only open up her windows at 
7 in the morning, or when she is not home, because of the noise and pollution. 
When she is in Corsica, she lives with the windows open day and night.  
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FACTS on France and the French 
 
 

Amount of house owners, for both single and double family houses and apartments 

 

Year Country KPI Jun-10 

2009 France House 

owners 

   18.586.100  

 Denmark House 

owners 

    1.504.500  

 United Kingdom House 

owners 

   18.464.175  

Grand Total      38.554.775  

 

Kilde: Euroconstruct juni 2010 

 

 

 

Housing completions (2006-2010) 

 
KPI Year France DK United Kingdom 

Housing completions - 1+2 family dwellings 2006          235           16                   103  

 2007          233           17                   111  

 2008          214           16                     87  

 2009          182           10                     70  

 2010          175            6                     79  

Housing completions - Flats 2006          189           13                     91  

 2007          199           14                     98  

 2008          209           10                     81  

 2009          175            7                     69  

 2010          145            4                     66  

 

Kilde: Euroconstruct juni 2010 

 
 
Main types of houses in France 
The French refer to any villa designed and built in the last 50 or so years as a villa 
d'architecte or architect's villa. The designs of these contemporary villas can vary 
from boxlike one-storey houses to very obscure looking residences.  
 
The longère is one of the most quintessentially French property types. It is a rural 
property type found in many regions of France and, as its name suggests, is built in a 
rectangular shape, normally with its back facing the most likely wind direction. As 
traditional properties, they are commonly built with regional materials (granite in 
Brittany, for example). They are most common in Brittany and Normandy. Many are 
one-storey and have converted attics to make a first floor.   
 
The maison de maitre which literally means master's house, is any bourgeois town or 
village house, although there are certain styles of house which are more likely to be 
called "maison de maitre", such as the one pictured. Like bastides, maisons de maîtres 
are known for their practical layouts. Many have high ceilings and typically four main 
rooms on each floor.  
 
The name "bastide" originates from the name given to certain fortified mediaeval towns 
built in the 13th and 14th centuries. The most famous of these is Villeneuve sur Lot in 
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Aquitaine.  Although most of these bastides were located in the Aquitaine and Midi-
Pyrénées regions, in terms of property, the word is used to describe a style of detached 
stone-built property found as far west as Aquitaine and as far east as Provence, which 
have very practical layouts, square features and tiled, almost flat roofs. Some also have 
archways on the ground level leading to garages and verandas (reminiscent of the 
archways or arcades which were common in bastide towns). Bastide-style properties 
are found in both towns and in the countryside.   
 
A "maison de ville" means any house in a town or village, although it usually indicates 
that the house in question is joined to others on one or both sides. Thus a house that 
would qualify as a "maison de maitre" if free-standing would more probably be 
described as a "maison de ville if not detached.  
 
French Property Price Stability 
Historically France has had relatively stable prices. In any given year property may 
increase or decrease by a small amount, but traditionally prices have been broadly in 
line with inflation over both the medium and long term. From 1999 to 2006 there was a 
change from this traditional pattern, but market Fundamentals are now reasserting 
themselves and the French property market has returned to its normal behaviour since 
2006. 
 
Expectations that this will be followed by a period of large property deflation are based 
largely on the experiences in other countries (such as the UK, USA and Spain). However, 
such predictions do not take sufficient account of the important differences between 
these markets and the French market. To begin with, price inflation in France has been 
much lower than in these other countries, so the French property prices have not 
reached the excessive levels to be found elsewhere and consequently are under much 
less pressure to drop. The following diagram compares property price trends in France 
and the UK, using 1995 as a baseline. 

  

The above diagram shows that property prices in France have risen much slower than 
the UK and have not reached the same excessive levels. Furthermore, in response to the 
global economic issues, rather than the rapid drop seen elsewhere, they have shown 
first a gradual decline in price inflation over a 3 year period (2005 to 2007 inclusive) 
and then a small price decline. 
 
TAXATION in France 
Since 2001 income taxes have been modified in France. These reforms lead top marginal 
tax rates to fall significantly.  
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France has a basic allowance meant to guarantee a tax-free minimum income. In France 
both the top marginal tax rate and the starting rate were reduced in the year 2005, from 
52.75% to 39.1% and from 7.5 to 6.83%, respectively. In the same year, the basic 
allowance was increased from 4,121 to 4,334 Euro per year. At a taxable income of 
10,000 Euro per year, the average tax rate amounts to about 7% in France; a taxable 
income of 20,000 Euro is on average taxed at 17% in France. At a taxable income of 
55,000 Euro, the average tax rate amounts to 35% in France.  
The tax unit of the personal income tax is the household, i.e. either a single individual or 
a married couple. Married couples are eligible to income splitting, which leads to a lower 
tax burden for married people as soon as the tax schedule is progressive and incomes 
are unequally distributed within the household. (Ref: IZA DP No. 1894, 2005, 
ftp.iza.org/dp1894.pdf) 
 
 
 
 
Household family 
structure     
Family structure 1975 1982 1990 1999 
Single man 7,4 8,5 10,1 12,5 
Single woman 14,8 16,0 17,1 18,5 
One-parent family 3,0 3,6 6,6 7,4 
Couple without children 22,3 23,3 23,7 24,8 
Couple with children 36,5 36,1 36,4 31,5 
Complex household 16,0 12,5 6,1 5,3 
Number of households 
(million) 

17,7 19,6 21,5 23,8 
Scope of coverage: metropolitan France.    
Source: Insee, population 
censuses.     
     
     
Naissances depuis 1901    
 en milliers    
Année Naissances    
1970 850,4    
1980 800,4    
1990 762,4    
2000 774,8    
2005 774,4    
2006 796,9    
2007 786,0    
2008 796,0    
2009 793,4    
    
Champ : enfants nés vivants en France métropolitaine, 
territoire au 31 décembre 2009.   
Source : Insee, état civil.     
     
     
Qualité de l'air des cinq plus grandes communes de France  

   
en % de jours 
dans l'année  

 2009  

ftp://ftp.iza.org/dp1894.pdf
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Très bonne à 
bonne 

Moyenne à 
médiocre 

Mauvaise à 
très 
mauvaise  

Paris 77,0 21,9 1,1  
Marseille 55,1 44,9 0,0  
Lyon 63,6 34,0 2,5  
Toulouse 71,8 27,7 0,5  
Nice 54,0 45,8 0,3  
Source : Ademe.     
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
Projections de population   
  2025  

Rang Pays 

Population  

(en millions)  

    
1 Chine   1 462  
2 Inde   1 431  
3 États-Unis    359  
4 Indonésie    263  
5 Pakistan    246  
6 Brésil    214  
7 Nigéria    210  
8 Bangladesh    195  
9 Fédération de Russie    132  
10 Mexique    123  
11 Japon    121  
12 Éthiopie    120  
13 Philippines    117  
14 Égypte    105  
15 Viet Nam    102  

16 
République démocratique 
du Congo    98  

17 Turquie    87  

18 
République islamique 
d'Iran    87  

19 Allemagne    79  
20 Thaïlande    73  

21 
République-Unie 
deTanzanie    67  

22 Royaume-Uni    67  
23 France 66  

 Monde 8.012  
Source : Organisation des Nations unies (Onu).   
    
    

 


