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Abstract 
 
 
Third places have been studied for decades as public spaces and in regards to their importance for 
communities and their residents, and the special characteristics of third place experience. Finnish 
cottages, albeit private homes, have certain similarities with third places in regards to the cottage 
experience and their significance for their owners. The objective of this study is primarily to 
understand the Finnish cottage experience and compare to the experience of public third places, 
and additionally to study the benefits people experience at the cottage and their effect on their lives.  
 
This study is qualitative and the data was collected from in-depth interviews with individuals who 
primarily lived in the mnetropolitan area of Helsinki. A total of 15 interviews was conducted and the 
data analysis followed a grounded theory approach. The findings from the interviews were cross 
referenced with the literature review in order to answer the research questions of the study. 
 
The findings from the interviews provided insight into both how Finnish cottages are experienced 
as places and how differ from public third places, as well as the benefits they offer their visitors. 
Although the main research question was how Finnish cottages are experienced as third places, 
much of the focus of this study moved towards the benefits of the cottages and their recreational 
abilities. Finnish cottages are of great significance for their owners and their families and have 
potential as suitable servicescapes for several benefits for their visitors. Cottages were found to have 
several similarities with public third places in regards to how people feel and the activities they 
choose to participate when visiting them, as well as the special bond that regular visitors share with 
their third places. In addition, cottages were also found to offer excellent opportunities for attention 
restoration and mental relaxation to their owners. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Ray Oldenburg was the first one to introduce the term “third place”. In his book, The Great 

Good Place, he described third places as “the core settings of informal public life” (Oldenburg, 

1999, p.16) and defined the third place as “a generic designation for a great variety of public 

places that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of 

individuals beyond the realms of home and work” (Oldenburg, 1999, p.16). Third places are 

the core settings of communities and contribute to the character and image of communities 

(Oldenburg, 1999). 

 

A third place is a distinct place from the first and second place, the home and the workplace 

(or school) respectively. More specifically, Oldenburg (1999, p. 14) describes those places as 

the “3 realms of experience”; the first realm is one’s “domestic” place (the home), the second 

is their “gainful” or “productive” place (workplace, school, or other, depending on one’s 

lifestyle), and the third one is their “sociable” realm, the third place. Many places that 

consumers visit can be sociable, such as different cafés, pubs, bars, or other public places where 

they could meet other people and socialize. The third place, however, has significance for 

someone, becomes a part of their day and even their identity, and reflects their sociability, 

whereas it is not necessarily the only place where they socialize.  

 

Third places are desired and adored by their regular visitors (the “regulars”) because for them 

they represent a version of the world that they personally prefer (Oldenburg, 1999), centered 

by things, actions and behaviors they like and, at the same time, usually lacking things, actions 

and behavior they do not want to see in their world. For the regulars, their own third place is 

also different than other third places, in the sense that it shares the same characteristics but it 

has more special significance to them, for their own personal reasons. They are the most 

important group of people when studying third places, as they are the ones that perceive those 

places as special and experience a bond with them, rather than occasional visitors. This special 

bond between individuals and their third places is what makes those third places different and 

more significant than other public places that the same individuals visit. 

 

People have always been social, and have always had the desire to meet others and blow off 

steam, in different ways according to their culture and time. The need for companionship and 
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connection has increased over time, following our “increasingly lonely societies” (Rosenbaum 

et al., 2007, p.54). According to Rosenbaum et al. (2007), the higher investment of time into 

work (pressure in the second place) and disintegration in family relationships (instability in the 

first place), as well as urbanization and increased mobility in the cities, are significant reasons 

behind people’s growing need for social support, which they seek to find in the third place. 

 

 

1.1 Research context 
 

The chosen context for this study is Finnish rural cottages as third places. Until now, the set of 

places studied as third places has included public retail places such as cafés, pubs, and bars, 

libraries, bookstores, as well as virtual places such as online communities. Although cottages 

are by nature not public places, they share some similarities with the character of third places. 

Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen (2010) who studied second homes in the Finnish countryside, found 

that many Finns showed a sentimental attachment to their second homes, and even to the 

locality or the province (2010, p. 201), much like the regulars of retail third places who consider 

the third place their “home away from home” (Oldenburg, 1999) and feel a bond with the place 

which is what attracts them to visit routinely (Rosenbaum et al., 2007). The activities at Finnish 

cottages also share some similarities with third places. According to Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen 

(2010), their respondents associated alcohol consumption at the cottage with relaxation and the 

feeling of escaping their urban life. Third place activities also offer similar feelings to their 

regular visitors (Oldenburg, 1999).  

 

According to recent statistical research (May 2020), as of December of 2019 there were 

511.900 rural cottages in Finland, 85% of which were owned by private persons. Also, around 

2.000 new cottages are completed every year and the areas with the highest number of rural 

cottages were Kuopio and Mikkeli. Additionally, over 800.000 people of the Finnish 

population (as of December 2019) belong to a household with a summer cottage. The average 

age of owners of finnish cottages is 63 years, while the average age of Finns who own new 

cottages completed in 2019 is 54 years. Lastly, according to the statistics, the median travel 

distance to family cottages is 39 kilometers and the average travel distance is 92 kilometers, 

while for those living in the Uusimaa metropolitan area, the average distance to the cottages is 
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167 kilometers (Official Statistics of Finland (OSF): Buildings and free-time residences [e-

publication], 2020). 

 

Cottages are a big part of the Finnish culture and mentality which has a strong connection to 

nature, and are particularly significant to the Finnish national identity, as well as to their owners 

(Periäinen, 2006). Their history dates back to the 18th century (Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen, 2010). 

For many Finns, a rural cottage might actually feel more like home than an apartment in a city 

(Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen, 2010). Ownership of cottages in Finland became a mass 

phenomenon after World War II, when more people had to migrate from the rural to urban 

areas for work and returned to the countryside for the summer (Pitkänen, 2011). For the 

generation born after World War II (baby boom), summer cottages were connected with 

childhood memories and were strongly associated with nostalgia and positive feelings 

(Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen, 2010).  

 

 

1.2 Research gap 
 

Overall, the research gap in the literature around third places is more contextual rather than 

theoretical. The characteristics and importance of third places to both communities and 

individuals have been studied thoroughly until now in general and in several contexts of public 

retail establishments (cafés, coffeehouses, pubs, bars, clubs, libraries, hair salons, virtual 

communities). The benefits of third places in human wellbeing have also been studied in 

general and in several contexts. An interesting context in which the benefits of third places on 

consumers’ health were studied was a research by Rosenbaum & Wong (2015) who studied 

the health benefits of casinos in Macau as third places. This was an interesting context, as 

usually gambling is associated with negative themes, however they showed that even gambling 

in some cases can be beneficial to consumers’ wellbeing. This work of Rosenbaum & Wong 

(2015) brought up an unexpected insight into the benefits of third places, which is promising 

for further unexpected outcomes in third place studies. 

 

While Oldenburg studied the basic aspects of third places (definition, characteristics, 

importance), Rosenbaum, throughout the years, has studied third places as beneficial places to 

consumers’ wellbeing and consumers’ behavior at and towards third places, while exploring 
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various contexts as well. One example of Rosenbaum’s work that was very helpful for this 

study was Rosenbaum & Wong (2015), which brought a very surprising result; health benefits 

of gambling in casinos. Rosenbaum in some of his studies (Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018) has connected the benefits of third places with Attention Restoration 

Theory (ART), which could be an important theoretical background for this research. In 

general, Rosenbaum’s contribution to the study of third places is significantly important for 

this study, as it focuses on an unusual context and could bring to the surface surprising 

information. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1. Importance 
 

Oldenburg in his book, The Great Good Place (1999) explains how the third places, those 

common places where people gather and socialize outside of work or school and home, are of 

high importance to the growth and improvement of great civilizations. The third places 

dominate the image of the city, among other advantages for the cities and their societies 

(Oldenburg, 1999). The English pub, the French café, the German beer garden, are all examples 

of type of third places that contribute to the identity of communities. Additionally, Jeffres et al. 

(2007) in their work found that communities where people expect they can find third places are 

perceived as having a higher quality of life by their residents. Oldenburg (1999) talks 

thoroughly about American suburban areas and mentions how people who live in suburban 

neighborhoods without public gathering places find it significantly easy to make the decision 

to relocate, as those suburban homes are not linked to third places to say goodbye to. 

 

Third places also help unify communities (Oldenburg, 1997). Alexis de Tocqueville (1963) 

says that the right of free assembly “is the most natural privilege of man”. Third places provide 

a setting for free assembly for everyone in the community regardless of who they are. 

Nowadays, in the third place, everyone is welcome, including the groups of people that have 

been previously removed from third places, such as the homeless, children, old people, and 

more (Oldenburg, 1999). Third places also benefit society by providing a setting that fosters 

political debate. Although conversation is usually entertaining and not for long serious, 

sometimes it includes exchanging ideas regarding current matters (Oldenburg, 1997). 

Nowadays it is quite common that people are not acquainted with their own neighbors, let alone 

many other residents of their community. Third places help bring some of those people 

together, including people that could possibly never meet otherwise (Oldenburg, 1997, 1999). 

It is also quite possible nowadays for people to feel lonely within crowds even in big cities. 

That happens because people might not have a place where they can have human contact 

outside home or work, and nourish relationships that are crucial to the character of their society 

(Oldenburg, 1999). 
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Additionally, third places have always been crucial to the social wellbeing of communities and 

their residents (Oldenburg, 1996, 1999). People who lack third places in their lives, tend to 

focus too much on their work and family, and miss on many social experiences that are 

important for their own wellbeing. According to Robert Putnam (2000), “social capital” is the 

set of social relations between the members of a community and it is significantly important 

for the social wellbeing of communities. The offerings of the social capital to the community 

vary within a wide range of societal behaviors and include cultural equality, emotional support, 

trust and cooperation between residents, as well as low levels of corruption, among others. 

Third places encourage social interaction by bringing people together and providing a setting 

that encourages conversation (Oldenburg, 1999). This social interaction between residents 

helps create and enlarge social networks within the community and builds the social capital 

from which the community benefits (Harris, 2007; Putnam, 2000). 

 

The importance of third places reflects not only on community but also, and possibly more 

importantly, on the individuals themselves. One’s ranking of importance of their three realms 

of experience (the three places), however, relates to the individual’s dependence on each of 

those realms (Oldenburg, 1999). Each of the three distinct places concerns different parts of a 

person’s life and therefore has a different impact on it. 

 

One common positive effect of third places is stress relief. There are a lot of remedies for stress 

that people try to help them relax, but for some people visiting third places and socializing in 

them are their own solution to fight loneliness and stress in their lives (Oldenburg, 1999). The 

third place is described as a “therapy center” by Oldenburg (1999), as it is a setting for healthy 

association with other people, a place for humor and laughter. Third places are there in the need 

for mental relaxation; conversation, the main activity in the third place, is entertaining, simple, 

playful, never too serious, and it is provided by the people themselves (Oldenburg, 1997). Third 

places can often be the “correctives” for people’s bad moods from daily pressure (Oldenburg, 

1999, p. 184). Especially for the regulars, whatever the day may bring them, they can trust that 

their standard visit to their third place can cure it, at least partly. Oldenburg in The Great Good 

Place (1999) also talks about how the lack of third places is linked to stress. The life of a person 

who does not regularly visit third places revolves around work and family. Such a lifestyle that 

emerges from the lack of community comes with extreme work which in return causes high 

levels of stress. That lifestyle of overworked people who don’t socialize is, according to 

Claudia Wallis (1983), linked to the fact that the best-selling drugs in the U.S. (at that time) are 
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tranquilizers and medications that treat ulcer and hypertension. A person whose life revolves 

around work and family, in addition to stress relief, needs an escape from home. As extreme 

work induces high levels of stress, spending more time at home can also induce a need to escape 

from their family (Oldenburg, 1999).  

 

Third places also have other less major but still important benefits for individuals. They can 

also be useful for improving relationships between colleagues, as they provide a setting for 

people who work together to socialize together and get to know each other better outside the 

workplace, in an open and informal environment. Having a more complete idea of someone’s 

personality allows better cooperation with them (Oldenburg, 1999). Additionally, the regular 

visitors of a third place that feel a special bond with the place by caring about that place also 

learn to love and respect other public places in general (Oldenburg, 1999), which thereby also 

benefits the community. For many travelers third places also have importance and are 

considered “a home away from home” (Oldenburg, 1999). Although they might not be familiar 

with the social public places in communities they visit, a third place, contrary to other public 

establishments, shows the essence of the community to the stranger and a temporary feeling of 

belonging while they are away from home. 

 

The social supportive role of third places is also a significant aspect with positive effects on 

consumers. In many cases, due to a loss of or low quality of social relationships, people have 

felt a need for social support, which they have sought and managed to find in third places. If 

people find social support in a third place, they tend to visit that place regularly as part of their 

routine, as it is something that they need and they become dependent on it (Rosenbaum et al., 

2007; Weiss, 1973). Social support in marketing has been described as service exchange with 

a connection with the customer that provides emotional support to the customer (Rosenbaum 

et al, 2007; Adelman & Ahuvia, 1995). Social support provided in third places can also offer 

benefits for individual and consequently family wellbeing in the case of families in crisis (Vaux 

& Asay, 2019). 

 

Third places, however, are not only needed by the people who need more social support or 

need a getaway from possibly overwhelming conditions at work and home. There are other 

groups of people, such as the retired, the elderly, that do not have a second place to begin with, 

and often the first place is lonely as they might be the only resident in their home. For those 

people, who might be in desperate need for a social relationship, third places help them fill 
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some of the void stemming from the lack of a second place, and in some cases also an empty 

home (Oldenburg, 1997). Rosenbaum (2006) found that the places that host commercial 

friendships are essentially important for the health and wellbeing of older-aged people and 

provides a theoretical framework which illustrates how and why third places gain meanings for 

individuals and specifically older-aged individuals. This framework (figure 1) shows how 

different consumer needs create different meanings regarding the place for the consumers, and 

consequently different loyalty outcomes (Rosenbaum, 2006, p.62). This framework can help 

with this research in showing how people with different needs create different meanings within 

their experience at their rural cottages and possibly different kinds of attachment to their rural 

cottages. 

 

In addition to providing social support to those in need of a social network, third places also 

function as “sorting areas”, helping individuals with the groups of people that they want to be 

and feel more comfortable being part of. In 2005, Rosenbaum, who studied how individuals 

who identify with a specific ethnicity follow an approach/avoidance behavior towards third 

places that symbolize the respective ethnicity, found that Jews and homosexuals approached 

and patronized places that welcomed them because they felt more comfortable being among 

individuals who are like them. According to the findings, ethnic consumers tend to patronize 

third places that are related to the ethnicity they identify themselves with, in order to feel 

comfortable while being among people like them, contrary to being among the general 

population that does not provide them the same comfort (Rosenbaum, 2005). 
 

 
 

Figure 1.1: A relational third-place theory 

Source: Rosenbaum, M. S. (2006). Exploring the social supportive role of third places in consumers' lives. 

Journal of Service Research, 9(1), 59-72. 
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2.2. Characteristics 
 

Third places are open to the public and welcome everyone, which is what makes them levelers. 

Levelers, according to Oldenburg (1999), are inclusive and accessible places with no 

restrictions for participation. Third places provide a “neutral ground” for people to socialise, a 

welcoming setting for conversation with no pressure (Oldenburg, 1999). It is also at the same 

time a setting for people from different backgrounds and lifestyles to come together and 

communicate. Contrary to first and second places, in third places, people can meet others that 

they otherwise would not be associated with (Oldenburg, 1999). The neutral ground that 

characterises third places combined with their leveling nature, provides the perfect setting for 

conversation, which is the main activity in third places, but also for fostering friendships due 

to the lack of the pressure and obligations that come with being a host or guest (Oldenburg, 

1997, 1999). The plainness of the third place also discourages social pretense and therefore 

each individual can feel more equal to others and comfortable being themselves (Oldenburg, 

1999; Seammon, 1979), regarding both their appearance and their actions.  

 

Oldenburg (1999) describes third places as normally unimpressive, plain places that do not 

aspire to high-profile purposes, and are usually not advertised. Additionally, they are usually 

old places, as new establishments often strive for capitalising purposes and launch into policies 

that are opposite to third place features (Oldenburg, 1999). What they do aspire for, however, 

is the “homeliness” that makes regulars feel comfortable, and at the same time would make 

them less attractive to the eyes of random visitors looking for a “fun place” (Oldenburg, 1999). 

Although some consumers see some public places as utilitarian, in the case of third places, the 

consumers visiting them develop a bond with that place that it has an impact on their identity 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Brocato et al. 2015). In these cases, the place does not need to be 

impressive or advertised to attract its regular customers, as it has a “character” that attracts 

them. Visiting third places is also quite different from social visits to other people’s homes in 

the sense that, no matter how open and welcoming the host is, it is their place, while third 

places, on the other hand, are completely “free” (Oldenburg, 1999). Also, third places prosper 

in the communities that need them. In small communities where everyone knows each other, 

third places might not be as needed as in other communities, where more residents need a place 

outside their home and workplace to socialise and mentally relax (Oldenburg, 1999). 
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Perhaps the strongest characteristic of third places is the feeling of being at home (homeliness) 

that they provide to their visitors due to the resemblance to a “comfortable home” (Oldenburg, 

1999). According to psychologist David Seamon (1979) the third place is similar to the home 

in the way that it also provides us with a physical place where we know we will most likely be 

every day usually at specific times, participating in specific activities. These strong similarities 

with the home give the third place its characteristic feeling of “homeliness”. Homeliness also 

comes with a sense of “possession” without however ownership (Oldenburg, 1999; Seamon, 

1979). Regulars who truly feel at home while in their third place usually have their “own” table 

or corner, they know the staff and other customers, they are familiar with the conditions around 

the place and deeply care about it, as if they were the owners themselves. Additionally, 

according to Seamon (1979), the first place might lack warmth even though it is a home, but 

this feeling of warmth is crucial for a public establishment to be a third place. 

 

According to Oldenburg (1999), the quality of experience in third places is higher when the 

setting is such where participation can be both active and social, as people are more “involved” 

into what they do in their third place. As mentioned before, the major activity in third places is 

the conversation. Oldenburg (1999) characterises the conversation that takes place in the third 

place as engrossing; people who engage in conversation with others in the third place are 

temporarily released from their lives, as the conversation keeps their attention regardless of 

time and conditions (Oldenburg, 1999). The mood of the conversation in the third place is 

described as playful (Oldenburg, 1999) and, as the overall character of the third place in 

general, is an important one of the components that lures people to keep coming back. 

Oldenburg justifies why the playful character is one of the most important features of a third 

place by mentioning the words of Johan Huizinga (1949), a scholar of play, who argued that 

people significantly remember where they experience the play and are drawn to the place that 

gave them that “magical” experience. The conversation in third places is also often of better 

quality than at home or the workplace as it can be significantly deeper, more meaningful and 

more desired, as it is not as necessary as it is at home or at the workplace but rather it is pursued 

(Oldenburg, 1999). Contrary to the conversation that takes place in the first and second places, 

the third place conversation usually does not revolve around family, home, and work matters 

(Oldenburg, 1999). There is a variety of discussed topics that let the conversation flow and 

novelty is one of its characteristics. 
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The overall mood in third places is also quite playful. In second places people are more serious, 

and in first places they are very relaxed, spend their time there taking care of others (family), 

and recover from a long day. Although the third place provides a relaxing and comfortable 

environment with a feeling of homeliness, it is not only for relaxation. The mood in third places 

is playful and the activities and conversations there are not meant to stay serious for too long. 

Third places are usually not suitable for someone who is tired or ill to recover from a long day, 

while the home is rather a more suitable place for that. The third place is meant for mental and 

not physical relaxation (Seamon, 1979; Oldenburg, 1999). The playful character of the third 

place is often a very suitable solution for people’s need for mental relaxation after a long day. 

As mentioned above, conversation is crucial to the overall experience of the third place. 

Therefore, third place settings require an atmosphere that allows visitors to engage in 

conversations (Oldenburg, 1999), which usually means the absence of loud noise, unpleasant 

smells, uncomfortable seating, and more. Other secondary requirements for third places are 

seating capacity, as places with low seating capacity would not be accessible enough for 

newcomers, as well as a positive and friendly atmosphere, and other features that welcome 

people to visit the place. 

 

However, although the aforementioned features would attract visitors, they are not necessarily 

what encourages them to keep coming back (Oldenburg, 1999); the regulars of the third place 

are one of the lures of the third place. A “regular” of a third place is someone who repeatedly 

visits that specific place. Regulars usually know the place very well, as well as the other 

regulars, they engage in conversations with the staff and the other regulars, and they only miss 

visits for very important reasons. Although it depends on each individual how significant it is 

for them, the third place is for all regulars a part of their daily routine (Oldenburg, 1999). The 

regulars are the ones that set the mood and define the ways of interaction while in that place, 

while they give it its character. Usually, a third place’s most important attribute is not the 

products or services it offers or its location. Instead, it is the welcoming atmosphere, the feeling 

of belonging, the playful mood, the expected type of conversation, and the regulars of each 

third place are significant contributors to all those features. The company in the third place is 

a very important aspect for the regulars. Expecting to meet specific people there very often 

makes the difference in choosing the third place over another establishment, possibly one with 

more attractive features (Oldenburg, 1999). Additionally, the regulars of a third place also 

usually get some additional benefits or privileges than other customers, as they have the trust 

and appreciation of the staff (Oldenburg, 1999). In many cases, that trust and appreciation is 
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mutual is enough to form social relationships between the employees and the regulars of the 

third place. 

 

According to Oldenburg (1999), the type of person that is most likely to become a regular is 

the “lone stranger”, the one that seeks a group or community to become part of. How someone 

becomes a regular, on the other hand, is simple, yet it takes time. The potential regular should 

keep coming back, engage in conversation with the established regulars and build trust, in order 

to be accepted into the community (Oldenburg, 1999). The regulars are also the ones that hold 

the control over the “acceptance” of new visitors as regulars (Oldenburg, 1999). The regulars 

of every third place are very important for the distinctions of newcomers as regulars or simply 

frequent visitors. Another group of people that receives significant attention from the regulars 

are the old regulars, the ones that have not visited for some time and come back (Oldenburg, 

1999). These individuals are “old friends” and when they visit, there is so much to tell them 

and hear from them. 

 

The friendships that are formed among regulars of a third place are usually simpler and more 

reliable than other friendships (Oldenburg, 1999), without the pressure of arranging to meet, as 

the meeting place is what the friendship is based on. Third place friendships are also different 

from the rest in the way that friends meet only there (Oldenburg, 1999). These friendships are 

based on affiliation, being regulars of the same place, and not as much on the connection 

between the individuals. That is because people want to be around people that share similar 

characteristics they identify with. In 2005 Rosenbaum studied the patronage behavior of ethnic 

consumers towards symbolic servicescapes. He hypothesized that the extent to which someone 

identifies with an ethnicity is related to the intensity of their response to the symbolic 

servicescape of that ethnicity, and studied how these responses affect their approach/avoidance 

behavior. He found that ethnicity proves to be a driver of consumption, as they find that 

individuals that identify with a specific ethnicity tend to approach and patronize establishments 

that are related to that ethnicity, in order to retain themselves an image related to that ethnicity. 

Often, being around groups of people of similar ethnicities or values or preferences can make 

someone feel safer and more comfortable. 

 

Other researchers have contributed to the third place literature contextually. Harris (2007) and 

Waxman et al. (2007) both studied libraries as third places and how the existence of cafés 

within libraries improves them as third places, while Waxman et al. (2007) focused more on 
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libraries and library cafés as students’ third places. Moore et al. (2009) studied online 

communities as virtual third places and found that in an era that people have widely distanced 

themselves while several communities lack sufficient social life, people have created online 

communities that support them as third places allowing them to create virtual relationships with 

one another. Karababa and Ger (2011) studied the Ottoman coffeehouse culture in the 16th and 

17th centuries and found that the coffeehouse was a big part of the culture. What was interesting 

in their study, however, was the fact that the coffeehouse had the character of a “fourth” place 

in the Ottoman culture, as sociability priorities lied in religion (mosque, Sufi lodges), which 

was a highly important part of the Ottoman culture back then. This work has been 

contributional to the generalization that third places are related to the “center” of society at the 

time, as mosques and Sufi lodges were more important than coffeehouses in the Ottoman 

culture. 

 

In 2009 Jeffres et al. studied the potential connection between public places and the perceived 

quality of life and sought to find what are the characteristics of third places, and whether the 

type of available third places in a community varies by the type of community (urban, 

suburban, rural). They hypothesized and succeeded in proving that the quality of life in 

communities with third places is perceived as higher as opposed to communities without third 

places. The characterization of third places by Jeffres et al. (2009) as indicators of quality of 

life in a community shows the ability of those places to improve the quality of life of the people 

who visit them. Based on this and similar information from the literature on third places, this 

research focuses on the beneficial and recreational abilities as third places. 

 

 

2.3. Attention Restoration Theory 
 

A significantly important framework for this study is Attention Restoration Theory (ART) 

(Kaplan, 1995; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018). The ART framework regards “directed attention”, the ability of 

people to voluntarily direct their attention into unpleasant but important stimuli (for example, 

work, challenging tasks). This concentrated effort to focus on something specific goes against 

the natural function of attention and over time can lead to mental fatigue and have negative 

effects, such as stress, low performance, irritability, mental exhaustion. Attention Restoration 
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Theory posits that mentally fatigued people need to restore their directed attention capacities 

and that this restoration can be achieved in restorative environments that recreate a form of 

attention that does not require effort but rather happens naturally (Kaplan, 1995; Korpela & 

Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018). 

 

In order for an environment to have restorative benefits, it needs to meet four requirements: 

fascination, feeling of being away, coherence, and compatibility (Kaplan, 1995; Korpela & 

Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018). Fascination suggests being at places and doing activities that are 

desired and have the ability to hold one’s attention without effort (Kaplan, 1995; Korpela & 

Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018). Being away refers to being at a different locale than one’s usual 

activities that require directed attention, either physically or conceptually (Kaplan, 1995; 

Korpela & Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 

2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2018). According to Kaplan (1995), being away regards more 

conceptual different settings than physical. Coherence implies availability of extent content, 

enough for the place to keep attracting one’s attention (Kaplan, 1995; Korpela & Hartig, 1996; 

Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 

2018). Compatibility refers to one’s ability to complete their activities smoothly and 

effortlessly, as being in an environment that is compatible with the person does not require 

much attention and therefore can enable the restorative process (Kaplan, 1995; Korpela & 

Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2018). 

 

It has been proposed continuously by Rosenbaum (Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 

2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2018), as well as by many other researchers, 

that third places have restorative abilities that can heal directed attention fatigue. First of all, 

third places by their nature fit the description of “fascination” as they are not only always places 

where people want to be and choose to visit regularly, but also places that they feel connected 

to, as their favorite places (Oldenburg, 1999; Korpela & Hartig, 1996). Third places are also 

by default separate from the home and workplace or school. Therefore, they provide the feeling 

of being away both physically and conceptually, as they allow their regulars to temporarily 

escape their routine (Oldenburg, 1999). Additionally, not everyone can afford or has the time 
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to take a trip, spend some time in the nature or other restorative places. In the cases of people 

that have less to work with, they need to find ways to restore their directed attention capacities 

in more everyday-life ways, such as third places.  

 

 

2.4. Finnish rural cottages as second homes 
 

Contrary to public retail third places, Finnish cottage life is traditionally meant to be 

experienced in isolation within nature, with the nearest neighbors far away (Periäinen, 2006). 

Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen (2010) find that the social environment of the Finnish cottage life 

involves the nuclear family, relatives and friends, while they note that in their study specifically 

relatives and grandchildren seemed to have greater importance for an older-aged group of Finns 

whose children had grown up. They also mention, however, that the ideal cottage sociability 

can range up to a greater group or relatives, as well as neighbors and even other villagers 

(Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen, 2010, p. 201). 

 

Additionally, third places have been found to be in some cases restorative environments for 

directed attention capacities with beneficial offerings to their customers in need, while it has 

been discussed by environmental scientists that natural environments have strong restorative 

abilities (Kaplan 1995, Korpela & Hartig, 1996; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 

2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2018). Second home activities and especially 

in the countryside are described as recreational (Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen, 2010; Urry, 1995). 

Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen (2010) divide the rural activities into two categories: the traditional 

and the new activities. The traditional activities are relaxing, with low requirements for energy 

and are the kind of activities that Finns feel nostalgic about. The new activities are the modern 

kind, more active than the traditional ones, they have emerged in the past decade and are more 

alike the activities of the urban area, yet recreational still. According to Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen 

(2010), among the younger generations, the interest in traditional activities is declining, as they 

prefer the non-traditional yet active and recreational activities, such as hiking, camping, 

fishing. Sauna is considered a necessity and a major activity of the cottage life, while activities 

regarding building property and maintenance of the cottage property were also very popular 

activities among their study respondents. 
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Vepsäläinen & Pitkänen (2010) find that the word “relaxing” is the most popular when asked 

to describe the ways to enjoy cottage life. They also find that Finns turn to their cottages for 

relaxation and the opportunity to engage into activities popular in their childhood and now 

nostalgic. Bjerke, Kaltenborn and Vittersø (2006) studied the restorative effects of cottages as 

second homes. The studied, among other aspects of cottage life, people’s reasons for owning a 

second home (figure 2). They found that the most common answers of their respondents 

included “rest and relaxation”, “outdoor recreation”, “change from everyday life” and “contact 

with nature”. 
 

 
Figure 1.2: Reasons for owning a second home (n, 805–974; 1, absolutely unimportant; 5, very important) 

Source: Bjerke, T., Kaltenborn, B. P., & Vittersø, J. (2006). Cabin life: Restorative and affective aspects. 

Multiple dwellings and tourism: Negotiating place, home and identity, 87-102 (p. 94) 
 

 

Rosenbaum (Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2017) mentions that natural 

environments with green settings meet all four restorative requirements according to 

environmental researchers. Indeed, Bjerke et al. (2006) find that rural second homes can be 

beneficial for the restoration of directed attention capacities.  

 

 

2.5. Contribution 
 

The different types of third places that have been studied so far have been inclusive places and 

communities. Therefore there is a research gap in the third place literature regarding cases of 

non-public places as third places. As casinos that usually are associated with negative impacts 
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can also have positive effects (Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015), it would be interesting to research 

whether exclusive places can also be third places and how their potential benefits differ from 

public third places. 

 

The contribution of this study within the context of Finnish cottages as third places lies between 

two aspects: third places have widely been studied as inclusive public places and cottages as 

second homes have been studied as an experience and as a part of culture, but not as third places 

and their benefits. Finnish rural cottages are a significant part of the Finnish culture and their 

study as third places is promising enough to possibly provide interesting theoretical 

implications.  
 

 

2.6. Research problem 
 

This research aims to study rural cottages in Finland as third places. Rural cottages have an 

important difference from the usual third places as they are not public and are rather exclusive. 

However, rural cottages seem to have significant importance to the Finnish culture and 

mentality and therefore make a rather interesting context on the topic of third places. The main 

objective of this study is to develop contextual contributions to the research gap of third places 

by providing insight into how non-public places such as rural cottages are experienced as third 

places in the Finnish context and how they might differ from the usual public third places. 

Additionally, as Finnish rural cottages will be studied as private third places, it will be 

insightful to also study how they differ from Finns’ private places as well, in order to 

understand fully how rural cottages are perceived as distinct places. 

 

Research question: 

How are Finnish cottages experienced as third places? 

 

Sub-questions: 

What are the benefits of Finnish cottages to individuals’ lives and wellbeing? 

In what ways do Finnish rural cottages as third places differ from public third places? 

In what ways do Finnish rural cottages as third places differ from private second places? 
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1. Research approach 
 

This study is constructed as qualitative research, as it seeks to provide answers to how finnish 

cottages are experienced as third places and in what ways they benefit people’s wellbeing as 

third places and therefore a quantitative approach would not be suitable enough to answer these 

research questions. Additionally, the study follows an emotionalist (subjectivist) data-driven 

approach. The aim of this research is to study the authentic finnish cottage experiences of the 

participants by focusing on their own perceptions of their experiences, conceptions, 

understandings, viewpoints, and emotions that emerge from those experiences (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008). 

 

The most suitable qualitative method of analysis for this study is grounded theory. Grounded 

theory is a qualitative research approach that is used to develop “inbuild middle-range theory” 

data collection and analysis (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). According to Rosenbaum (2006), 

grounded theory is primarily used in studies that focus on theory generation through 

systematically collected and analyzed data (Rosenbaum, 2006, p. 63; Malhotra, Nunan & Birks, 

2017). Grounded theory as a research analysis approach is quite modifiable and close to the 

data during the analysis (Charmaz, 2006). For this research, which studies a topic that could 

bring unpredictable insights, it is highly important that the data analysis can be flexible and 

shift depending on the data gathered. Additionally, in a grounded theory approach, the theories 

are developed during each step of data collection and analysis, making comparisons between 

coded and categorized data and reconstructing the theoretical background after the analysis, 

depending on which theories may have emerged through the data analysis (Charmaz, 2006). 

This flexibility between the data collection and data analysis is crucial for this research, as it 

studies exclusive places as third places that are normally public places, and the data may be 

unpredictable. Therefore, it is important to have the needed flexibility to follow leads that 

emerge (Charmaz, 2006) and make sure not to miss information that could be important. 
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3.2. Sampling strategy 
 

According to Rosenbaum (2006), the first step in a research study that is based on grounded 

theory is to distinguish the core category of participants for the study. Because finnish cottages 

are part of the finnish culture and strongly connected to the finnish national identity and in 

order to gather data that reflect on the finnish mindset, the set of participants for this study will 

be restricted to finnish nationals who own a cottage in the countryside of Finland. There is no 

need for further restrictions regarding the gender, age or occupation of participants, other than 

a focus on ages between 45-70 years old. This age restriction is needed due to the fact that the 

average age of finnish cottages is 63 years old, while only 2% of finnish cottages are owned by 

people aged under 40 years old (Official Statistics of Finland, 2019). The ages below 40 years 

old are disregarded because it would be helpful if the participants have more lifelong memories 

and experiences from their family cottage, in addition to childhood and early adulthood 

memories. However, as the interviews will be conducted in English, it is expected to find more 

participants of age closer to 45 than 70 years old. Also, the participants will be people who live 

in the metropolitan area of Helsinki (Uusimaa) and have rural cottages, so that the set of 

participants have a similar everyday lifestyle that could be different than in other Finnish towns. 

 

Additionally, the participants themselves do not necessarily need to be the direct owners of the 

cottage, as long as the owner belongs within their close family circle (for example, a husband 

or wife, or a parent of the participant might be the owner). That is, because the whole family 

may have the experience of the finnish cottage, although not everyone in the extended family 

is an owner. Especially considering the average age of cottage owners which is 63 years old 

(Official Statistics of Finland, 2019) we can make the assumption that family cottages may be 

passed down to generations while the whole family visits the cottage. 

 

 

3.3. Data collection plan 
 

The data-collection process will involve guided and semi-structured interviews with Finnish 

nationals whose family owns a rural cottage in Finland. The interview outline will be 

preplanned and focused on “what” and “how” questions, however, the interviews need to be 

semi-structured as it is important to be able to probe into interesting themes that might emerge 
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during the interviews, in order to receive more in-depth responses (Malhotra, Nunan & Birks, 

2017). A semi-structured interview outline follows a systematic and comprehensive process, 

while it allows the tone of the interview to remain conversational and informal, and therefore 

allows the participant to be comfortable enough to provide in-depth responses throughout the 

interview. The interview questions need to be open-ended in order to encourage more speech, 

as well as simple enough to be fully understood, and neutral. This type of interview questions 

will allow the collection of rich, focused data that can provide detailed narratives of the 

participants with meaningful insight into their feelings, views, perceptions, and actions. 

According to Charmaz (2006), the depth and scope of the collected data are very important for 

both its usefulness in the study and its sustainability and efficiency to provide descriptive 

narratives.  

 

The interview questions should include some broad open-ended questions related to the topics, 

followed by more focused questions that can provide more detailed narratives. These questions 

need to be open-ended to invite as much more rich data as possible, non-judgemental to avoid 

defensive or closed answers, and with the possibility to look deeper into leads that emerge 

during the interview. According to Charmaz (2006), intensive interviews allow the researcher 

to gather the participants’ thoughts, feelings, and experiences, request more details when 

needed, explore further a specific point or experiences that are mentioned during the 

conversation. Sometimes it might be needed to bring the participant back to the subject or stop 

to go deeper into a theme that is introduced and could be important. In those cases, a semi-

structured in-depth interview outline can keep the researcher from forgetting some preplanned 

questions, while allowing them to go deeper into a specific theme or come back to an earlier 

point (Charmaz, 2006).  

 

The interview question outline (Appendix) is structured into three general categories of 

questions. The first is about the participant as an individual and the importance of their rural 

cottage to them personally, the second is concerned with the sociability and the activities during 

visits at the cottage, and the third includes questions about the beneficial abilities of the rural 

cottages. There are also some questions in all categories that are meant for the comparison 

between Finnish cottages as third places with the participant’s second and other third places. 

The first category of questions is designed to show the connection of the participant with their 

family cottage and its importance in their life and identity. The second category, which is 

concerned with sociability and activities at the rural cottage) includes questions about which 
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individuals accompany the participants at their cottages and how time is spent there. The 

answers are expected to provide an idea of the kind of activities that are preferred at rural 

cottages, and how that is similar or different compared to public third places. Finally, the third 

category, which is concerned with the beneficial abilities of rural cottages, is according to 

theory, connected to third places. 

 

The interview questions are designed in such a way that they do not “lead” the answers and 

they allow open answers. Some questions may be phrased as Yes/No questions, however they 

are to be followed by a "how" question, depending on the participants' answers. The 

construction of the question outline was made in categories of questions, so that the 

conversation can be coherent and all the necessary topics are discussed thoroughly enough. 

Each category includes some main questions and other complementary questions, which can 

be altered depending on the participants’ answers. The construction of the question outline 

allows the possibility to go deeper into some themes that might emerge during the conversation, 

which as mentioned above is crucial for grounded theory (flexibility). 

 

 

3.4. Data analysis plan 
 

The grounded theory approach will be followed also for the data analysis. The interviews will 

be transcribed and the data collected will be coded into themes that emerge and categorised 

regarding those themes in the findings section. The findings that emerge from the data will be 

discussed in regards to the theory in order to distinguish possible theoretical implications. The 

coding process will include initial and focused coding, to organize the data and recognize what 

it is about (Charmaz, 2006). According to Charmaz (2006), coding in grounded theory is the 

link between data collection and theory development. A complementary tool to be used in 

addition to coding is memo-writing which, according to Charmaz (2006), is very important in 

grounded theory because it supports the researcher in the data analysis early in the process. 

Additionally, after the data has been gathered, coded and categorised, the current literature 

review will be reviewed. If more themes have emerged from the data from the interviews, those 

will need to be added into the literature review, so that the findings can be reflected on the 

theoretical background. 
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4. FINDINGS 
 

The following chapter contains the data obtained from the 15 conducted interviews, categorized 

into 4 distinct parts: 1. Personal importance, 2. Characteristics, 3. Benefits, 4. Attention 

Restoration Theory. As a general remark, the participants talked about their cottages with a 

sense of high significance for their family, as if the cottage was part of their family. While all 

participants were asked the same questions, some provided additional information regarding 

cottages they used to visit as children and grew up around in addition to the cottages they own 

currently with their families. Additionally, the participants seemed to enjoy discussing their 

cottages and their cottage memories and experiences and some even mentioned at the end of 

their interview being thankful for the discussion and happy to remember all the things about 

their cottage that they talked about. Some participants also stressed strongly an exceptionally 

high level of personal significance compared to the average of the participants. In fact, one 

participant described the cottage she visited with her family in her childhood (and has now 

passed on to her and her sister) as “henkireikä” (translation from Finnish: spirit hole) which 

she described in English as a “lifeline”. One participant also wished to mention how cottages 

offer people who live in the city the opportunity to experience a different lifestyle in the rural 

countryside, quite different from the busy urban lifestyle in the city, and how important it is for 

people to have this opportunity. 

 

 

4.1. PERSONAL IMPORTANCE 
 

4.1.1. Connection 
 

The two main factors that were identified to be strongly related to the connection Finns have 

with their summer cottages are the cottages’ compatibility with their personality and interests 

and their personal identity. Those are by definition all connected to each other, which is also 

why they have such a strong effect on people’s personal connection to their cottage. The 

majority of the participants have mentioned several common strong interests that are at the 

same time strongly related to the Finnish cottage experience, for instance being close to nature, 

the sea or a lake, and silence. All of the participants’ cottages are either on an island or on the 

lakeside and are places where their owners can be close to nature. Out of 15 participants, 9 
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have emphasized that their cottage is a match to their desires and interests, whether they bought 

the cottage (and therefore selected it) or inherited it from family. 

 

Int. 1: “it’s very calm and soothing and the sea has such an effect on me” 

Int. 4: “the nature and silence are very important to me and I can get it easily there” 

Int. 6: “we [wife] both knew as soon as we saw it that it was our place” 

Int. 7: “when we first saw the cottage we both knew it was exactly what we were looking for so long” 

Int. 9: “the lovely memories I have from here have had an impact on what I have done in my life until 

now” 

 

In regards to the cottage owners’ personal identity, most of the interviewees (9 out of 15) 

highlighted a connection between their cottage and their personal identity. Some have also 

stressed such a connection not only with their current cottage but also with cottages in general, 

for example, other cottages their family owned during their childhood, and cottages they grew 

up around. Such connections have emerged from long-term repeated visits from childhood 

years, as all interviewees have mentioned visiting cottages from a very young age. 

Additionally, as it will be mentioned again later, most interviewees have had significant 

experiences from childhood and adulthood at cottages, which played a role in strengthening 

their bond with cottages. 
 

Int. 1: “I've grown up there” 

Int. 2: “this place has molded us” 

Int. 6: “I grew up in cottages” 

Int. 9: “my wonderful childhood memories from there have affected my personality, what I have 

studied and my profession, what I have done in my life”  

Int. 10: “when I was 14-15 years old I had already decided that I will buy a cottage” 

Int. 11: “my family has had cottages since I was born” 

Int. 13: “it is part of me as a Finn” 

 

Another factor that has affected the bond of cottage owners with their cottages is the fact that 

for most of them, cottages are a place to be with their family. Especially among those that 

inherited their family cottages, most have stated that the cottage was built by their parents or 

grandparents themselves, which made it very special for their family when the younger 

generation keeps the cottage and enjoys it with their families. One interviewee stated that she 

could see how happy her father is that she and her daughters are interested in the cottage, and 
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she involves her daughters in decisions about changes in the cottage as it will be passed on to 

them. Others have mentioned many memories they have with extended family members who 

have spent most of their childhood summers in their family cottage. On the other hand, the 

interviewees that have purchased their family cottage also stressed that the cottage is a special 

place for their family. It may not have been the cottage where they spent their summers growing 

up, but for many of them, it is the cottage where their own children grew up and they have 

gained important memories and experiences in their adult lives with their families. 
 

Int. 1: "our cat and dog are buried there, it was a happy place for them too" 

Int. 5: “it's a place for our family to be together” 

Int. 6: “the kids enjoy being there still as adults” 

Int. 11: “the cottage is not only for me and my husband, it’s for our whole family and all generations, 

and keeping that up is important” 

 

Many of the interviewees (8 out of 15) emphasized that growing up around cottages, referring 

to either the cottages they inherited or other family cottages they visited with their parents 

growing up, offered them a good childhood that they appreciated as adults and wish to offer to 

their own children. They had childhood summers spent with their grandparents and other 

extended family members, they had childhood friends from the area of their cottage, they grew 

up around nature, and several of them were there as children when their parents build the 

summer cottage that later passed on to them. As also mentioned above in regards to personal 

identity, many of the interviewees have had significant experiences, cornerstones of growing 

up, from the cottage where they spent their childhood years with their families. 

 

Int. 2: "it gave us very good childhood, we waited all winter to get back to this village" 

Int. 12: “going to the cottage a lot as a child you learn to have a connection with nature” 

Int. 11 & 15: “I was involved already when we were building part of it” 

 

Another characteristic of Finnish cottages that seems to enhance the connection that Finns share 

with their summer cottages is the feeling of “homeliness”. Homeliness is a word that is widely 

present in Third Place research as a characteristic of third places. A relatively large number of 

interview participants (9 out of 15) mentioned that their summer cottage “feels like home” 

when asked about their personal connection with the place, many of which referred to both the 

cottage itself and the area. For those who have inherited their cottages from family or still share 

them with family members, and have spent childhood holidays at that cottage, the homeliness 
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refers more strongly to the area in addition to the cottage itself as a place. The feeling of 

homeliness has also shown a relation to the time that has been spent at the cottage and the 

memories created there. Interview participants that have purchased their cottages more than a 

few years ago and have spent time there frequently have shown a similar connection to their 

cottages with the ones that have spent their childhood at the same cottage. 
 

Int. 1: “the whole island and everything around it, it all feels like home” 

Int. 2: "the first dances we went to, the first boys we went out with were connected to this area" 

 

 

4.1.2. Caring about the place 
  

The maintenance of the cottage is something that was brought up in most interviews while the 

discussion was about their connection with their cottage. More specifically, 9 out of 15 

interviewees talked about maintaining their cottage as part of caring about the place as their 

home. Additionally, there has been no significant difference between interviewees who 

inherited their cottage and those who purchased theirs in regards to their feelings of caring 

about their cottage and keeping it in a good condition, as everyone seemed to care about their 

cottage, whether they inherited or purchased it.  
 

Int: 6. “after every storm I want to go there and see how the situation is [ ] because I want to take 

care of our place” 

 

It is interesting to see how the interviewees who have purchased their cottage have created 

strong bonds both with the cottage itself and the area where it is located. All of the interviewees 

who purchased their cottages have become attached to them and care about keeping it in good 

condition and spending as much time as they can there. A few of the interviewees even 

mentioned that they knew as soon as they saw the cottage for the first time that it was their 

place, that they felt it was meant to be their family cottage. One mentioned that his wife was 

considering the possibility of selling their cottage to purchase another cottage at a more 

practical location, but he feels attached to their current cottage because of memories, 

experiences, and all the changes they had made to make it their own cottage after purchasing 

it. 
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Int. 6: “the emotions are quite strong on that place now” 

Int. 7: “before buying the cottage we used to go to Italy every summer without exception, but since we 

bought our cottage we haven't been there and we haven't missed it at all, we found our place” 

Int. 8: “finding this cottage to buy was meant to be” 

Int. 10: “that place is my soul” 

 

 

4.1.3. Significance 
 

The significance that Finns recognize of their cottages is another reason for their personal 

connection with them, and their memories from their own or other cottages they have visited 

are a big part of that significance. All of the people interviewed had several significant 

memories from their cottages to mention. For those who inherited their cottages, the significant 

memories started already from their childhood, including childhood friends from their cottage 

area, happy summer memories as children, first experiences, special games, and quality time 

spent with extended family members. As a general remark, the interviewees that spent their 

summers as children at cottages, whether those were the cottages they inherited and visit now 

or other cottages owned by family, stated that they had a happy childhood and cottages played 

an important role in that. In regards to adult life spent at cottages, everyone had significant 

memories to mention as adults as well. Most of these memories were about their children, 

having the opportunity to offer them happy childhoods at a family cottage like they had, 

building parts of their cottages and making changes, and spending quality time with their 

families. 

 

Int. 1: “my husband proposed to me there” 

Int. 2: “there were the first dances we ever went to and the first boys we went out with, connected to 

this area” 

Int. 9: “memory-wise it’s very important to me, it’s in my heart” 

Int. 15: “it has given our family long summer holidays with wonderful memories” 

 

What the cottages offer to their owners also plays a role in their significance to them. For Finns, 

the cottage is a place for them to relax and experience a way of life that is different from their 

everyday life. Many of the interviewees stressed that their days at the cottage are meant to be 

spent differently than in the city. For them, the cottage offers the opportunity to relax in the 
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countryside, be far from the noises of the city, be close to nature and far from crowds, spend 

their days without everyday schedules, and avoid traveling long distances and commutes. There 

are things that most of them cannot have when living in the city and their cottages offer the 

opportunity for them to take a break from their busy lives even as often as every weekend. 

 

Int. 4: “a place for peace and silence” 

Int. 5: “a place to relax, to enjoy the nature, to be together in no hurry, just enjoy the nature around 

us, the sea, the forest” 

Int. 6: “you can really calm down there” 

Int. 7: “nature and those things are really important to us, we were both raised in the countryside” 

Int. 8: “it’s a really different time there” 

 

Another reason for the significance of the family cottages for many of the interviewees (8 out 

of 15), including several of the ones that inherited their cottages, were the family roots and 

continuity. For several of them, their cottage had been built by their parents or grandparents on 

a piece of land owned by their family. The cottages’ importance is reflected in both their 

inheritance and their opportunity to offer continuity in their family when passing on their 

cottage to their children and involving them early on. For one of the interviewees, her family 

cottage was built by her father on land already owned by her family for years and she stated 

feeling good about showing him that her whole family appreciated the cottage and enjoyed 

being there and that her daughters are involved in decisions regarding the cottage as they will 

later inherit it themselves. For another interviewee who did not inherit her family cottage, it 

helped her regenerate roots for her and her family. Her family had owned homes in the part of 

Finland that the Soviet Union conquered and therefore had no inheritance except for the 

cottages her family bought in a different location in Finland, where she spent all of her summers 

as a child. As an adult, she and her husband decided to buy a cottage in that area where she felt 

that her family put roots. For many other interviewees, their family cottages are associated with 

a connection with their family members, and memories with grandparents that no longer live. 

 

Int. 2: “my mother was from that village” 

Int. 4: “in spite of that it is my husband's family's cottage, it is part of me” 

Int. 8: “my family has put roots there, I have spent every summer there as a child in my father's 

cottage so I feel that I have my roots there” 

Int. 11: “I feel sort of connected to my ancestors, my grandparents when I’m there” 

Int. 12: “my grandmother used to live there until she died” 
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In addition to being a place to relax, for many Finns, the cottage is also a place to be close to 

nature. Even in the busy city of Helsinki, the closest park is close enough. However, cottages 

bring nature even closer to people. A lot of the people interviewed stated that it is important 

for them to have the chance to be closer to nature, admire it, explore it, appreciate it, and calm 

down around it. Whether their cottage is near the sea or a lake or simply in the middle of a 

forest, it offers Finns the opportunity to experience nature in a way that they cannot experience 

in the city and in their own safe place, away from other people if they prefer it so. According 

to the interviews, the participants perceive the opportunity to be close to nature as very 

significant for them. 
 

Int. 4: “I love the peace there and silence” 

Int. 6: “we are in the nature, seeing creatures, birds, different kinds of flowers” 

Int. 8: “it’s a great place for botanical excursions for me” 

Int. 14: “it's important for me to be near the sea” 

 

The interviews also brought up being with family as a reason for the significance of the cottages 

for their owners. All of the interviewees share visits to the cottage with their family, as well as 

extended family members. Many of them who have inherited their cottage have family 

members who either live in the area of the cottage or have cottages of their own in a nearby 

area and for many of them, their visits to their cottage are their opportunities to meet with 

distant family members that they cannot meet often. Additionally, as mentioned above, Finns 

who have been raised around cottages want to offer their own children a happy childhood 

around cottages like the happy childhood they had been given themselves by their parents. 

Owning a cottage for the family gives them the opportunity to offer their children long summer 

holidays and frequent weekend getaways for their whole family and the opportunity to 

experience nature from a young age. 
 

Int. 2: “it is important to all of us” 

Int. 6: “the kids have grown up there, and they also have strong emotions for that place” 

Int. 8: “summer cottages bring family members closer to each other, it can’t be neglected” 

Int. 12: “it is so nice how many people share memories in the same place” 
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4.1.4. Personal identity 
 

The connection of Finns with their cottages seems to be reflected significantly in their personal 

identity. It was expected that their personal identity as Finns would be mentioned frequently in 

the interviews, however, all interviewees focused a lot on how the cottage life has affected their 

personality, which was quite interesting. All interviewees had many different things to say 

about how they feel their cottage is part of their personal identity. However, there were some 

common themes,  such as their connection with the nature which they experienced at the cottage 

from a young age, their childhood spent at cottages, special experiences and memories, and 

some interviewees also did mention it is part of their “Finnishness”. In regards to the different 

ways that cottages have affected their owners’ personal identities, there were a few examples 

worth mentioning were their experiences from cottages in their youth affected their lives as 

adults in some ways. For example, one interviewee spent every summer with her sister and 

cousins at the family cottage in the village where her mother came from, and later in her life, 

after she retired and her husband had passed away, she decided to buy a new permanent home 

in that area where she felt her home was. Another interviewee spent her childhood summers at 

her father’s cottage exploring the nature in the forest and the lake in the area, and later on 

decided to study Botanics and said that exploring the nature around the cottage she bought in 

the same area still excites her. Another interviewee said that he feels more like himself when 

he is at the cottage because when he is in the city he has to play roles but at the cottage, he is 

always himself. Someone else who purchased his family cottage with his wife stated that he 

would never sell it to buy another cottage because the emotions are very strong in that place 

now like the cottage is part of their family. 

 

Int. 1: “I've grown up there” 

Int. 2: “this place has molded us” 

Int. 4: “it is part of me” 

Int. 8: “it is a big part of my personality also” 

Int. 10: “at the cottage you are letting yourself to be just what you are without any influence from 

others” 

Int. 12: “that place has given me my connection with nature” 

 

Additionally, as mentioned above, among the cottages that were inherited many were built by 

the interviewees’ parents or grandparents on land owned by their families for many years. For 
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them, the cottage itself as well as the area where it is located is not only the source of 

meaningful memories with family but also a place where their family has roots. It is also 

common that extended family members may have their own cottages or permanent homes in 

the same area because of the family roots and therefore the cottage visits involve meeting 

family members that live far away. on the other hand, several of the interviewees that purchased 

their cottage said that they felt they put roots of their own there. 

 

Int. 2: “we have roots here, even though I was born in Helsinki and lived there for my whole life” 

Int. 8: “my family's houses aren't there anymore, the only roots I have is this place where my father 

has a cottage and we used to go every summer when I was a child” 

Int. 11: “the newest buildings were built by my father and he's the spirit of the whole thing” 

 

 

4.1.5. Memories 
 

The memories and experiences from the cottages are a big part of the connection of the person 

with the cottage. The cottage owners interviewed were asked to mention some memories they 

have from their cottages. They all had different experiences to mention, though there were 

some similarities. The ones that spent their childhoods around cottages had many fond 

childhood memories to mention, either from the cottage they currently own or other cottages 

where they spent time in their childhood. Memories from childhood at cottages that were 

mentioned included special games and habits that they had with their siblings and parents 

during holidays at the cottage as children, including the trip to the cottage, as well as visitors 

at the cottage and participating in activities that had to do with the nature surrounding the 

cottage, such as helping their parents with picking berries. 

 

Int. 1: “we had a crayfish party there for the weekend and my husband proposed to me there in the 

cottage by the seaside” 

Int. 4: “when our children were bond, when they were little, when they caught their first fish, and how 

they enjoyed being there” 

Int. 6: “when we built the guesthouse, we could see the joy of the kids when they saw it” 

Int. 10: “I arranged a big birthday party for my fiance there, it was amazing, she loved it” 

 

Regarding the interviewees that purchased their cottage, most of them mentioned the first time 

they saw the cottage as a significant memory, with some of them saying that they knew right 
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away that they found their place. They also had many childhood memories from other cottages 

to mention, but it is interesting to see how they have formed a special bond with their purchased 

cottages from memories they made in only a few years. Additionally, interviewees that 

mentioned several special memories and experiences at the cottage also showed a strong 

connection with the area. One interviewee decided to permanently move from Helsinki to that 

area after her retirement, while another interviewee does not consider selling his cottage to buy 

another one at a more practical location as his wife has suggested for more convenience because 

the whole family loves the cottage itself and the area and he has built a strong connection with 

the place. 
 

Int. 7: “the sea as an atmosphere was unfamiliar to me, it’s the most astonishing thing there the 

seaside, how the sea level is different and the nature, the wildlife is astonishing” 

Int. 8: “I had had a dream about a cottage, and when I first saw this cottage it reminded me of the one 

I had dreamt about, the bedroom, curtains, colours were similar. It was meant to be” 

 

 

4.1.6. Frequency of visits 
 

Regarding the frequency of visits to their cottages, interviewees answered differently 

comparing the spring and summer time with the winter time, as expected. It is common that in 

certain areas cottages as not accessible during the wintertime if they are on an island and people 

need either thick enough ice to walk or ski on it or a complete lack of ice in the water to be able 

to get to the cottage by boat. Among those that are in such a situation that they cannot visit 

their cottage for certain periods of time, all of them said that when they go to the cottage in the 

summer they go for long periods at a time, like for weeks or even over a month, rather than 

weekends. A factor of that behavior seemed to be also the fact that the trip there from the 

mainland by boat can be a big inconvenience, especially if they travel with children and pets, 

and therefore they prefer to go through the troubling trip as less frequently as possible and 

enjoy longer time spent at the cottage between trips. On the other hand, in regards to the periods 

of time that the cottages are accessible to them, the frequency of visits depended on their work 

and obligations in the area of their primary home. Most interviewees (11 out of 15) stated that 

they go to the cottage during their whole vacation time from work and as many weekends as 

possible during the spring and the rest of the summer, while 3 interviewees mentioned that their 

family cottage is shared with other family members as well and therefore it is not possible for 
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them to go for long periods as the need to plan with the other owners of their cottages when 

each of them will go with their family. Almost all interviewees (12 out of 15) stated that they 

always go to the cottage during Midsummer, while several of them (7 out of 15) said they 

usually go to the cottage also during Easter. Among those who are able to visit the cottage in 

the winter as well, some mentioned that they visit some weekends in the winter but not too 

frequently. 

 

Int. 1: “to take everyone and everything there means a few boat trips” 

Int. 2: “we spent all our vacations there, summer, autumn, Christmas, Easter, and also many 

weekends” 

Int. 7: “our season starts at the end of April when the ice had melted away and we can travel there 

with the boat, in November we close it down for about 6 months” 

Int. 10: “we spend our summer holidays there and we would spend there all of our weekends if 

possible” 

 

 

4.1.7. Staying away 
 

The interviewees were also asked about situations and periods when they cannot visit their 

family cottage. Out of all interviewees, three were in a situation where their family cottage was 

shared among several family members, therefore it is a struggle for them to plan visits and they 

visit their family cottage less frequently than preferred. As mentioned before, several of the 

interviewees (5 out of 15) have their family cottages located on an island and therefore they 

cannot access them in the wintertime, except for a short period when the ice is thick enough 

for them to travel there. Other situations that have kept them from visiting their cottages were 

exceptional situations that keep them from traveling, such as COVID restrictions in 2020 or 

personal reasons for not traveling temporarily, or obligations in the area of the primary home 

that may not allow them to leave for weeks but rather weekends, such as work or hobbies of 

their children. In all of the situations that were mentioned, the interviewees expressed sadness 

for not being able to visit their cottage for a long period. In the case of primary home obligations 

where they could only leave for weekends in the summer rather than weeks, most interviewees 

(who were in that situation) stated that they tries to visit as many weekends as possible and 

spent all of their time off work there.  
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Int. 6: “it felt a bit sad, at times I would see pictures from the cottage and miss my family and the 

cottage” 

Int. 8: “it really made me sad [being away] but it was an exceptional situation” 

Int. 9: “for me it's enough to know that it's there, it's more in the memories and not so much in going 

there regularly” 

Int. 12: “I really missed the sauna and the nature around me, the silence is different in the nature” 

 

 

 

4.2. CHARACTERISTICS 
 

4.2.1. Sociability 
 

The data obtained regarding the social network of the participants at their cottages was divided 

into three categories: the family members who stay together at the cottage, visitors, and people 

in the area of the cottage. The first category refers to everyone who visits the same cottage. In 

most cases (12 out of 15) the participants, their spouse, and adult children (nuclear family) are 

the people staying at the cottage as their second home, while three participants were in a 

situation where their family cottage is owned and used by several family members, such as 

their siblings or cousins and their families. 

 

Regarding visitors, most participants (11 out of 15) invite friends to visit the cottage every 

summer, while many mentioned they have annual visits by friends with whom they visit each 

other’s cottages as a tradition every year. Most participants (11 out of 15) additionally are 

visited by extended family members (siblings or cousins with their families) who either live or 

have their own cottages in the area or visit to stay at the cottage for a few nights. Almost all of 

these participants are the ones who have inherited their cottage or the land, with the exception 

of one participant whose family bought their cottage but chose the area where she spent summer 

holidays as a child and has family roots in the area. 

 

Int. 1: “We have a lot of cousins that live in the area” 

Int. 8: “We plan a timetable with my friends, who is visiting and when” 

Int. 9: “I don't go with the family anymore, it's a weekend with the boys 1-2 times a year” 

Int. 11: “For me it’s not so much a solitary place” 
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The social network of the area is also important to mention. In several cases (6 out of 15) the 

participants stated that they have become friends with people who live or have cottages in the 

same area or occasionally also keep in contact between cottage visits. Additionally, it has been 

mentioned by many participants that in some areas the social network of cottage owners is 

quite strong, where cottage neighbors meet and spend time together, spend some holidays 

together, and help each other regularly. Many of the participants (9 out of 15) stated that they 

are friendly with their cottage neighbors and may occasionally help each other if needed, but 

have not created friendly relationships with them. However, it is important to mention that this 

category included situations where the closest cottage neighbors are quite far and therefore the 

distance could be a factor in the relationships with neighbors. Furthermore, as mentioned above 

as well, many of the participants and especially the ones who inherited their cottages have 

extended family members who either live primarily in the area or also have their cottages in 

the same area.  
 

Int. 2: “I know some local people also who have become very good friends” 

Int. 4: “We have neighbors who build their cottage at the same time and we have been friends” 

Int. 7: “the social network is very strong on this island, there are 15 cottages on the island and we are 

close, we help each other, we visit each other, there are a lot of common things” 

 

In general, the social network regarding people in the area is mainly related to the area and the 

family roots connected to the area. The cottages that are located on islands, especially small 

islands with a low number of cottages, the social network is quite strong, while on land in many 

cases the cottages are located far from each other, which affects the possibility of creating 

friendly relationships with cottage neighbors. On the other hand, cottage owners that have 

inherited their cottage or the land where they built their cottage also have a strong social 

network, in this case, connected to family, which also seems to be connected with a feeling of 

strong family roots of the participants. 

 

 

4.2.2. Activities 
 

The interviews raised mainly common activities that Finns do on their cottage trips, which can 

be viewed in Figure 2.1. All of the participants mentioned sauna and swimming as their 

activities, while 10 out of 15 mentioned cottage repairs and improvements, cooking together, 
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picking mushrooms and berries, and being outdoors (no specific outdoor activities). Most 

participants (9 out of 15) also play outdoor games and do gardening and rowing (and/or 

kayaking, and canoeing). The next popular activities are walking in the forest or other 

surrounding natural environments, boat trips, and fishing. Some participants (5 out of 15) also 

mentioned playing indoor games in times of bad weather. It is important to emphasize that the 

activities mentioned are not necessarily the only activities that the participants do on their 

cottage trips, they are rather the usual and most common activities their family prefers at the 

cottage. 

 

 
Figure 2.1. Activities at Finnish summer cottages 

 

 

Cottage maintenance as an activity refers to cottage repairs and improvements, such as building 

a new pier, and a guesthouse, not only as chores that are needed for maintenance but also as an 

enjoyable activity for some participants. Several male participants mentioned enjoying cottage 

repairs because it helps them feel that they can build something by themselves. Cooking, which 

is also primarily seen as an everyday chore, was also mentioned mainly as an enjoyable activity 

at the cottage, as opposed to cooking at their primary home. Being outdoors refers to any time 

that is spent outdoors, whether that is cooking and eating in an outdoor summer kitchen, 

sunbathing or any outdoor activity, or simply sitting outside. Walking also refers to any kind 

of walking, whether it is for exercise, to enjoy the surrounding nature and fresh air, or simply 
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for distance covered every day. One participant said that both she and her husband surpass 

10.000 steps every day without purposely walking for exercise.  

 

In general, many participants described their time at the cottage as spending time slowly in 

everything that they do there, as they do not have a schedule to follow there.  Furthermore, the 

way the participants choose to spend their time at the cottage is purposely different from the 

way they spend their free time in their primary homes, reflecting on what being at the cottage 

means to them and their personal interests and desires. For instance, several participants who 

strongly associate their cottage with being very close to a lake or the sea mentioned mostly 

activities that are associated with lakes or the sea, while some others who have a relatively 

stressful work life emphasized doing everything slowly whenever they want, without following 

a schedule. 

 

Int. 2: “Even cooking is fun, not all the time of course but more” 

Int. 5: “Anything that has to do with water really” 

Int. 9: “it’s kind of like pushing away everything else in your life for a while” 

Int. 11: “I don't watch TV there even though we have one, it doesn’t belong to my cottage life” 

 

The aforementioned activities mostly take place when people gather together. The participants 

showed no significant distinction in the preference of activities depending on who is 

participating, other than what the group likes to do. In each cottage, the family that owns it and 

their visitors participate in their preferred activities together, and everyone is free to do what 

they want. Besides, as shown above, the main activities are quite common among Finns, and 

therefore when it comes to cottage life, the preferences regarding activities are similar, to an 

extent. In the case of visiting the cottage alone, the individual activities that were brought up 

were mostly swimming, fishing, reading, and walking, while fewer participants mentioned they 

go to the sauna, canoeing or kayaking, or they pick berries and mushrooms when they are alone 

at the cottage, while some spend time with art hobbies, such as woodwork projects, sewing, or 

mandala rock art. 

 

Additionally, almost all participants (14 out of 15) had their own “cottage traditions”, activities, 

or habits that they do every time they go to their cottage, and only at the cottage. These “cottage 

traditions” are all different and vary a lot, from specific activities for the children to meeting 

specific family members they only meet in the area of the cottage, to special clothing that is 
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only worn at the cottage. They are special for each family and individual and are an important 

part of their cottage experience. Following are some examples: treasure hunts for the children 

which have passed down to generations, unlimited strawberries for the children during the trip 

to the cottage, biannual fishing weekend with the same group of friends, annual visitors, kayak 

and boat trips, putting the Finnish flag up to kickstart the cottage season, spa treatments with 

ingredients found in the nature near the cottage. It is also important to mention that the trip to 

the cottage and back is considered part of the cottage experience, which begins on the way 

there and not on arrival. 

 

Int. 9: “Everything we do, we always have to do it. It's our tradition every time we go” 

 

Tradition is also a part of the Finnish cottage experience, especially in the summer.  Almost all 

participants (13 out of 15) celebrate Midsummer at their summer cottage every year, with the 

only exception of visiting other cottages to celebrate Midsummer with family friends. The other 

two participants who did not state that they celebrate Midsummer at their cottage, both are 

currently in a situation where they no longer visit their family cottage as often due to the fact 

that it belongs to many family members and it is impossible for everyone to visit. However, 

both have stated that they celebrate Midsummer at other cottages. Midsummer traditions at 

Finnish cottages usually include campfires and activities on the mainland, Midsummer race, 

and in some cases gathering with neighbors in the area of the cottage to spend the evening 

together. Many of the participants (7 out of 15) sometimes spend Easter and other holidays at 

the cottage, while a few have also spent Christmas at their cottage. However, the ones that have 

spent Christmas holidays at their cottage are the ones that own cottages that are not located on 

an island and have electricity and heating, the lack of which would make it impossible to spend 

time at the cottage in the winter. 

 

 

4.2.3. Conversation 
 

Conversation is a very important distinct activity in third places. The participants were asked 

about the preferred topics of conversation, as well as the quality of conversation at the cottage. 

In regards to general conversation topics, all participants stated that they can talk about 

everything at the cottage, but most of them (13 out of 15) had a few main usual topics of 

conversation, which are listed below (figure 2.2). Many of the participants (8 out of 15) 
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mentioned that they like to talk about local interests in the area of the cottage, such as the 

nearby lake or sea, plants and wildlife that can be found in the forest, and more, as well as 

nature in general. Another subject that seems to be relatively popular in conversations at the 

cottage is life and the future of the family. Several participants explained that the cottage is a 

very suitable place to engage deeply in conversations about how life is for family members, 

especially for the participants’ adult children who live separately from them, their wishes and 

desires about the future, and in general stay well involved in each other’s lives and plans about 

the future. Other topics that the participants seemed to prefer to talk about at their cottage are 

the weather, which often affects the visits to the cottage, the activities there, and possible 

cottage maintenance (in cases of storms that might have created damage), as well as strong 

personal interests of the participants, their families and their visitors, such as politics, sports, 

Botanics. 

 
Table 4.1: Most common conversation topics at the cottage. 

 
 

Int. 7: “With our visitors we talk more about the island, the landscape, the local wildlife” 

Int. 8: “I like to talk about things I've seen in the nature there” 

 

The participants were also asked about topics they might avoid discussing at cottage visits 

(figure 2.3). The results were equally divided, as one-third of the participants stated that they 

do not normally purposely avoid or forget to talk about any specific topics of conversation, 

while the rest of the participants half stated that they purposely avoid discussing their work and 

the other half stated that they usually forget about work-life matters but they do not purposely 

avoid the subject. Additionally, some of the participants mentioned that they occasionally avoid 

discussing topics that they are aware might make their visitors uncomfortable, such as divorce 

and other negative and possibly hurtful topics. 

 

Int. 2: “This is a place to relax so we forget about what is going on in the job life” 

Int 5: “Work does not belong here, it spoils the feeling of being at the cottage” 
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In regards to the quality of conversation at the cottage, most of the interviewees (13 out of 15) 

stated that they remember having more relaxing conversations with family and friends at the 

cottage compared to the city. For them the absence of their everyday schedule and the peaceful 

environment at the cottage allows them to have longer conversations without interruptions and 

can encourage them to engage in deeper and more personal topics than usual. Additionally, 

most interviewees mentioned that the sauna, which is always an option at the cottage, is a place 

where they start opening up about their lives and talk about more personal topics than outside 

of the sauna, while one also stated it is a good place to solve all the problems in the world. 

Conversations at the cottage are not limited and often become about the future, dreams, nature, 

and life in general, while in the city conversations between family members and friends seem 

to be concerned more about current affairs, news, and everyday plans. According to all of the 

interviews, being at the cottage provides family members with a suitable environment and 

mood for meaningful conversations about every member’s life, dreams and future plans and 

helps them stay involved in each other’s lives, especially when it comes to family members 

who live in separate homes or have busy everyday lives. 

 
Table 4.2: Participants’ descriptions of conversations at the cottage in regards to quality. 

 
 

Int. 3: “Even with work at the cottage, we have time to talk a lot more than in the city” 

Int. 5: “We are more open there” 

Int. 8: “we have time to talk about deeper things, more personal things, it keeps the friendships alive” 

Int. 9: “there’s a lot of empty talks in the world, but when we are relaxed and talk about life and the 

universe and stuff, we go deeper and deeper and you release yourself, it’s like a harmony, and then 

the nature is really living with you” 

Int. 10: “sometimes discussions will go deep, it is somehow connected to relaxation, nature and all 

the peace around” 

Int. 12: “We talk about our dreams, we dream more about the future when we spend time at the 

cottage” 
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4.3. BENEFITS 
 

4.3.1. Health & Wellbeing 
 

The cottage owners interviewed were asked about their perception of the importance of health 

and wellbeing, as well as what it means for them personally. All of the interviewees stressed 

that their health and wellbeing are very important, while some of the interviewees mentioned 

specific reasons for prioritising their own health and wellbeing. Some of them (5 out of 15) 

mentioned they considered themselves old enough that they need to take more measures for 

their health due to old age, while two of the other interviewees mentioned they suffered from 

type-1 diabetes and therefore had to prioritize their physical health in their lives. Overall, health 

and wellbeing seem to be a very important aspect of life and a priority for the people 

interviewees. 
 

Int. 2: “I have to keep myself in good health, to be able to take care of myself” 

Int. 7: “we are passionate about physical condition” 

Int. 10: “it (diabetes) requires a lot both mentally and physically, just in order to keep you in shape” 

 

In regards to how they interpret health and wellbeing, the interviewees were asked to mention 

what they themselves consider healthy habits, whether or not they are their own habits at the 

moment. A lot of common healthy habits were mentioned and all interviewees seemed to be 

clear on what they consider a healthy lifestyle. Below on figure 3.1 are the habits that the 

interviewees consider to be important parts of a healthy lifestyle. Everyone deemed aspects of 

physical health as important for a healthy lifestyle, while a lot of interviewees mentioned 

aspects of balanced mental health as well, such as low-stress levels, relaxing, and socializing. 
 

Int. 7: “relaxation and low-stress levels, you have to reach out to it and find some time to relax” 

Int. 9: “doing things in moderation, doing things you enjoy, relaxing while being active” 

Int. 12: “for me it means a good work-life balance, good relationships with my closest ones, enough 

sports and activities and nutritious food” 
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Figure 3.1. Healthy habits of interviewees 

 

 

4.3.2. Benefits of the cottage 
 

After stating the importance of health and wellbeing in their lives and what they consider a 

healthy lifestyle, the participants were asked to talk about the ways that they feel their visits to 

their cottage benefit their own health and wellbeing. The answers were organized into 4 groups: 

physical health, mental health, social health, and environmental health. There were a lot of 

common answers, especially regarding mental health. Additionally, some activities were 

mentioned as beneficial in more ways than one by different interviewees, such as swimming 

which for some is more beneficial physically while for some others it is a form of relaxation or 

a hobby that brings them joy. 
 

Int. 9: “Basically when you go to the asylum of emptiness and fears and everything and when you 

come out of that, you need feelings and physical health and those two are combined, and you find 

yourself at the summer cottage to have fun. It’s like you begin to put the wealth and the harmony there 

and if you take the alcohol away it’s the best option for you” 

 

Physical benefits 

In regards to the ways they feel their physical health is positively affected by visits to their 

cottage, most of the interviewees (9 out of 15) mentioned that swimming while being at the 

cottage (in the lake or sea) is good for their physical health, as well as walking, which refers to 
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walking in the area of the cottage, in the forest or other surroundings. Being active during the 

day in general, referring to any kind of activity whether it is hobbies or chores, or exercise, was 

part of many answers 8 out of 15), while some stated that they sleep better at the cottage than 

in the city. Lastly, a few also mentioned that doing chores at the cottage or other physical tasks 

for maintenance is one of the ways that being at the cottage supports their physical health. 

 

 
Figure 3.2. Physical health benefits at the cottage 

 

Int. 2: “I sleep better at the cottage” 

Int. 4: “we do at least 10.000 steps every day at the cottage” 

 

Mental benefits 

While there were some similar responses in regards to the physical health benefits that the 

participants experience at the cottage, when asked about the mental health benefits of the 

cottage, significantly more common themes emerged from the responses. All of the 

interviewees stated that visits to the cottage offer them relaxation, some of them stressing that 

one visit can calm them enough, while some others referred to longer visits as calming enough 

to significantly affect them. Most of them also mentioned that it benefits them to be near the 

sea or lake as it calms them, while it offers them the opportunity for water-related hobbies that 

they enjoy and have less access to in the city. Additionally, a few mentioned that swimming is 

a mental health benefit for them, an activity that other interviewees mentioned as a physical 

health benefit. A long time spent in the sauna every day at the cottage was also something that 

most participants consider mentally beneficial for them, while a few male participants said that 

working with their hands at the cottage (cottage repairs, chopping woods, heavy chores, 

building new parts of the cottage) helps them mentally in addition to physically. 
 

Int. 1: “something about the sea calms me” 

Int. 5: “even in a short visit I get the relaxed feeling there, I’m not in a hurry to do anything” 
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Int. 8: “it takes a while to leave your everyday life completely behind but in about a week you are completely a 

different person” 

Int. 10: “even one weekend visit to the cottage can relax you enough that you are not stressed anymore and you 

can go back to everyday life” 

Int. 11: “that’s sort of the place where I feel calm and happy, if I’m stressed or angry or something, I go there 

and see the lake and I’m happier, it’s my happy place” 

Int. 12: “the nature around calms my mind” 

 

A very significant aspect of how being at the cottage affects people mentally seems to be the 

lack of schedule and the “escape” from everyday life. Especially the participants who currently 

work have stressed that the lack of work environment plays a very important role in their ability 

to relax at the cottage. Some also mentioned that when they escape their everyday life and 

relax, they are in such a different mood that they feel like different people and even everyday 

things such as cooking or cleaning feel more fun than in their primary home.  

 

Int. 2: “being able to do what you want to do, even making food is fun” 

Int. 6: “you have a different attitude being there, everything is relaxing, you can really calm down 

there” 

Int. 8: “it makes me happy and it brings me mental balance being there, it really has an effect on me” 

Int. 9: “this whole experience sounds like it’s larger than life, but it’s kind of like a sanctuary” 

Int. 12: “I'm less stressed because I do not have to follow any timetables, more time to focus on myself 

and read books and spend time away from screens” 

 

 
Figure 3.3. Mental health benefits at the cottage 
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Social benefits 

As mentioned already in 4.2, sociability is an important aspect of how time is spent at the 

cottage, while we have also seen that memories of time spent with family and friends are a part 

of the connection people have with their cottages. Half of the participants mentioned that they 

value meeting friends at the cottage and spending time with them there, while one of them even 

stated that they consider the time spent at the cottage with friends a part of maintaining their 

friendships. Additionally, most of the interviewees have stressed that it is important for them 

to be with family at the cottage, both with their nuclear family members with whom they can 

spend more quality time without busy schedules, as well as with extended family members 

whom they have fewer chances to meet and spend quality time with. 

 

Int. 8: “when friends visit and stay a few days, we have time to talk about deeper things, more 

personal things, it keeps our friendship alive” 

Int. 12: “we open up to each other more when we spend time together at the cottage” 

 

Environmental benefits 

In addition to the previously mentioned benefits of cottage life, most participants (11 out of 15) 

seemed to value being close to nature and having the opportunity to experience life near the 

forest and away from the city. The silence, the sun, the climate, clean air, and close proximity 

to the seaside or a lake were mentioned by many participants as environmental benefits of 

cottage life and important parts of their experience of their visits to the cottage. Additionally, 

some interviewees grow their own food at the cottage, such as potatoes, or have planted berry 

bushes, and walk around the area of the cottage and pick berries and mushrooms, which they 

consider an additional benefit of the cottage as they eat nutritious, naturally grown, unprocessed 

food at the cottage. 
 

Int. 3: “motor boats aren't allowed there so it's very silent, you only hear the birds singing, it's very 

nice and relaxing” 

Int. 8: “the nature there, it makes me happy” 

Int. 12: “the silence is different in the nature, not having been there for a while I felt restless and was 

more stressed about work and my personal life” 
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4.3.3. Returning from the cottage 
 

The participants were also asked to talk about their feelings and mood after returning to their 

primary home from a cottage visit. Most of the interviewees (10 out of 15) stated that they 

notice feeling more relaxed compared to before going to the cottage, as well as having a 

different attitude about life. Some mentioned that they felt so relaxed that they had more energy 

and a more positive attitude to continue with their everyday life. However, some of the working 

participants also mentioned that their work is so hectic that their relaxed mood after the cottage 

may be over quite fast once returning to their work environment. Additionally, one participant 

mentioned that she connects returning back home with stress sometimes (returning back to 

stress). 

 

Int. 2: “after relaxing at the cottage so long it felt like we had recharged our batteries” 

Int. 5: “work is hectic so relaxed mood runs out really fast” 

Int. 12: “after spending time in the summer cottage I remember what are the important values in my 

life” 

 

 

4.3.4. Strong desire to visit 
 

The participants were also requested to mention what gives them the desire to visit their cottage. 

Most participants (13 out of 15) stated that when they see that the spring is coming and the 

trees become more green and the nature around the city is getting stronger, they feel a strong 

desire to visit their cottage and see the nature at its best there. Other reasons to want to visit the 

cottage mentioned were memories from there, holidays, and the desire to swim and do hobbies 

that mainly take place there (such as kayaking, boat trips). Some also mentioned here their 

desire to bring their children to the cottage to offer them the chance to experience the same 

kind of vacation in their childhood as they did. 
 

Int. 2: “spring is coming, flowers are coming up and you want to go and see what the nature is like” 

Int. 6: “when we know there has been a storm, I want to go there and see the situation, fix any 

damage” 

Int. 8: “I miss different things about the cottage from different seasons, there is always something that 

makes me feel nostalgic about the cottage and makes me want to go there” 
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In. 10: “when I’m at home having sauna I almost can see and feel myself to be back at the cottage’s 

one” 

Int. 12: “when the seasons change and the spring comes, I am always excited to see what it looks like 

there” 

 

Additionally, the participants mentioned certain incidents or life situations that usually make 

them or have previously made them feel a need to visit the cottage. Most of them mentioned 

COVID as a situation that made them feel a very strong desire to visit the cottage, as life in 

their primary home had become very stressful and their opportunities to relax, do their hobbies, 

and spend quality time with people outside of their home were temporarily not available to 

them. Additionally, some interviewees, and specifically the ones that currently work, stated 

that often stressful and hectic times at work also make them feel a strong desire to visit the 

cottage. 
 

Int. 5: “I’m really busy, I have activities almost every evening, so that makes me wish to go to the 

cottage to relax so I wouldn’t have to run from place to place” 

Int.7: “when I’m working and it’s Wednesday for example and the weather is perfect, and I’m stuck at 

work in Helsinki, that’ when the desire starts” 

Int. 9: “it can be meaningful to be at the cottage, you shouldn’t live life for work” 

 

 

 

4.4. ATTENTION RESTORATION THEORY 
 

The data from the interviews regarding the Attention Restoration Theory were organised into 

the table below (4.1) showing each interviewee’s individual situation. Then some general 

remarks from all of the interviews are organised and divided into the four components of ART: 

Fascination, Feeling of being away, Coherence and Compatibility. Some low scores on the 

table (1-2 out of 5) were a result of exceptional situations, for example, the primary home 

significantly resembling the cottage or the cottage being shared by several family members, as 

explained below. 
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Table 4.3: Interview data organized by the four components of the Attention Restoration Theory. 

 
 

Table 4.4: Descriptive statistics on the four components of ART. 

 
 

 

Fascination 

Fascination in this context suggests that trips to the cottage, activities there, or even the cottage 

itself attract the participants’ attention and interest without effort. As a general remark, all 

interviewees confirmed fulfilling this component of the ART model, with some of them 

showing more enthusiasm than others. For many of the participants, the fascination comes from 

the experiential difference between the cottage and their primary home, being near the sea as 

opposed to city buildings, kayaking instead of going to the gym. For some others, the 

fascination comes from their own genuine interests, such as exploring the surrounding nature, 

different water-related hobbies every summer, boat trips. Some other interviewees showed less 

enthusiasm even though they still showed high interest in the cottage experience, therefore they 

were given a lower score on fascination on the ART table compared to others. 
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Feeling of being away 

All of the participants for the interviews were selected to have cottages in a different area than 

their primary home to guarantee a different locale for the cottages. For all of the participants, 

the trip to their cottage lasts on average a few hours and may also include a boat trip if the 

cottage is located on an island. According to the interviews, all of the participants get the feeling 

of being away when they visit their cottage due to the trip and the different location, as well as 

the way they spend their time there which is different from the way their time is spent at their 

primary home area. There were only a few exceptions to this, as 4 participants stated that their 

current primary home resembles a cottage in some ways (row house in an area that is not too 

busy though it is still in Helsinki) and therefore for them the feeling of being away is not as 

powerful compared to the other participants when they visit their cottage. Additionally, a few 

of the participants who have their cottages in relatively close proximity to their primary home 

(and therefore the trip to the cottage is not long enough to give them the feeling of going far 

from home) were also asked if and how they get the feeling of being away from the area of 

their primary home when they visit the cottage. Their responses were quite similar, and 

specifically that even though their cottages are relatively near their home they still feel like 

being in a different place because they do different activities there and they are in a different 

mood and do not have their busy schedules to follow there. 

 

Coherence 

In this context, coherence suggests an environment that has the potential to keep attracting the 

person’s attention and provides many opportunities for a different experience from the primary 

home. Most interviewees showed enough potential for coherent restorative cottage 

experiences, which is mainly based on the extensive amount and kinds of activities that they 

mentioned during the interviews, as well as the different ways that they said the visits to their 

cottage can affect them. A few of the participants received a higher score on coherence on the 

ART table because their cottage experience is significantly more differentiated from their 

primary home (int. 5), or their cottage offers them an even larger extent compared to their 

previous cottage experiences (int. 7), or the source of the extent of their cottage experience has 

the potential for continuous further extent (int. 8, botanical and other excursions in the nature, 

varying boat trip routes). Some of the participants, however, and specifically the ones that share 

their cottage with other family members, were given a lower score on coherence on the ART 

table compared to others, as their situation allows them less access to the extent of what their 

cottage would have the potential to offer them. 
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Compatibility 

Compatibility in this context means that the cottage and the area where it is located can offer 

their owners what they are looking for without requiring effort. All of the interviews gave clear 

positive data regarding compatibility, on account of both what the participants like to do and 

what they seem to need (as they were asked about the ways that their cottage visits affect their 

health). None of the interviewees showed signs of less compatibility compared to the average. 

However, a few interviewees earned a higher score on compatibility on the ART table, three 

of them (int. 1, 2 & 9) because they chose their primary home to resemble the cottage, and one 

(int. 8) because the cottage is exclusively compatible with her highest personal interests, and 

one (int. 11). 
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5. DISCUSSION 
 

The findings from the interviews are here reflected upon the relevant theory that was outlined 

in the Literature Review. The Discussion part follows the outline of the Findings, in order to 

better provide insight into the different research questions. First, in parts 1 and 2 it is discussed 

how cottages are experienced as third places and their differences from the public third places, 

and later in parts 3 and 4 the discussion focuses and the beneficial and restorative abilities of 

cottages. 

 

As a general remark, it can be said that the findings show some fundamental characteristics of 

third places in the cottage experience, despite their very obvious and important difference, the 

private nature of a Finnish cottage as opposed to the public and inclusive character of a classic 

third place. The importance of third places for the communities they belong to does not apply 

to this context as cottages are not public, however, the significance of the cottages for the 

individuals that visit them has some very similar points to the significance that individuals 

attach to the public third places they visit. Many of the other characteristics of third places as 

we know them are also reflected in cottages as well, such as their nature as levelers (neutral 

ground), simplicity, homeliness, and their playful character, while one could find some relative 

similarities regarding the regularity that characterises the third places and argue for their 

beneficial abilities. 

 

 

5.1. PERSONAL IMPORTANCE 
 

5.1.1. Connection 
 

It was found during the interviews that the cottages’ compatibility with people’s personalities 

and interests and with their personal identity was a significant factor in the importance of the 

cottages for people. Third places have high levels of significance for people, while each 

person's own ranking of the importance of the 3 places (the three realms of experience) is 

dependent on each person’s individual dependence on each place (Oldenburg, 1999). Cottages, 

as they are, also naturally reflect some of Finns’ genuine likes and preferences. For instance, 

as a general remark, Finns have a preference for plainness and silence, are attracted to nature 
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and like to spend quality time with people. Cottages are located in nature, and are naturally 

plain and unimpressive, in a way that they match their owners’ preferences. Third places share 

these features as well, as a general rule they are plain places (Oldenburg, 1999), and matching 

with people’s individual preferences, affecting their personal identity (Rosenbaum et al., 2017; 

Brocato et al. 2015). It was also found from the interviews that the cottages matched their 

owners’ interests, whether they were inherited (not chosen by them) or purchased (chosen by 

them). 

 

As mentioned earlier, cottages are a significant part of Finns’ national identity due to their 

connection with the Finnish culture (Periäinen, 2006). Focusing on third places specifically, 

however, people’s bonds with places have an impact on their personal identity (Rosenbaum et 

al., 2017; Brocato et al. 2015). The Interviews highlighted a connection between the cottages 

and their owners’ personal identity for most of the participants, some of which showed a 

connection not only with their current family cottage, but also with the concept of cottages in 

general. According to Huizinga (1949), people remember with significance the places where 

they experience “fun”. People associate experiences and feelings from good times in their lives 

not only with activities they participated in and people with whom they experienced things, but 

also with the places where they experienced things. Such significant experiences contribute to 

a bond with a third place, and, as seen from the interviews, all of the participants had significant 

memories from their cottages to mention. 

 

The interviews showed the common theme that cottages are mainly a place to be with family. 

This does not comply with the concept of third places as we know them, places to take a break 

from work and family. However, for Finns the time spent with family at the cottage is meant 

to be spent differently from the primary home and everyday life. Whereas in everyday life 

parents and their children have their busy schedules to follow, at the cottage they all spend their 

time differently, doing activities together that they would not do in the city, and everyone is 

free to do whatever they desire, unlike everyday life in the city. Additionally, in the case of 

families where the children have grown into adults and no longer live with their parents, the 

cottage is an opportunity for the nuclear family to come together and spend quality time without 

the pressure of their busy schedules and have meaningful conversations. Therefore, although 

family at the center of sociability is not a feature of third places, in the case of cottages it 

translates into spending time with family in a different way than the 1st place. Additionally, 

according to Oldenburg (1999), a third place is a suitable place for improving relationships 



 
 

56 

between colleagues, allowing them to understand each other in a different and more informal 

setting than usual. Cottages seem to have a similar effect on the family members, being settings 

that lack any pressure of everyday life and everyone is free to be how they wish to be, helping 

others to understand them better with a different perspective. Last but not least, one of the most 

important characteristics of third places is that they are levelers, welcoming neutral ground. 

Nuclear family members know each other very well by default. However, in all ages there are 

several levels of pressure that affect how people behave and act around others, often having a 

negative impact on family relationships. Cottages themselves could be described as neutral 

ground for family members to come together as themselves and be with each other without 

external influences, and understand each other more deeply. 

 

A very distinct and main characteristic of third places is the feeling of “homeliness”, a feeling 

of being at home when away from home, a welcoming familiarity. Most of the participants 

described a feeling of homeliness when talking about not only their cottage, but also the area 

where it is located. Homeliness was relatively expected, considering that the reason for these 

cottages’ existence is for the families that own them to stay there as their second home, and 

therefore a feeling of home away from home was of high expectation. However, it is important 

to say here that the participants that purchased their cottages, and therefore had not grown up 

around them, equally stressed the same feeling of homeliness. furthermore, the feeling of 

homeliness is not only about the familiarity, but also the comfort that a home resembles. On 

the one hand, one could argue that a family that owns a cottage makes it as comfortable as they 

wish as a place. On the other hand, comfort can translate into all kinds of ways of life at a 

cottage. For instance, being free to pursue any activity someone wants, being free of pressure 

and schedules, the lack of social pretense, the lack of roles of everyday life to play, the freedom 

to be exactly who you are, it all adds to a comfortable welcoming feeling in their own lives, 

away from everyday life. Cottages can offer a different perspective of feeling at home away 

from home, not necessarily as places but as concepts. 

 

Most of the participants mentioned also caring about the cottages and their areas, whether they 

inherited or purchased them, focusing a lot on the maintenance of the cottage. According to 

Oldenburg (1999), the regulars of third places often form such a strong bond with the places 

that they love, respect and care about their third places, as well as other public places in general. 

The bonds with the cottages that their owners described not only for themselves but also for 

other members of their families (their spouses and their children also sharing a bond with the 
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cottage) resembles the special bond between third places and their regular visitors. Some 

interviewees who purchased their cottages mentioned having a strong feeling about the place 

as soon as they first saw it, knowing that it was meant to be their place, showing that their 

special bond started forming already at first sight and grew from there. 

 

 

5.1.2. Significance 
 

As mentioned again earlier, according to Huizinga (1949), people remember with significance 

the places where they experience play and fun, where they have had good times. All of the 

participants had detailed memories to mention from their childhood around cottages, whether 

it was their current cottage which they inherited or other cottages they visited with their families 

as children. The memories included fun games, quality time spent with important to them 

people, first experiences, cornerstones of growing up. The participants showed how much they 

value these memories of their own by saying how they wish to offer their own children such 

good childhoods. 

 

It was mentioned also earlier that the time at the cottage is meant to be spent differently from 

the primary home. They are very close to nature, which according to the interviews they all 

value, there are no commutes, no schedules, they can enjoy the silence and peace they lack in 

the city, and choose what they want to do. The activities they engage in at the cottage and their 

overall attitude towards how time is spent there offer them a higher quality of life at the cottage 

which they cannot fully experience in the city. According to Oldenburg (1999), the quality of 

experience is higher in third places, as people are more involved in what they do, because they 

choose to do it, they are not forced or instructed to. Similarly, at the cottage people choose how 

to construct their day, they choose the activities they want, and they are free to spend quality 

time with their loved ones there. 

 

Another source of the significance of the cottages for their owners is the family roots that are 

attached it them and continuity (parents passing the cottage on to their adult children). This is 

not a feature of third places, however, it is a significant contribution to the special bond that 

people share with their cottages, and such a bond is crucial for the significance of a third place. 

The interviews reflected the importance of the cottages both on the heritage attached to a 
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cottage that is passed down in the family throughout the years and on the fulfilling opportunity 

for parents to give something as important as their cottage to their children and offer them the 

opportunity to do the same to their children, and offer continuity in their family. The ones who 

purchased their cottages, on the other hand, mentioned similar feelings involving placing their 

family roots in a new place, making it their place and initiating a bond with the area. 

 

The participants also attached significance to the ability to be much closer to nature which their 

cottages offer them. Jeffres et al. (2009) described third places as indicators of quality of life 

in a community, as their existence means that members of that community have the opportunity 

to experience a higher quality of life in third places. Similarly, cottages seem to offer the same 

opportunity in Finland in general, located always very close to nature, whether that is in the 

middle of a forest or by a lake, or on the seaside. Nature itself has beneficial and recreational 

abilities, which will be further discussed later on in parts 3 and 4. The participants significantly 

valued the opportunity to experience nature more deeply and in a very different way than in 

the city.  

 

Lastly, in terms of sociability significance, the cottage as a setting offers the participants to 

meet with people they cannot meet often in the city, such as extended family members that live 

in the area of the cottage or visit them regularly there, as well as friends that visit the cottage. 

Third places, according to Oldenburg (1997, 1999), provide a suitable setting for people to 

come together and meet others that they normally would not have the opportunity to meet. Of 

course, in the case of public third places this refers to individuals who do not know each other 

and do not run in the same social or professional circles. However, cottages offer a similar 

benefit, the chance to connect with individuals that otherwise distant. Everyone has a busy 

schedule and usually there are no opportunities to meet extended family members who live half 

a country away on occasions other than a visit to the cottage. For many families, visits to the 

cottage are closely related to the opportunity to connect with cousins, grandparents and old 

friends, and for families to come together and stay connected. 
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5.1.3. Personal identity 
 

As mentioned earlier again, third place regular visitors develop a bond with their third place 

that has an impact on their identity (Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Brocato et al. 2015). The interview 

participants showed in similarity a few ways that they felt their cottage affected their personal 

identity. A few mentioned it was part of their “Finnishness”, which was expected as cottages 

themselves are a part of Finnish national identity (Periäinen, 2006). Most of them, however, 

focused on their childhoods spent around cottages, their special memories and experiences, and 

cornerstones of their lives that were related to time spent at a cottage. Some interviewees 

mentioned deeper connections of their cottages and their personal identities. One example 

worth highlighting is a participant who mentioned he feels more like himself when he is at the 

cottage because he can be truly himself there and doesn’t have to play the roles he has in the 

city. Such an effect on someone’s life and recognition of their own self is part of a deep bond 

with something, even if that is only a small house that was purchased some years ago. The lack 

of pretence and roles to play which is connected with cottages adds to the quality of experience 

at the cottage. Additionally, family roots, earlier mentioned as part of the significance of the 

cottages for their owners, is also a reason why a cottage can affect someone’s personal identity. 

For many of the participants their cottage and the area where it is located are closely related to 

family ties and continuity, where they come from. Someone’s family roots and meaningful 

memories with family at the cottage make the cottage visits part of who they are.  

 

 

5.1.4. Frequency of visits - Regularity 
 

The frequency of people’s visits to their cottages largely depends on the locations of the 

cottage, distance and season. For all participants, however, the common theme was that 

everyone wishes to visit as frequently as possible and there is some sort of pattern in their 

frequency of visits. Similarly, the regular visitors of third places also usually have certain 

preferences regarding their visits, for instance, a certain day of the week or time of day, a 

preferred table, seat or corner in the place (Oldenburg, 1999). The third place is part of the 

regulars’ daily or weekly routine, and similarly, for cottage owners, the cottage visits are part 

of their “yearly routine”. Some always take a long vacation there at certain times of the year, 

others visit the cottage every weekend in the summer, and others have other regular plans for 
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the cottage. Some have regular habits during the trip to the cottage and back, others have 

specific friends visiting at a certain time of the year, others have dedicated activities at the 

cottage. Regularity of any kind is a characteristic of third places, and all of the participants 

highlighted their own kinds of regularity in their cottage visits. Staying away from the cottage 

for longer periods than usual (due to special circumstances, not in the case of winter prohibiting 

the trip which is an expected situation) is associated with sadness for all of the participants that 

had been in such a situation. This feeling of sadness could be due to the lack of the cottage as 

a third place in their usual routine of visiting their cottage, similar to the feelings of stress that 

Oldenburg (1999) linked to the lack of third places. 

 

 

5.2. CHARACTERISTICS 
 

5.2.1. Sociability 
 

Sociability is an important feature of third places, the special relationships formed between 

visitors of the third place, the activities and conversations they engage in together, are all part 

of the experience of the third place. In the case of cottages, the social network consists mainly 

of family and visitors, the family that owns and visits the cottage, extended family members 

that either live in the area or visit the cottage, friends that visit the cottage, and in many cases 

also other people who have cottages in the same area. 

 

It was already discussed earlier how important it is for people to be able to connect with 

extended family members at the cottage, as well as for the nuclear family members to have the 

opportunity to spend quality time together away from the pressure of everyday life. That way 

cottages help family members understand each other better and improve or in even some cases 

maybe heal the relationships between them, something that third places are also known to help 

with (Oldenburg, 1999; Vaux & Asay, 2019). Social support is one of the special features of 

third places and one of the reasons why people keep coming back to their third places, simply 

because it is something that they need in their lives and is not easy to find (Rosenbaum et al., 

2007; Weiss, 1973). People find social support at the cottage, and it is up to them to choose 

who to spend time with there. Cottages are fundamentally different from regular third places 

in the way that they are not open public places, instead, they are exclusive private places and 
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the owners have the right and opportunity to choose who is invited, and therefore make sure 

that the sociability at the cottage is pleasurable. Time spent at the cottage is, as already 

discussed, of higher quality than in the city. Therefore social activity at the cottage is 

meaningful for the people there and they are able to find social support through their social 

network at the cottage, and want to keep finding it. 

 

The social network in cottage areas is also important for the communities there in general. The 

owners of the cottages in an area together form the “social capital” in that community (Putnam, 

2000), which includes the relationships between the cottage neighbors. In some cases, cottage 

the social network in a cottage area consists mainly of extended family members who have 

their own cottages in the same area where they come from or permanently live nearby. In many 

cases, however, cottage owners are acquainted with people who own their cottages nearby and 

sometimes form friendships with them. In some cases actually, the social network is quite 

strong and cottage neighbors spend time together, help each other and keep in contact. 

According to Oldenburg (1996, 1999), third places are crucial to the wellbeing of the 

communities they are part of and their residents. 

 

Additionally, it could be said that the people that form the social network at the cottage, whether 

that is extended family members, friends visiting, or other people with cottages in the area, are 

the equivalent of the other regulars of the third places. The regulars of third places all 

individually choose to spend time there but they spend time together. They each find their own 

significance in the third place and regularly visit, yet expect the other regulars to be there. They 

engage in activities and conversation together, while having mutual expectations of how time 

is meant to be spent there. Without the regulars and the regularity of how time is spent there, 

the third place is not as special. The regulars of third places are not random people, they are 

members of the community of the third place, and the relationships between them are based on 

and generally limited to the third place itself. Therefore, people one would meet only when 

visiting the cottage and expect to spend time with them in certain circumstances could be 

characterised as the other regulars one would expect to meet at the third place. 
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5.2.2. Activities 
 

The activities at the cottage mainly involve groups of participants, which can be also engaged 

in individually if people prefer to (sauna, swimming, being outdoors, exploring nature), 

although, based on the interviews, most participants preferred to spend time mostly with others 

and only spent time alone to enjoy the silence in nature. According to Oldenburg (1999), 

activities in third places are both active and social, and people are more involved in what they 

do. One completely common characteristic of activities at the cottage, regardless of whether 

they are individual or group activities and who else participates, is that they are desired and not 

forced, they are pleasurable, and the atmosphere remains relaxed. Everyone is free to 

participate if they want, everyone is free to do what they want and when they want, and 

everyone is meant to have a good time in their own terms. This free and desirable participation 

in activities is another feature that third places as we know them as cottages have in common, 

along with the playful character of the activities. Similar to third places, time at the cottage is 

spent in a comfortable and relaxed mood and the atmosphere does not get too serious, while 

the conversation can get deep in a meaningful way. The focus and the motivation of activities 

are not usually relaxation, although people choose activities that do help them relax, because 

they enjoy them at the same time. Most participants that talked about activities such as sauna, 

swimming, and exploring nature, described them as pleasurable and beneficial at the same time. 

The playful, “fun” character of the activities that people participate in at the cottage is suitable 

and very beneficial for their mental relaxation, however, usually, relaxation is not the 

motivation for initiating the activities (Seamon, 1979; Oldenburg, 1999). Sauna, for instance, 

is a source of physical relaxation and at the center of activities at every cottage, yet it is a 

tradition at the cottage and a pleasurable activity, a must-do for Finns, especially at the cottage, 

and still physical relaxation is rarely the sole motivation for sauna. 

 

Additionally, almost all participants also mentioned their own “cottage traditions”, activities 

or habits that take place at every cottage visit, and only at the cottage. Such activities are part 

of what makes the cottage “their place” and are part of the regularity that resembles third places. 

All of these cottage traditions have a playful character and are always desired, which is what 

keeps them part of every cottage visit. These cottage traditions are part of many memories from 

the cottage, and a lot of them come from people’s childhoods at the cottage and have been 

passed on to their own children at cottage visits. Lastly, another tradition associated with 
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cottages is spending Midsummer (Finnish: Juhannus) there, confirmed by most of the 

participants with some exceptions due to special circumstances. Spending Midsummer at the 

cottage is not about following tradition, but it is rather part of the Finnish culture. The 

Midsummer weekend with everything that it entails is meant to be spent at a cottage and usually 

with friends rather than family, although cottage trips usually involve family. 

 

 

5.2.3. Conversation 
 

Conversation at the cottage always stays relaxed and around interesting topics. The usual topics 

revolve around local interests (area of the cottage), nature, life, the weather, and strong interests 

of individuals. As a rule, for many interviewees, potentially hurtful topics for some (such as 

divorce, loss of loved ones, other negative events) are avoided, but otherwise, conversation is 

open for anyone to steer it towards the topics they prefer. For some participants topics around 

work are purposely avoided in order to keep the mood relaxed and away from feelings of 

pressure and stress, while for others they are rather forgotten about, the conversation is so 

relaxed and playful that work or similar matters are simply not raised. Similarly, in third places, 

the conversation also as a general remark is relaxed and playful, not serious for too long, and 

not negative (Oldenburg, 1999), and it is also significantly more deep, meaningful, and desired 

at the third place compared to the first and second places. Based on the interviews, it can be 

said that such is the case for conversation at the cottages as well. All interview participants 

stressed that conversation is more meaningful at the cottage when everyone is more relaxed, 

not stressed, and more themselves. In a setting that nurtures conversation such as the neutral 

and relaxed atmosphere at the cottage (Oldenburg, 1999), people are more open with each other 

and more willing to talk about their lives and their honest thought and desires. Families make 

plans about the future, friends talk deeply about the world around them and personal topics, 

relationships are kept alive and families get closer at the cottage. Similar to third places, 

cottages also provide the perfect environment for open, honest, meaningful and deep 

conversation, which for many is very difficult to achieve as well in the city with busy schedules. 
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5.3. BENEFITS 
 

5.3.1. Health benefits of cottages 
 

All of the interview participants unanimously stated that being active, exercising, and eating 

healthy is important for their general health. Most of them felt that time spent at the cottage 

supports those habits and is therefore beneficial for their health. Third places have beneficial 

and recreational abilities for communities and their residents and are described as indicators of 

quality of life in communities (Jeffres et al., 2009). In order to study in what ways cottages 

benefit people’s health, the perceived benefits were categorised as physical, mental, social and 

environmental benefits, with mental benefits being highlighted by everyone as significantly 

effective.  

 

Physical benefits 

The main physical benefits that the participants felt they received from their cottages were 

swimming, walking and being active all day, as well as sleeping better. All of these were of 

high importance to them, while they are also things that benefited them mentally as well. 

However, despite the importance of physical health that most of the participants highlighted, 

physical health benefits at the cottage did not remain a long conversation for many of the 

participants, who moved on to discuss the mental health benefits they receive at their cottage. 

This was not surprising, as third places are more suitable for mental rather than physical 

relaxation (Seamon, 1979; Oldenburg, 1999), a concept that cottages did seem to match. 

 

Mental benefits 

The mental health benefits from cottage visits could be summarised as: mental relaxation, lower 

stress levels, free time, and pleasurable activities. Stress relief is one of the benefits that third 

places offer their visitors, described by Oldenburg (1999) as “therapy centers” and 

“correctives” for people’s bad moods. The lack of third places in people’s lives lets them to 

focus too much on their first and second places, family and work, resulting in excess pressure 

and stress and a lack of platforms for effective stress relief (Oldenburg, 1999). Cottages, 

according to the interview participants, are an excellent platform for pressure and stress relief, 

similar to third places as we know them, and for many of them staying away from their cottages 

for longer periods allows the stress in their everyday lives to build up, making them wish to 



 
 

65 

visit their cottage even more (see Discussion Part 1 - Staying away). Mental relaxation in 

general is something that third places are very suitable for, compared to physical relaxation for 

which first places are more suitable (Seamon, 1979; Oldenburg, 1999), as mentioned above 

regarding the physical health benefits at the cottage. For most of the participants, even activities 

such as cooking and cottage maintenance are more pleasurable at the cottage, which in return 

can help improve people’s moods.  

 

Social benefits 

The social benefits that cottages offer provide social support to the cottage visitors which, 

according to Rosenbaum et al. (2007), is something that people need and they want to keep 

visiting the place where they can find it regularly as part of their routine. And as it has been 

mentioned a lot already, family is at the center of cottage visits and nurturing family 

relationships is of very high importance and value. 

 

Environmental benefits 

For the majority of Finns, silence and peace in nature are very important. Finns in general can 

appreciate silence and, even though Helsinki is not an overpopulated city, often it can be loud 

compared to the peace one can experience at a cottage. Cottages offer them very close 

proximity to pure nature and in many cases long silence in cottage areas. Jeffres et al. (2009) 

have described third places as indicators of quality of life, and in the case of Finland quality of 

life has to include a connection to nature and silence. Being around nature and silence also 

supports mental relaxation and the escape from everyday life that many of the participants 

stated they seek at the cottage. Experiencing a different environment with cleaner air, animals 

and plants missing from the city, and silence provide a perspective of a different lifestyle that 

cannot be experienced in the city, and which some people who were raised in the countryside 

before moving to Helsinki seemed to have missed. Lastly, nature was mentioned by many of 

the participants as a source of happiness, while others stated that being far from nature makes 

them feel more restless and stressed about work and personal life, a similar effect to mental 

health benefits. 
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5.3.2. Returning from the cottage 
 

The interviews showed for many participants that the benefits of having spent some time at the 

cottage stay with them for a while after their return to the city, showing signs of recreational 

abilities of the cottages. Many specifically stated that they feel less stressed and relaxed when 

they come back to their first place in the city, and had a more energetic and positive attitude 

about their everyday life after a trip to the cottage, regardless of the length of the trip. Coming 

back home from the cottage is often associated with feelings of stress coming back already 

from the trip back home, as well as sadness that the cottage trip is over. These are all signs of 

not only the importance, but mainly the need for a visit to the cottage for many people who live 

and work in the city, for their mental health needs. Staying away from the cottage for longer 

periods, as mentioned earlier already, is associated with feelings of pressure and stress, similar 

to the lack of third places which entails more focus on the first and second place in one’s life. 

A strong desire to visit the cottage for most happens in two situations, often both in 

combination, according to the interviews: in a very stressful situation in everyday life, and 

when spring starts and nature becomes more present. It can be said that these two situations 

and connected and could be translated into a symptom and a solution. Stressful situations can 

often be the result of too much focus on work or personal matters without an opportunity to 

take an effective break from everyday life while pressure and stress build up. When spring 

starts and trees and plants are more green, the days are longer and warmer and the sun is 

shining, most participants of the interviews start feeling a desire to visit the cottage, possibly 

because the stronger presence of nature around them reminds them of what they need in their 

lives at the time, a release, and a family trip to their cottage is an excellent opportunity to get 

exactly what they and their family all need. 

 

 

5.4. ATTENTION RESTORATION THEORY 
 

It was explained in the Literature Review how directed attention poses a threat to people’s 

mental health and ability to function properly in their lives, along with the Attention 

Restoration Theory (Kaplan, 1995; Rosenbaum, 2009; Rosenbaum & Wong, 2015; Rosenbaum 

et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2018), the way to correct this problem. The relevant data from 

the interviews were organised into the four requirements for attention restoration, fascination, 
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being away from home, coherence, and compatibility, in order to see how and to what extent 

cottages fulfill each of these requirements. 

 

Fascination 

As mentioned in the Findings part, Fascination here refers to ways that the cottage experience 

attracts people’s attention and interest effortlessly, and therefore allows the directed attention 

to stop. In other words, people let go and enjoy their surroundings, without putting effort to 

find something they like. According to the interviews, for all participants, their cottages easily 

fit the description of what fascinates them, while some showed higher or lower levels of 

excitement compared to others. As a general rule, the activities at the cottage all have to some 

extent a playful character and nothing is forced or instructed, everyone is free to do what they 

desire and even chores or cooking feel more fun than usual (compared to the first place). This 

is one example that simply by being at the cottage, activities have a lower level of necessity 

and more desired motivation, while conversation usually takes focus away from the pressure 

and stress of everyday life. Fascination can be achieved in many opportunities at the cottage 

because people there do not have to do things, they want to and enjoy it. According to several 

participants, cooking is more fun, chopping wood is enjoyable and feels like a release, 

swimming is understood as good exercise but at the cottage it is an activity initiated for 

pleasure. Pleasure and interesting conversations can be found effortlessly at the cottage and 

directed attention can really take a break there. 

 

Being away from home 

The feeling of being away from home here does not refer to distance from the primary home, 

while distance from the first place was secured during the selection of the interview 

participants. The feeling of being away from home in this context refers to being able to escape 

the ways of everyday life (including both the pressure and stress and the routines of everyday 

life in the city), experience a different lifestyle, and in general, feeling the difference from the 

everyday life in the city. The environmental benefits of cottages as discussed earlier at all 

cottages include providing the opportunity to experience a different lifestyle, as well as to feel 

closer to nature in general. Additionally, the “cottage traditions” that people have only at the 

cottage are a good example of providing the feeling of being away from home, as those are 

things that do not happen also in the primary home, along with activities that some people also 

can only experience at the cottage or at least away from their primary home, such as swimming 

in a lake, water sports, and also meeting family members who live far away. Conversation 
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topics could also be one example of feeling away from everyday life, as usually the topics that 

are discussed much in the city, such as work, are either avoided or forgotten, and sometimes 

local interests or nature are the main topics. 

 

Coherence 

In order for cottages to be coherent enough to allow attention restoration, they need to have 

enough potential to continue attracting people’s attention. The interviews showed a quite 

significantly extensive amount of activities that people like to participate in at the cottage which 

they genuinely enjoy and which can also be very different depending on who participates with 

them every time. Additionally, many participants showed changes in their habits and activities 

throughout the years, adding new things to their cottage trips when they wanted to, showing 

there has already been extent in their cottage experience. Another point of proof of coherence 

at cottages is the time that people have spent around cottages during their lives without losing 

interest in the cottage experience. Some people have been visiting the same cottage from their 

childhood until after they retire and still feel the need and desire to visit it. The activities and 

the people they meet there may not change much throughout the years, but nature, which is at 

the center of the cottage experience, evolves and many people keep finding new interests at the 

cottage after years. One of the interview participants has been exploring the nature around the 

same cottage area for decades and still finds new exciting things there. Additionally, it could 

be said that people might experience the cottage trips from a different perspective every few 

years, depending on how their own lives have evolved. For instance, cottage trips are different 

when someone is a child, a young adult, a parent, a grandparent, or retired, and throughout the 

years the cottage experience itself can evolve, even if the activities there remain similar. 

 

Compatibility 

Compatibility proved to be the easiest of the four requirements for attention restoration at 

cottages. Compatibility suggests that the cottage and the area provide a setting that effortlessly 

and smoothly matches the plans and needs of people visiting the cottage, meaning that people 

do not need to make changes and adapt to the environment and therefore do not need to direct 

their attention to adapting the setting to their needs and plans. Considering that Finns in general 

prefer simplicity, it could be said different cottages could be compatible with them, and 

considering that, according to the interviews, most participants recognized similar benefits at 

their cottages, it could also be said that needs and plans at the cottage are relatively similar. 

However, all participants showed a special bond with their own cottage specifically and no 
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interest to change it, showing that their special bond alone strengthens the compatibility 

between them. A stronger point here instead, however, is how the perceived health benefits of 

cottages match the healthy habits that the participants stressed are important for them. All of 

the participants unanimously agreed on some of those habits and benefits, and showed many 

common themes with the rest of the habits and benefits they mentioned. The most important 

healthy habits and perceived health benefits matched perfectly, proving that all of the 

participants have experienced at their cottage exactly what they needed. They do not need to 

direct their attention to finding what they want to experience at the cottage, because it is there 

for them when they visit. 
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6. CONCLUSION 
 

Cottages are a vital part of the Finnish culture and significantly beneficial for their owners and 

their families. Third places as public places are greatly important for the communities they 

belong to and in many ways are beneficial for their regular visitors. This research was planned 

to study mainly how Finnish cottages are experienced as third places, and additionally to find 

out the benefits of Finnish cottages to individuals’ lives and wellbeing, and in what ways 

Finnish cottages as third places differ from public third places and private second places. 

 

The cottage experience from the perspective of Finnish cottage owners was compared to third 

place theory in terms of their importance to communities and individuals who regularly visit 

them, and their characteristics. Many common themes and similarities were found between 

private Finnish cottages and public third places, and in the process, their differences were 

pointed out. Unfortunately, the interviews and data did not approach the topic of second places 

enough to point out differences and answer that research sub-question. Instead, second places 

were only mentioned in the interview discussions as a source of pressure and stress and were 

used as relevant references throughout the interviews. The perceived benefits of cottages were 

organised into four categories, physical, mental, social, and environmental, and were compared 

with healthy habits that the interview participants considered most important for their health 

and wellbeing. The comparison showed significance especially for the mental health benefits 

and also the environmental benefits that the participants experience during their cottage visits. 

The data regarding the benefits of cottages as well as other relevant data from the interviews 

were used to discuss the potential that Finnish cottages offer for attention restoration based on 

the Attention Restoration Theory (ART), showing that they indeed offer great potential for 

attention restoration, and therefore have beneficial and recreational abilities for their visitors.  

 

Future research could look into the same questions with a significantly larger sample, in order 

to find even more insight into the experience of Finnish cottages as third places and their 

benefits. Other significant further research would be a deeper study into Attention Restoration 

at cottages, focusing on more suitable methods of methodology and analysis to achieve much 

greater insight. Additionally, future research could also focus on a larger geographical scale to 

study cottages in all of the Nordic countries, or focus more deeply on the different benefits of 
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cottages, such as the mental health or environmental benefits which were attached to high 

significance and could be studied more extensively in this context. 
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8. APPENDIX 
 

8.1. Interview question outline 
 

The individual & personal importance 

- How often do you and your family visit your rural cottage?  

+ For how long at a time usually? 

- What are your earliest memories of your family cottage? 

- Could you share some photos of your rural cottage and tell me about it? 

- How important is your family cottage as a place to you personally? 

+ Do you feel that your connection with this place is somehow part of your identity? 

How? 

 

Sociability & activities 

- Who is usually invited to your family cottage other than your nuclear family? 

+ Are they treated as guests or co-hosts? 

- What are the usual topics of conversation at the cottage?  

- What kind of topics of conversation are avoided or ignored? 

+ Why do you think that is? (if not mentioned) 

- How, if at all, are the preferred topics of conversation with the same people different when 

you meet them in the city? 

+ How different are the preferred topics of conversation with your colleagues during 

free time at work or after work? 

- What kind of activities do you and your family usually prefer at the cottage? 

- Are there any routines or specific activities that have become a tradition when you visit your 

family cottage? 

- How, if at all, are the preferred activities different when meeting the same people who are 

invited to your cottage, at public places in the city? 

- Between your urban home and your rural cottage, how is the way you choose to spend your 

alone time different? 

- How is your experience different when visiting your family cottage and visiting someone 

else’s cottage as a guest? 

- Have you ever visited your cottage alone? 
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+ How was your experience different? 

Benefits / restorative abilities 

- How do your cottage visits make you feel, both anticipating them and being there? 

- How, if at all, does your mood in everyday life get affected in the days after a visit to your 

cottage? 

+ Is there a difference in the level of those feelings (depending on what is mentioned) 

when you visit your cottage for a longer time than usual? 

- Have there been times that you have felt fatigued, possibly affecting your work? 

+ Have you noticed changes or relief of these negative feelings or moods after or during 

visiting your cottage? 

+ What kind of activities at the cottage do you think contribute to this relief/change? 

(may be asked, depending on the last answers) 

- Have there been times that due to busy schedules or obligations you were not able to visit 

your family cottage as often as usual? 

+ Did you notice any mood in yourself during that period of time? 
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