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Most of the single-family houses, which represent a large part of the existing building 
stock in Sweden, perform poorly when it comes to energy efficiency and 
sustainability.  Nevertheless, during the renovation of these houses the focus is often 
directed towards comfort and design.  Comfort concerns or not, the first encounter 
between the house-owner and the contractor in charge of the renovation is an occasion 
where energy efficiency solutions could be introduced.  In the retrofit process the 
main partner and consultant is often a SME contractor.  In principle the SME 
contractors' expertise on sustainable solutions could influence the house owners' 
choices regarding the improvements to be made.  But it is unclear how this expertise 
manifests itself during the interaction, moreover the house owner is also claiming 
expertise on his/her own house.  Building on Goffman micro-sociological concepts, 
this paper illustrates how the expertise is dynamically built during the interactions 
between the house owner and SME contractor.  Goffman's approach enables us to 
view this interaction as a public performance where the two actors demonstrate, 
contest, challenge and finally accept the role of expert.  Expertise is therefore 
something shaped during the interaction, rather than a given attribute.  The empirical 
material consists of 18 observations between house-owner and SME contractor 
interactions as well as 16 workshops with contractors, mainly carpenters and 
electricians, interested in developing new approaches to retrofit.  The results show 
how the expertise is negotiated and embodied and how these interactions are framing 
the content of the renovation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There is a common understanding that single-family houses represent a large potential 
for sustainable renovation.  When defining the scope of renovation, one could 
anticipate that retrofit measures, either reducing consumption of energy or even 
installing microgeneration of energy would occur.  However, most of the renovation 
projects do not encompass elements of retrofit.  In principle, the expertise of small and 
medium enterprises SME contractors such as carpenters, bricklayers, electricians and 
others, to define sustainable solutions could influence the house owners' choices 
regarding the scope and quality of improvements to be made.  But it is unclear how 
this expertise manifests itself during the interaction with their customer, moreover the 
house owner is also claiming expertise on his/her own house (Buser and Carlsson 
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2017).  The aim of the present paper is thus to ask how expertise is shaped in the 
interaction between house owners and SME craftsmen.  Here expertise is understood 
as a public performance where the actors demonstrate, negotiate, challenge and finally 
accept the role of expert and how the context of this performance may challenge the 
potential for retrofit to view expertise as something shaped during the interaction, 
rather than a given attribute (Williams et al., 1998).  We adopt a predominantly 
interpretative approach drawing on Goffman dramaturgical concepts.  The material for 
the paper stems from a PhD.  dissertation of the third author (Carlsson 2017). 
As most of the renovation projects do not encompass elements of energy retrofit, 
scholars have concentrated their research to account for this lack of retrofit.  Their 
studies mostly document what are the barriers to retrofit and focus on the actors 
involved and the decision processes underlining the choices of interventions for 
retrofit, renovation or decoration of houses (Vlasova and Gram-Hanssen 2014, 
Archtnicht and Madelner 2014, Haines and Mitchell 2014).  The actors usually 
identified in these processes include: house owners, craftsmen, and sometimes 
technical experts (Owen and Mitchell 2015; de Wilde and Spaargaren, 2019).  The 
barriers identified for the house owners encompass the lack of information and 
technical knowledge regarding retrofit (Mortensen et al., 2014); their investments in 
other forms of renovation targeting comfort, lifestyle or aesthetic (Risholt and Berker 
2013) the possibility to carry the work themselves instead of hiring a contractor 
(Risholt and Berker, 2013); or the perception that renovation is a burden (Mlecnik, 
Kondratenko and Haavik, 2012, Fawcett 2014); as well as too slow payback periods 
for the cost of the operations (Galvin 2014).  Besides, the lack of regulatory 
requirements and incentives regarding the energy standard in Sweden (Mahapatra et 
al., 2013, Niskanen 2018) as well as the owners' insufficient financial assets and 
resistance to loans are also mentioned as a hinder to retrofit (Straub and Mlecnik, 
2014;).  However, studies also show that successful retrofits are clearly associated 
with proactive house owners (Risholt and Berker 2013, Galvin and Sunikka-Blank, 
2014). 
For the SMEs contractors, who are often the main partner and consultant for this kind 
of operations (Risholt and Berker 2013, Vlasova and Gram-Hanssen 2014) the barriers 
are said to be the following: these contractors struggle to identify and invest in new 
business opportunities (Mokhlesian and Holmen 2012); they may lack technical 
knowledge and competences necessary to retrofit.  There is limited customers' 
demands or market for it (Carlsson 2017).  Tight time frames and lack of resources 
force them to apply standardized solutions (Archtnicht and Madelner, 2014).  And 
even when the contractors have delivered an innovative solution, they usually go back 
to conventional practices when moving to the other projects (Killip 2013).  More 
recent studies have focused on the interactions between the two customers and the 
contractors.  Building on Albott's system of professions, Wade et al., (2018) analyse 
how architects and heating installers may down-prioritize energy efficiency to the 
benefit of what they consider their main professional jurisdictions. 
The present paper contributes to this stream of research focusing as well on the 
interactions between the house owner and the craftsman.  However, the interactions 
observed are not related explicitly to retrofit solutions, our purpose is to study how the 
first negotiation between a craftsman and his or her potential client is taking place and 
if there is in this encounter, in the way the two parts are played and the shaping of 
expertise, elements which could account for the lack of retrofit.  Building on Goffman 
dramaturgical theory, we focus on the routinised and taken for granted behaviours 
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which shape daily interactions (Goffman, 1959).  According to the author, people 
interact according to their and their counter part's expectations in the specific context 
of a given situation and most conversation is simply a replaying of a strip (Goffman, 
1961).  Think for example how you order a beer in a bar and anticipate the waiter 
reaction. 

Framework of Understanding 
Goffman (1959) uses theatre and dramaturgy as metaphors to explain social life, 
interactions and situations.  He argues that social life, just like a theatre, consists of 
persons performing roles on stage in front of an audience and that we exist through the 
meeting and interaction with others but also by being seen by others.  Goffman 
focuses on micro-sociology, interactions and routinized behaviours and how 
interactions between actors, structures and artefacts enable actors to form and perform 
roles in specific settings.  Accordingly, the expression a person gives involves 
communication in words, which the performer can control and non-verbal 
performances, the performer might have more problem to control (Goffman, 1959).  
Through interactions, individuals will partake in each other’s performances and guide 
the performer’s actions and the creation of his and their roles by their emotional 
expressions and actions (Goffman 1959).  The performer is argued to present himself 
to the audience in a certain way, also according to the sociocultural and contextual 
rules and routines that are applicable for the specific situation, to establish a specific 
impression (Goffman, 1959; Schwalbe, 2013). 
Impression management is an activity that takes place in interactions between actors 
either directly involved with one another (such as business meetings) or when the 
interaction is indirect (e.g. a buss full of strangers) (Koslowski and Pindeck, 2011).  
To create a positive impression with their audience a performer will use available 
scenery to his or her advantage.  Scenery can, for example, be props, settings (physical 
and social), clothing and other artefacts as well as their own bodies in the form of 
bodily movements (Van Praet, 2009), to make their point to their audience.  Actors 
adjust their roles and performances to different situations to create the impression they 
want to obtain (Goffman, 1959).  This can for example be seen when a service 
provider meets a customer outside the ordinary service setting and adjusts the 
performance to create and sustain a desirable positive impression for the customer. 
Props and settings also involve social symbolic meanings for actors to interpret and 
make use of.  Dale (2005) shows how resources, as in for example materials, are 
suffused with power and prestige through their symbolism, which various actors then 
interpret differently.  Thus, resources are understood as “combined material and social 
interaction” (Dale, 2005, p.651) where the interpreted social meaning of the symbols 
are stronger in influencing actors' performances and interaction processes.  Lowe et 
al., (2012) take the example of a business meeting and how it is not the number of 
seats that is important but how the seats are arranged to determine how the meeting 
will unfold.  They further show how actors move in and out of settings and stages 
while changing roles and scripts.  A setting impacts on an actor and an interaction and 
enables a certain range of activities and roles for the actors to engage in (Darr and 
Pinch, 2013).  Van Praet (2009) suggests that the actors' body can be seen as the 
anchor of the performers' communicative skills, and to maintain a given definition of 
the situation.  So, the performers show through used scenery, their body and 
performance what they want to express. 
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According to Lowe et al., (2012) actors act differently in different settings and 
contexts depending on how they interpret the situation.  Therefore, actions do not exist 
in a vacuum, but have to be seen and understood in the light of its history, its presence 
and future.  The occurring actions are the link that connects the former experiences 
and the future wishes (Goffman, 1961).  Individuals are also seen to improvise in their 
roles in relation to other people to find out what works and what does not work in the 
current context (Goffman, 1959).  In a way the performers help and support each other 
to play their roles and make a good performance in the social play.  Social roles are 
performed in relation to the “rules” the situation and the interaction demand (Preves 
and Stephenson, 2009).  This means that social status, roles and interaction structures 
are created and developed through and during interactions (Schwalbe, 2013).  
However, actors do not just use the role they have for a certain setting but sometimes 
they distance themselves from the role to find another role or to show for other actors 
that they are aware of their own roleplaying (Pinch, 2010; Smith, 2013). 
When discussing roles, it is important to highlight personal fronts.  Clothes and bodily 
movements change the social rules and conditions for the performances (Van Praet, 
2009).  Each individual has a personal "front” consisting of social attributes, e.g. 
clothes, hair, gestures, body language, facial expressions, age, sex, etc.  and tries 
through these personal artefacts to improve the impression given off (Goffman, 1959). 
The personal front is argued by Goffman (1959) to be employed for two reasons: first 
to enable the performer to present himself as he likes to appear; and secondly because 
his appearance can improve his performance and make it more comprehensive. 
The last concept we mobilise from Goffman’s (1959) is “scripts”.  Scripts are 
considered to be situations in social life consisting of structured forms of actions 
which tend to repeat themselves in similar situations.  Darr and Pinch (2013) for 
example studies several types of face-to-face encounters between service provider and 
customer to show how both use structured forms of actions and so produce and re-
produce the social order of buying and selling.  They argue that the performers in a 
service process often have distinct social roles which include well-defined scripts, like 
customer/buyer and service provider/seller. 
The dramaturgical theory has been used in a variety of contexts, leadership studies 
(Gardner and Avolio, 1998); intra-organizational relationships (Murphy, 2009); 
organizational control (Dale, 2005); or accounting (Solomon et al., 2013).  In 
addition, there is only few studies addressing face-to-face sales' interactions (Darr and 
Pinch, 2013).  Given the importance of technology driven changes in society, it is 
surprising that so few studies explore sales interactions of emergent technics, where 
actors negotiate what to buy, why specific solutions are chosen over others and what 
elements influence their choices.  In construction management, very few have drawn 
on Goffman to the exception of Green (2006), who discusses how managers tasks 
performance is central to their shaping of their self-identities. 

METHOD 
We adopt an interpretivist understanding, using Goffman’s dramaturgical theory 
(Goffman, 1961), to explore the interactions and analyse aspects of interactional 
expertise.  The main concepts in focus in the research work were: performances and 
roles; social front; scripts (Darr and Pinch, 2013); front stage and back stage in role 
performances.  The empirical material has been collected during the springs 2014 and 
2015 via two main methods; observations and interviews. 
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Eight contractors participate in the round of observation of a total of 18 first 
interactions.  One of the authors shadowed the 18 encounters between building 
professionals and single-house owners that had requested their services (Czarniawska, 
B., 2007).  These observations took place in the houses to be renovated during the 
negotiation of the renovation scope, they lasted between 50 minutes and three hours.  
These meetings were generally organized by the building professionals after 
agreement with their customers. 
Table 1: List of the people involved in the data collection 

 
All interviews with the SME contractors were performed in their vans to, but mainly 
from, the house owner in question.  12 out of 18 house owners were interviewed after 
the observation at the house owners’ homes, 10 straight after the performed 
observations when the contractors were busy doing things outside of the home owner 
house and two over the phone the same day.  In addition, 4 follow-up interviews were 
conducted over phone two-three months after the observed event to get to know how 
things had gone and if they were satisfied with the contractors and the work they had 
performed.  These interviews were informal without any prepared topics. 
The observer played a secondary role during the observation, but she was 
acknowledged by all the participants.  She was sharing the front and backstage of the 
craftsmen getting to hear and see information hidden to the potential customers.  Her 
presence might have impacted the performances and the staging of the actors.  A 
limitation to the shadowing is that the contractors might have felt the need to stage 
themselves for the researcher (for example as competent, experienced, skilled or 
trustworthy professional).  Likewise, the house owners might have felt disadvantaged 
facing two visitors instead of one and unsecured for being observed which could have 
had implications on the house owners’ actions and their staging (Schensul et al., 
1999).  Finally, the observer is also acting according to specific scripts, such as visitor, 
university representative or young researcher (Carlsson and Koch, 2014). 
In order to illustrate how expertise is performed and embodied during these 
interactions, we have selected one example among the observations.  Though, this 
visit was a short one, it reveals several of the recurrent observed behaviours.  The 
usage of a combination of methods enabled more nuanced insight into the contractors’ 
performances in relation to energy renovations, also when interacting with house 
owners, and into how they express their role as a professional contractor.  The paper 
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build on a PhD dissertation of the third author (Carlsson, 2017).  She also carried out 
the fieldwork presented below. 

Illustrative Case: House-Owner Craftsman Interaction 
The SME contractor Niklas drives his pick-up truck with a relaxed hand.  Coming to 
the house, he sighs loudly: “No, not one of those.” He pulls the pick-up truck over and 
parks outside a house where the front yard is filled with junk, e.g. old rusty cars; 
plastic sheets; oil barrels; car pieces.  We step out of the truck and he says with a 
voice probably just meant for himself: “I knew I shouldn’t have gone here, just a 
waste of time.” Niklas is dressed in jeans and a checked shirt, he takes a notebook and 
a folding ruler from the back of his truck and tells me: “Come on, let’s get it over 
with".  We head towards the grey painted wooden house which seems to barely be 
hanging together. 
A man opens the front door, he has worn clothes.  He smiles friendly, greets us, 
presents himself as Ove and shows us inside.  I make a move towards my shoes, but he 
says that we should keep them on, I continue of politeness, but he insists.  Ove then 
turns towards Niklas and immediately starts talking about how bad the kitchen is and 
how they now finally have decided that they need to do something about it.  “Come in, 
come in” he says and walks ahead of us.  We walk straight through the house to the 
kitchen which is at the backside. 
All three of us cramp up in the end of the narrow and oblong kitchen.  Ove explains: 
“We want to expand the kitchen by removing this wall…” He points at the wall where 
the refrigerator and freezer stand “to make the kitchen bigger so one can sit in it and 
eat and not have to walk around with the pots.” Ove uses his whole body when he 
speaks.  He waves his arms, point at things and when arguing for how narrow the 
kitchen is, he presses himself towards the cabinets and leans towards the countertop, 
to show how he has to do when he and his wife are there at the same time and want to 
pass each other.  He suddenly turns around: “And then open up the wall here” and 
points at the outer wall, “and put in a door and have a porch on the outside.” Niklas 
has taken out his notebook and writes in it.  He looks where Ove points and make 
notes, lets him explain.  Ove speaks again: “So, do you think it’s possible? How long 
time will it take and when can you do it?” Ove turns, looks happy and leans eagerly 
towards Niklas, who looks up at him and says: “Humm” and continues to write notes.  
He then takes out his folding ruler, makes a comment that he should have brought his 
laser measurer and starts to measure.  Niklas repeats the different things Ove just 
explained to us and notes it down with measurements.  He moves so he can knock at 
the inside wall and ask Ove to have a look at it from the other side.  “Of course,” Ove 
says and shows us the other room, more things.  Niklas leans over the things and tries 
to look at the wall.  Ove says: “I find it difficult to throw things, but I figured that if 
the wall needs to go, I have to clean, at least in this room”.  He looks at me and smile, 
I smile back and nod.  Niklas says: “Hmmm” again. 
Ove walks up to the wall where he wants the door to be and claps on the wall.  “Here 
should the door be” he says “and then a porch that are along the whole back of the 
house and like about this far out” … he walks in the grass and stands about 3-4 
meters out from the house.  “That’s quite a big porch” Niklas comments.  “What 
material do you think would be the best, we have thought about both wood and stone 
but we’re not sure.” Niklas says “Hmmm” and looks at the place for the porch.  Once 
again, he folds out his folding ruler and starts to put down measurements in his 
notebook.  While doing it Ove once again asks when Niklas can come and do the job.  
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Niklas says: “Hmmm” and I think he will go silent again but then he says, “Not 
before June at least, but after that it should be possible” (two months in the future).  
Niklas then makes a comment that wood would probably look better with the house, 
but he can give price suggestions with both alternatives. 
When Niklas is done with the measurements he says that he needs to put it all down 
and make Ove and his wife a tender that he will send them over the mail.  If they 
accept the tender, they can discuss more precise dates for when to conduct the work.  
Ove smiles and nods.  He makes a comment that it is nice out now in the spring sun 
however a bit wet in the grass since last night’s rain.  We agree and smile.  Niklas 
makes a comment that it will probably be warmer the week that is coming up, he then 
looks at his watch and says that we need to get going if we should make it till our next 
meeting.  I know we do not have a next meeting, but I agree with him and we shake 
hands with Ove ... 
When we both are in the truck with the doors closed Niklas expresses that this was one 
of the worst places he has seen when it comes to having a lot of junk.  Niklas tells me 
that he will make a quick calculation, which will probably be a bit pricy and send it to 
them.  "These people usually never have the money anyway so no use putting in too 
much effort into it”. 
This story could have ended right here, however three weeks after this meeting Niklas 
calls me to let me know that Ove had accepted the tender made to him.  “Even though 
I deliberately made it overpriced” Niklas says.  The job was performed (in late June) 
and Niklas got paid respective to the initial tendered made. 

ANALYSIS 
The first encounters between the craftsman and the customer is enabling both 
participants to decide if they want, or not as in the case above, to engage in the 
transaction.  Niklas, discovering the plot assessed even before meeting the owner, that 
this visit is a waste of time and that Ove belongs to the category of "bad customers".  
This as well as the interior state of the house set the stage and conditioned his 
behaviour during most of the visit, where he appeared more reserved than in other 
interactions.  The setting is crucial for the actor’s interpretation and further actions 
relative to the material frame (Dale 2005).  A contractor looks for clues and symbols 
with a house owner but also with a house owner’s setting to get an idea about the 
upcoming job.  In addition, the impression of any symbolic artefact, here the plot, the 
house, the clothes, can be seen to be transferred to the holder/owner of the artefact as 
part of the owner’s front (Darr and Pinch, 2013). 
Ove acts according to his role as a host, he smiles, tells the visitors they are welcome 
and shows them in etc.  while doing so he demonstrates his owning of the setting and 
takes the lead of the interaction.  His performance as host also implied that the 
contractor and the researcher are guests in his house, thus framing their performances.  
The guest role involved limitations for how to act to not walk freely in the house but 
keep with the host or in frontstage areas of the house (e.g. living room, dining room) 
or ask for permission if another place needs to be visited.  Both visitors and guest act 
according to the expected script (Goffman, 1959). 
Likewise, Niklas personifies his role as a craftsman, he wears the expected jeans and 
checked shirt, carries a ruler and a note book, drives a pick up bearing the name of his 
company.  Building his personal front, these elements embody his identity as a 
professional builder and enable the use of impression management techniques and 
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their likelihood to influence his customers (Goffman, 1959).  During the visit he goes 
around the rooms, knocks on walls, measures, takes notes, measures again, seems 
concentrated and focus on his task.  He does not answer questions directly but 
mumbles to signify he has heard and keep the owner waiting.  By checking the walls, 
he also controls the information given by the owner.  These attitudes reinforce the 
impression of expertise and correspond to the expected performance of a qualified 
craftsman but also confine the owner in a passive role.  The latter, having lived in the 
house for more than 30 years, feels very knowledgeable about it is expressed by his 
physical demonstration in the kitchen.  However, Niklas is challenging this knowledge 
by adopting a scrutinising professional attitude, which creates doubt and uncertainties 
in Ove's mind.  Though rather convinced that he does not want to take Ove's project, 
Niklas maintains his role as expert and conceals any hesitation or insecurity.  He 
keeps his behaviour to the expected customer/ provider script (Darr and Pinch, 2013).  
There is no space to discuss alternative possibility or solutions.  Both actors focus on 
the work to be done and don't provide space to other kind of topics during the 
interactions.  The mentioning of the weather at the end of the encounters is marking 
the end of the exchanges. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The aim of this paper was to study how expertise is performed between house owners 
and SME craftsmen in a context of renovation and with a potential of energy 
renovation.  Using Goffman's dramaturgical concept enable us to illustrate how the 
expertise is negotiated during the first encounter.  We found that expertise is 
negotiated and interactively constituted through a public performance where the two 
actors demonstrate, contest, challenge and finally accept the role of expert.  Expertise 
is therefore something shaped during the interaction, rather than a given attribute (see 
also Chan, 2016).  The tensions (roles, performances), together with insecurities from 
both partners in interactions create challenges for innovation as the interaction with 
the established roles and performances can lock the two actors into a routinized play.  
The case described here is used as an example of the other cases studied highlights 
that in order to adapt to the concrete situation, perform their roles and answer each 
other expectations, the craftsman but also the owner don't find occasion to insert and 
develop alternative propositions.  They are busy participating to the establishment of 
their own expertise and roles.  There is no space to develop retrofit solutions if these 
have not been defined as one of the main purposes of the encounter.  If the contractors 
were to promote energy retrofit, they would need to change their script radically and 
take the risk of jeopardising the ongoing encounter.  So, to place SME contractors on 
the stage as responsible for the lack of energy renovations is to disregard the 
constraints of their professional role when they negotiate with their customers. 
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