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CHAPTER 1

What is Kotoisa?
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If you ask a Finn what kotoisa means, you’ll likely get a small smile and a gentle shrug. It’s one of those words that is felt more than defined – trying to define it is like trying to describe the scent of morning coffee, or the way your favourite jumper feels after a long day. You know it when you experience it.

Technically speaking, it translates to something like ‘cosy’ or ‘homely’, but as anyone who’s lived it knows, that barely scratches the surface. Kotoisa isn’t about plush throws and designer lights (although it can include those). It’s about emotional warmth – the kind that seeps in quietly, unnoticed at first, but brings with it deep comfort. It’s the soft landing at the end of a hard day – the quiet exhale of breath you didn’t know you were holding.

At its core, kotoisa is the opposite of pretence. It’s not about having the latest sofa or nailing the paint colour of the moment. It’s about making space for life to happen. The concept is deeply personal, which is why no two kotoisa homes ever look the same. One might be a light-filled modern flat with big houseplants and curated stacks of books. Another might be a creaky old cottage with lumpy cushions and a kitchen that smells perpetually of cinnamon. The magic is in the feeling it gives you: ease, comfort, belonging.

Kotoisa is also a quiet rebellion against the constant pursuit of newness and perfection. In a world that tells us to upgrade and reinvent, kotoisa reminds us to notice what is already here, and to work with what we have – to find joy in the old wooden spoon, the blanket with the worn edges, the chair that squeaks a little when you lean back but is just the perfect shape.

All this is not to say that aesthetics don’t matter – they do. But in a kotoisa home, beauty is often subtle, layered and slow to show itself. It might be revealed in the way afternoon light hits the floorboards, or how a table setting, however mismatched, feels just right, or how a single shelf can tell an entire life story, through objects gathered over time.

There’s also a rhythm to kotoisa, a sense of seasonality and ritual. You are invited to live in sync with the world outside your windows: to bring in branches in spring, berries in summer, candles in winter; to let your home change with you, gently, like an old friend who knows how to keep you grounded.

In Finland, we don’t often talk about these things in grand terms. We let the silence speak for us. But this, in many ways, is our secret superpower. We know how much our environment matters – how a soft light or a quiet corner can shape an entire day. Kotoisa is this wisdom, passed down quietly. Not a set of rules, but a way of seeing.

Once you start seeing your home through that lens – not as a project to finish, but a story to live in – it changes everything. You stop chasing perfection and start building something deeper. Something that welcomes you home.

The four pillars of kotoisa

If you’ve ever walked into a house and immediately felt yourself breathe easier – not because it was grand or stylish, but because it felt lived in, welcoming, real – then you’ve felt what I’d call kotoisa. This is an atmosphere, a softness, a kind of quiet confidence, in a home that doesn’t try too hard.

When I started thinking more deeply about how to define what makes a home kotoisa, I realized it came down to a few core ideas. Not rules – I’m not big on those – but guiding principles. These are the ideas I return to when I’m stuck with a room, or trying to understand why a space feels just right, or not quite right.

I’ve come to think of these as the four pillars of kotoisa. They aren’t fancy or complicated, and they definitely aren’t about achieving perfection. They are about creating a home that supports you, reflects you and grows with you – a home that works for your real life, not just the version you post on Instagram. Most importantly, these pillars are about how your home feels, not how it looks.

Let’s start with the first one: comfort.
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Room to breathe

Two homes can look nothing alike and still share the same feeling: calm, lived-in, welcoming – inviting you to stop striving and just be.



Comfort

When we first moved into our house, it didn’t feel like home. It was cold and echoey – things hadn’t found their right place. New spaces make me instinctively lower my voice in response to this feeling. I remember making coffee that first afternoon and realizing that I had no idea where to sit – not because there wasn’t furniture (there was), but because none of it felt like mine.

When most people think of comfort, they picture something soft: a plump sofa, fluffy slippers, a thick blanket draped over the end of the bed. And yes, those things are lovely. But in a kotoisa home, comfort runs deeper than that – beyond physical softness and to a place of psychological ease. This is the sense of being able to fully exhale and let your guard down. Comfort means not having to apologize for the mess, or feel like you should be tidying up before someone comes over. It means living in your space the way you actually live, not the way you think you’re supposed to be living.

In a way, a comfortable home invites you to be comfortable in your self, too. It allows you to dress how you want: to potter about in your favourite old jumper or those old knitted socks. You can make a cup of tea and sit for a moment just because you feel like it, and not just because you’ve finally ticked off everything on your to-do list.

Kotoisa comfort extends to how you nourish yourself. It’s not about Instagram-worthy meals or restrictive food rules, but about cooking something simple and satisfying – a bowl of soup with a slice of homemade bread, however wonky. This is the kind of food that feels good in your body, not just on the plate.

The feeling of being at home – truly at home – is the same as the feeling of being comfortable in your own skin. There’s a quiet joy in that. Comfort, I’ve learned, arrives slowly.
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Permission to relax

Comfort, to me, is psychological as much as physical. Flowers cut from the garden, loosely arranged, a sofa you can sink into and the permission to live here without apologizing.
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Moments of calm

This is what I mean by ‘inhabiting’ a space: not styling it into submission, but letting it work with and for your real life. Here, everything has a place, and you can stop overthinking.

Comfort doesn’t come from buying the right sofa or following some strict formula. It comes from using a space and from inhabiting it in your own, slightly wonky way. In kotoisa, comfort is the way a home lets you drop your shoulders. It’s the feeling of slipping into something familiar – not just your favourite jumper, but your favourite version of yourself.

And that comfort extends to how we live within these walls, so that you’re able to move through your day without feeling like you’re failing some invisible test: food that soothes rather than impresses, clothes you actually want to wear, routines that work for your family (even if they’d never pass as ‘aspirational’ on social media). There’s something so grounding about living in a space that truly works in this way – where everything has a place and you don’t have to overthink daily life.

Comfort is personal. What feels cosy and safe to me might feel cluttered or chaotic to someone else. That’s why kotoisa isn’t about copying a look or following a formula. It’s about paying attention to how your home makes you feel, and making adjustments based on that. If you feel calm in a room – if your body softens a little just by being there – that’s a good sign. And if you don’t? Well, it probably doesn’t mean you need to buy something new. Maybe the sofa’s in the wrong place. Maybe there’s too much going on, visually. Maybe the lighting’s a bit harsh or there’s nowhere to set down a cup of tea. These are all easy things to fix.

And yes, there’s a physical element too. A room with the right textures – the softness of worn linen, the warmth of wood, the gentle glow of a lamp – invites you in. But those same things mean very little if the room also makes you feel like you can’t breathe.

When we were renovating, I remember obsessing over finishes. I wanted everything to be ‘just so’. But the spaces to which we now gravitate most, like the sofa next to the window, the chair in the kitchen corner, are the ones that came together a bit haphazardly. These are the places where function quietly won out over form.

Really, comfort is the one thing that doesn’t age. It holds steady even as trends shift. You won’t fall out of love with it in a season. It’s the feeling that welcomes you in from the rain, the one that lets you cry quietly on the sofa, laugh until your stomach aches or eat toast at midnight.

A comfortable home, a truly kotoisa one, isn’t there to impress. It’s there to hold you, gently, in all your everyday mess and beauty.



Functionality

One of the most liberating things I’ve learned over the years is that practicality isn’t the enemy of beauty – it’s often the foundation of it. A functional home isn’t boring or utilitarian. It just means you’re not hunting for light switches or tripping over baskets, or muttering about why the cupboard opens the wrong way.

When we first moved in, our house didn’t function well at all. It had long, narrow corridors that seemed designed purely to house all the doors leading to small, boxy rooms. The windows were so high you could see nothing but a sliver of sky. It was always a house with a lot of potential, but the layout didn’t support our family life. It felt more like a collection of rooms we happened to pass through.

More on our renovation later (see chapter 3), but I can say this: living in the house – previously dark, awkward and non-functioning – felt entirely different afterwards. That, at its heart, is the kotoisa approach to functionality: intuitive and rooted in your real life. It’s not about designing your life around your home, it’s about shaping your home around your life.

Practical functionality starts with asking questions:

•   Where do you spend the most time? Is it easy to move around in that space?

•   What annoys you daily? That cupboard you always bang your hip on? The lamp that gives off harsh light, or the plug that’s always in the wrong place?

•   What do you need close at hand, and what could be put away?

•   How do you want this room to feel, and is that feeling currently being supported or hindered?

Sometimes, functionality means a full renovation: rethinking a layout, adjusting doorways, swapping rooms around. Often, though, little shifts can yield results: adding a narrow console table in the hallway to catch keys and post, installing shelves where clutter gathers, or just moving the kettle to a more sensible spot.



[image: A kitchen island with a dark speckled countertop, featuring a bowl, open book, and reading glasses. Above hangs a salmon-pink light fitting.]
Foundations of beauty

Kotoisa functionality means your home supports your life: a kitchen island that earns its keep, light where you need it, and the everyday bits left out on purpose.
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Everyday display

Plates you love, wood ready for the fire, baskets by the door – when what you use is also what you see, life feels easier and more enjoyable.

I keep a basket near our back door for gardening gloves, torches and dog leads. It’s not especially stylish, but it’s saved me from countless moments of panicked rummaging.

Kotoisa isn’t about rigid organization or clever storage systems (though both can help). It’s about creating spaces that ease your day rather than add to its weight. A functional home allows your attention to rest where it matters – on the people you live with, the dinner you’re making, the book you’ve been meaning to finish – and not on all the little things that aren’t working. This form of emotional functionality is sometimes easy to overlook, but centres on how moving through the space supports your state of mind. Can you make a cup of coffee without feeling hemmed in? Is there a seat where the light falls in the afternoon? Are there corners that invite rest?

I’ve always loved beautiful things. I’m an aesthete at heart, and I believe that our surroundings deeply affect how we feel. I care about colour, about texture, about light falling just right on a wooden surface. But as much as I love a beautifully styled room, if a space doesn’t function well, it never truly feels good.

So I try to design for real life, not a magazine spread. I’ve learned that function is often about small, almost invisible decisions: making sure the things we use every day are within reach, choosing layouts that support how we move through a space and defining areas for the different aspects of life. A reading chair by the window, a table that doubles as a workspace, a hallway that doesn’t feel like an obstacle course – these aren’t grand gestures, but they make life smoother.

Lighting plays a big role. A single harsh overhead light can flatten even the most beautiful room. I rely on layers instead – all kinds of lamps. Each kind of light has its place, supporting different moods and times of day. And when form and function come together – when a space is both beautiful and supportive of the way we live – that, to me, is the heart of kotoisa.

It doesn’t matter if you have a huge house or a tiny flat. Functionality is about paying attention – it means being honest about what’s working and what isn’t, and having the courage to change it. Because when your home functions well, you feel better in it. You’re not constantly compensating. You’re not quietly irritated. You’re free to relax, to notice the good stuff, to let go.



[image: A kitchen with dark green cabinetry, a wooden central island, and black metal pendant lights hanging above it.]


Authenticity

If comfort is how a space makes you feel and functionality is how it works, then authenticity is what anchors it all to you. It’s the soul of kotoisa – the part that makes your home unmistakably yours.

I’ve always been drawn to homes that feel lived in – not in a cluttered or chaotic way, but with that quiet, reassuring sense that someone really lives there. You can sense it in the artwork that isn’t quite straight, the forgotten mug on the coffee table, slippers by the front door and the books that linger around the house. There’s a kind of softness in those imperfections that makes a space feel more welcoming and more human.

Authenticity doesn’t mean a fixed style or aesthetic. It means reflecting your own story, your history and your values. For some, that might mean a perfectly pared-back space with only a handful of meaningful pieces. For others, it’s layered and full: a mix of inherited furniture, found objects, handmade pieces and things picked up on travels or in charity shops. For me, it’s often a bit of both. I have a weakness for old ceramics – vases with texture, and anything that shows the hand of the maker.

I’m not interested in trends for the sake of trends. I’d rather live with things that carry a memory or a mood. There’s something very freeing about letting go of the idea that your home needs to impress anyone. When you stop trying to keep up with what’s ‘in’ and start noticing what feels good to you, your home naturally starts to take shape. A worn chair that reminds you of your grandfather, a mismatched table setting that somehow always sparks conversation: these are the kinds of things that create emotional warmth – and that’s what authenticity is really all about.

It’s also worth saying that a truly authentic home doesn’t need to look the same every year. It shifts with your life. New objects come in, old ones are passed along. Rooms get rearranged, painted, stripped back. I find this comforting – the idea that our homes grow with us. Authenticity isn’t something you achieve and then tick off a list. It’s something you live, day by day.



[image: Four photos: a typewriter on a tray; a globe and toy cars; a portrait painting in a hallway; and a gallery wall above a wooden table.]
Character, not clutter

The little clues that say ‘someone lives here’: a favourite object left out, books that never quite make it back to the shelf, a mug on the table.



Imperfection

There’s a Finnish word I come back to often: kotikutoisuus. It means something like homemade, but not in the prim, perfect bake-off kind of way. It’s the cardigan your grandma knitted slightly too big, or the curtain hem that isn’t quite square. It’s charm, warmth and story stitched into everyday things.

I used to apologize when the house wasn’t tidy, but I don’t anymore, because I’ve realized that people don’t come to see your perfectly styled mantel. They come to feel welcome. A little chaos, a little texture, a little evidence of life – that’s what makes a home feel lived in, not just looked at. Accepting, or even celebrating, imperfection, I’ve come to believe, is less about showing off and more about showing up – letting stories breathe life into rooms. It’s not something you jump into one day, it’s the home you build softly, step by step.

This doesn’t mean letting everything go. I still love beauty – I’ll happily faff with cushions or rearrange furniture until the balance and rhythm feels right. But I’ve learned to stop when it feels good, not when it looks perfect, and that’s a big difference. You can spend years chasing perfection and still feel like your home isn’t ‘done’. Or you can decide ‘this is enough’. This clean but permanently stained tea towel, this rug that never quite lies flat – it’s enough. It’s beautiful in its own way. Just like us.

The magic of imperfection is that it frees you. You can experiment more. Take risks. Be bolder. You can let your house evolve over time instead of trying to get it ‘finished’ all at once. That slow layering of objects, colours, memories and little flaws is how the most beautiful homes are built.

Over the last 18 years, I’ve lived in five different homes. Each one came with its quirks and flaws; each one became a backdrop to some part of our life. And when I think back to them now, I don’t remember the carefully chosen colour palettes or how I


[image: A brass wall-mounted shelf in an alcove with faded pink patterned wallpaper. Pears in a glass bowl sit on the shelf, with a fringed stool below.]



[image: Four photos: a carved wooden stool, a crystal chandelier, an old mirror against floral wallpaper, and dried teasels reflected in an ornate mirror.]









How kotoisa differs from hygge and lagom
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[image: A room with sage walls, a bare wooden door, an armless sofa, a tailor's dummy, and folded white double doors opening to another room.]
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