Deciding Between
Hardwood & Laminate

When investing in a new floor, many homeowners are faced
with a choice between hardwood and laminate. The difference
between these two types of floors can be confusing at first,
which is why we put together a simple guide that compares
hardwood against laminate, highlighting the pros and cons of
each floor type in terms of appearance, durability, longevity,
ease of maintenance and repair, and eco-friendliness.
THE FUNDAMENTALS
Laminate is a multi-layer synthetic flooring product. It is
designed to imitate the appearance of real wood. The core layer
of laminate flooring is manufactured primarily from melamine
resin and fiber board material. The top layer has an imprinted
textured image made to look like real wood.
Engineered hardwood flooring is a type of wood floor that
consists of several wood or plywood layers. Bottom and middle
layers are manufactured from cross-laid solid wood or plywood
planks. The top layer consists of a solid sawn wood lamella, often
stained and prefinished in factory setting. Solid hardwood
flooring planks are produced from single pieces of wood and
can be purchased unfinished or prefinished.

In essence, while solid or engineered hardwood flooring is
manufactured from real wood and preserves the unique textured
grain and appearance of natural wood, laminate flooring is only
an imitation. Although some types of high quality laminate
floors might look like real wood, there are far more differences
between these products than what initially meets the eye.

DURABILITY
Durability of any flooring surface largely depends on
intensity of foot traffic, as well as adherence to manufacturer
recommendations in regards to care and maintenance of the
floor.
The outer layer of most laminate floors is manufactured by
bounding melamine resins and aluminum oxide at high heat
and extreme pressure. The resulting floor surface is often
harder than that of natural wood. Most laminate floor surfaces
are highly resistant to moisture damage, staining and fading.
In fact, many reputable laminate flooring manufacturers offer
10 to 25 year warranties on finish.
Durability of an authentic hardwood floor varies depending
on finish, manufacturer and maintenance practices. Natural
wood is softer than a pressurized composite surface therefore,
it can dent more easily. Solid or engineered hardwood floors
can be refinished, renewed and repaired fairly easily, often
without the need to replace planks or even the entire floor, as
is the case with damaged laminate flooring. For example, in
the event that an oiled wood floor plank is damaged, it can be
fixed by manually sanding down the affected area, then simply

applying more stain and oil. With laminate flooring, simple
DIY spot repairs are not possible.

On some types of hardwood floors, such as those with wire
brushed and oiled finishes, minor surface dents and scratches
seamlessly blend in with the existing look, emphasizing the
unique appearance and depth of wood texture. Once scratched
or chipped, laminate flooring surfaces will show the damage.
APPEARANCE AND AESTHETICS
In terms of aesthetics, the difference between hardwood and
laminate floors is glaringly obvious. Real wood is characterized
by tremendous texture variation of the wood grain, which is
why no two planks of hardwood flooring, whether solid or
engineered, appear exactly alike. In laminate flooring, predesigned patterns that imitate the look of wood texture, are
imprinted onto the floor surface. For this reason, identical
patterns are repeated on average every 5 boards.
Although in appearance some high quality laminate floors may
look like real wood, repetition is unavoidable, as uniqueness of
an authentic wood is impossible to replicate.

cont. on page 33

HARDWOOD AND LAMINATE COMPARISON CHART

FEATURES

SOLID HARDWOOD

LAMINATE

Floor Look & Feel

Real 3/4” thick solid wood with unique color
variations and grain patterns.

Bruce premium floors have the Magnum
Plus HDF™ Core, which gives your floor a
more substantial feel and the optimum in
sound absorption.

Selection

Wide selection of species, colors, textures,
gloss levels, widths, and lengths.

Wide selection of hardwood, stone and
ceramic looks, colors, textures, gloss levels,
widths, and lengths.

Scratch, Stain & Fade
Resistance

Very good, varies depending on the
species and finish.

Excellent resistance to scratching, staining,
and fading.

Floor Life Expectancy

Lifetime

Up to 50 years

Can Be Refinished

Yes

No, not needed. Highly resistant to wear,
fading, and staining.

Can Be Repaired

Yes. Planks can be replaced if necessary.

Yes. Planks can be replaced if necessary.

Care & Maintenance

Easy routine care: vacuum, sweep, and
clean up spills

Easy routine care: vacuum, sweep, and
clean up spills

Installation

Glue-down, nail-down

Glue-down, floating

Level of Skill to Install

Glue-down: fairly easy for skilled DIYer, but
can be messy.
Nail-down: Best installed by a professional

Glue-down: Fairly easy for a skilled DIYer,
but can be messy
Floating: Easy for a skilled DIYer

Location

Solid hardwood can be installed on or
above grade, except for areas with extreme
moistures, such as bathrooms.

Laminate resists moisture and shifting
humidity levels, so it can be installed
anywhere in the home. But extra
precautions must be taken when installing in
bathrooms.
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LONGEVITY
Laminate floors have a relatively short life-span as compared
to hardwood flooring. It is estimated that on average, a
laminate floor will need to be replaced after no more than 20
years. Twenty years is the time it usually takes for a family
to wear down the floor finish. Since laminate floors cannot
be sanded or refinished, accumulated wear-and-tear, surface
scratches and damages eventually destroy the floor.

Solid and engineered hardwood floors, on the other hand, can
last a lifetime (40-80 years or more) if well-maintained. Once
the existing finish is sufficiently worn down, the floor can be
sanded and refinished. Most solid hardwood floors can be
sanded up to 6-7 times, while quality engineered hardwood
floors up to 4 times. Given that the average time between
sanding is 10–20 years, it’s easy to see how real wood floors
easily outlast laminate.
Finally, when the time comes to replace the old floor, solid and
engineered hardwood can be disposed (or recycled) without
any damage to the environment. The same cannot be said for
laminate.

MOISTURE
Wood is an organic, “breathing” material that responds to
fluctuations in humidity and temperature. For this reason, solid

and engineered hardwood floors should be installed in interiors
where humidity levels are monitored and kept at 45-55% for
solid and 45-65% for engineered floors. Although engineered
hardwood floors have superior dimensional stability, most
wood floor manufacturers do not recommend installing them
in bathroom or kitchen areas, where temperature and humidity
can fluctuate significantly. In warm and humid climates, such
as here in Florida, hardwood flooring that is multilayer or
engineered is preferable over solid.

Laminate floors have high resistance to moisture and are often
used for kitchens, bathrooms, and basements. Nevertheless,
it’s important to carefully read the manufacturer warranty and
recommendations in order to avoid costly mistakes.

EASE OF REPAIR
Laminate flooring does not repair easily. In floating laminate
flooring one that’s installed by snapping individual pieces
together and laying them without glue damaged planks can
be removed and replaced. If laminate flooring was installed
using glue-down method, floor repair becomes very difficult.
Laminate cannot be sanded or refinished. Even if damaged
planks are removed and replaced, there is high probability
that the new pieces will not properly match the rest of the
floor due to differences in sunlight exposure, age and wear
levels.

Whether solid or engineered, hardwood flooring is
significantly easier to repair than laminate. If surface damage
is extensive, the entire floor can be sanded and refinished. If
damage is localized, then it can be repaired by removing and
replacing individual planks, or even by manually sanding,
staining and refinishing the area in question, depending
on type of finish. Spot repairs are especially easy with wire
brushed and oiled hardwood floors and can be done DIY-style
within a couple of hours.

EASE OF MAINTENANCE
Regular sweeping, dry mopping, or wiping with a damp cloth
is all that’s necessary for caring and maintaining laminate
flooring. Solid and engineered hardwood floors require a
little more care they should be cleaned using special hardwood
flooring cleaners (preferably manufacturer recommended ones)
that preserve and restore the finish. It’s best to avoid using
universal cleaners, detergents, or furniture polish aside from
making the floor finish appear greasy, they can temporarily dull,
or even permanently damage the finish. Improper care practices
usually void all manufacturer issued warranties.
Most hardwood floors have excellent resistance to soda, red
wine and many household chemicals. Still, in order to preserve
the beauty of the floor for many years to come, it is important to
quickly clean up all spills and clean the floor regularly.
ECO-FRIENDLINESS
Solid hardwood floors are 100% organic as solid flooring
planks are produced from single pieces of wood. Engineered
hardwood is manufactured from several layers of solid wood
or plywood material, also mostly organic.
Laminate floors, on the other hand, are the result of bonding
various composite materials and melamine resin at high
temperatures and pressure so the floor itself is far from being
organic.

Most European and North American hardwood flooring
manufacturers adhere to strict industry standards, producing
flooring that contains zero harmful VOC emissions and using
glues that are free from formaldehyde.
During manufacture of laminate flooring, large volumes of
glue are used to bond together composite material. Contents
of these glues can be questionable, and it is not uncommon
for cheaper toxic glues that contain formaldehyde and other
harmful materials to be used. Once installed, such floors will
continue to emit toxic substances into the air, affecting and
threatening the health of inhabitants.

While there are high quality non-toxic laminate floors on the
market, it is important to carefully research the manufacturer in
order to ensure that you are buying a quality, eco-friendly product.
While confusing at first, differences between hardwood and
laminate flooring become quite obvious when inspected
closely. While the flooring market has an abundance of both
types of materials, in most cases solid or engineered hardwood
flooring is a wiser, healthier and more environmentally
conscious choice than laminate.

