Getting Hardwood Floor Installation Right: What to
Know Before You Start

A Long-Term Investment in Your Home

Hardwood floors bring warmth and character to a space. They also represent a significant
investment of time and money. Getting the project done well means understanding what
happens before the first plank goes down. Many homeowners focus on wood species and
finish color, but the success of a new floor depends just as much on preparation, subfloor
condition, and the skill of the installer. This article walks through the key decisions and steps
involved in a typical hardwood floor installation, so you can go into the process with
confidence.

Choosing the Right Material for Your Situation

Not every hardwood product suits every room or subfloor. Solid wood planks expand and
contract with humidity. Engineered hardwood, which has a real wood veneer over a stable core,
handles moisture better in basements or over concrete slabs. For a living room on a wooden
subfloor, solid 3/4-inch tongue-and-groove flooring remains a classic choice. But if you are
installing over radiant heat or in a below-grade space, engineered flooring often performs
better over the long term.

The width of the boards also matters. Narrow strips (2 to 3 inches) create a traditional look
and tend to be more dimensionally stable. Wide planks (5 inches or more) show a floor’s
natural grain beautifully, but they require a flatter subfloor and more careful acclimation. If you
choose wide planks, expect the installer to spend extra time on subfloor prep and to leave a
slightly larger expansion gap around the room’s perimeter.

Subfloor Preparation Is Half the Battle

Before any hardwood floor installation begins, the subfloor must be clean, dry, and level.

Manufacturers specify a flatness tolerance, often 3/16 inch over 10 feet. If the subfloor has
dips or humps beyond that, the floor will eventually show problems: gaps, squeaks, or even
broken tongues. A self-leveling compound can fix low spots, and a belt sander or grinder can
take down high spots. But this work takes time, and it is not a corner to cut.
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Moisture testing is another critical step. Concrete slabs in particular can release moisture
vapor for months or years after they are poured. A moisture meter reading above the flooring
manufacturer’'s limit means you need a vapor barrier or a different flooring product. Skipping
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this test can lead to cupping, crowning, or mold growth under the floor. A responsible installer
will always check and share the readings with you.

Acclimation: Patience Pays

Hardwood needs to adjust to the temperature and humidity of the room where it will live. The
standard recommendation is to let the flooring sit in the room, still in its boxes, for at least 72
hours. Some manufacturers call for longer. During this time, the HVAC system should be
running and set to normal living conditions. If you bring the wood in during a humid summer
and install it right away, the boards may shrink as the house dries out in winter, leaving visible
gaps. If you install in dry conditions and the wood later takes on moisture, the floor can buckle.
Letting the wood stabilize is one of the simplest ways to avoid these problems.

Installation Methods: Nail-Down vs. Floating vs. Glue-Down

How the floor attaches to the subfloor depends on the product and the situation.

¢ Nail-down works with solid hardwood over a wooden subfloor. The installer uses a
flooring nailer to drive cleat nails through the tongue at an angle. This method is
strong and allows the floor to move naturally with seasonal changes.

* Floating is common with engineered hardwood. The planks click together and sit on
an underlayment, not fastened to the subfloor. It is faster to install and works over
concrete, but it can feel hollow underfoot and may require more care with expansion
gaps.

¢ Glue-down is used for engineered hardwood over concrete. The adhesive holds the
floor flat and reduces movement. It is a permanent method, and removal later is
difficult.

Each method has trade-offs in cost, time, feel, and future repair options. Discuss them with
your installer before they arrive.

Layout and Direction Matter More Than You Think

The direction of the planks affects how the room feels. Running boards parallel to the longest
wall usually makes a space look larger. Running them perpendicular to the floor joists (if you
have a wooden subfloor) adds structural stability. Many homeowners also choose to run the
flooring from the main entry toward the back of the house, so the boards flow with the natural
traffic pattern.

Another layout decision is whether to stagger the end joints. A random stagger, with no two
joints closer than six inches in adjacent rows, looks natural and avoids a weak line across the



floor. Some installers use a repeating three-board pattern; others prefer a completely random
stagger. Either approach works as long as the joints are spaced well.

At doorways and transitions to other flooring, the installer will cut the planks to fit exactly. This
is where experience shows. A clean transition between a hardwood floor and a tile floor
requires careful measurement and the right type of threshold strip. A poor transition spoils the
look of an otherwise beautiful installation.

What a Good Hardwood Floor Installation Looks Like

A professional hardwood floor installation leaves no visible nails or fasteners. The boards fit
tightly together, with no gaps wider than a credit card. The floor feels solid underfoot, with no
squeaks or bounce. Expansion gaps around the perimeter are consistent and hidden under
baseboard or quarter-round trim. If the floor has a pattern, like herringbone or a border, the
lines are straight and the joints are tight.

Quality also shows in the details. The installer should sweep and vacuum the subfloor before
starting. They should work from several open boxes at once, mixing boards from different
bundles so the color variation looks natural. They should cut the last row of boards to width,
not force them in with a pry bar that can damage the edge. These small habits separate a good
job from a great one.

After the Floor Goes Down

Once the installation is complete, the floor needs time to settle before heavy furniture goes on
it. Wait at least 24 hours, and longer if the manufacturer recommends it. Use felt pads under
furniture legs to avoid scratches. Clean with a hardwood-specific cleaner and a microfiber mop,
never with water or steam mops. Humidity control also matters; keep your home’s relative
humidity between 35 and 55 percent year-round. In dry winters, a humidifier helps prevent
gaps. In humid summers, an air conditioner or dehumidifier reduces the risk of cupping.

Refinishing solid hardwood is possible down the road, but only if the floor was installed with
enough thickness above the tongue. Most prefinished solid floors can be sanded and
refinished once or twice before the tongue is exposed. Engineered floors with a thin veneer
cannot be refinished at all. That is a consideration if you expect to stay in the home for many
years.

When to Call a Pro

Some homeowners tackle a hardwood floor installation themselves, especially with a floating
product. But if the subfloor needs flattening, if the room has irregular shapes or multiple
doorways, or if you want a pattern like herringbone, hiring an experienced installer saves time



and prevents costly mistakes. A professional brings tools like a flooring nailer, a pneumatic
stapler, and a table saw with a fine-tooth blade. They also bring the experience to handle
unexpected issues, like a joist that is out of level or a concrete slab with high moisture.

For help with your project, contact Boyle's Floor and Window Design at 705 E Gay St, West
Chester, PA 19380, (610) 429-9773. They offer flooring and window solutions including
installation, repair, and design consultation.



