
14 Things You Need To Know
When Buying Engineered Hardwood Flooring



The one thing that typifies the 21st century is an expanding range of options for nearly everything. This is 
true of wood flooring too, a subset of floor surfaces that have been with us for centuries. One sub-group 
of wood flooring surfaces that have opened things up for modern spaces is what is known as engineered 
wood flooring. Engineered wood flooring is a plank with a real wood (or bamboo, or cork) layer, supported 
by a core layer and backing layer to keep everything stable. Because of this extra stability, it is more widely 
used in below-grade installations. And it can allow you to incorporate a certain species into a design that is 
more budget-friendly than it would be if you went with a solid board.

This group of products is varied, helping consumers to get that vital balance between look and 
performance. But, being a varied range of surfaces, designs, and styles, there can be quite a lot to know 
before a consumer like you can buy engineered wood flooring with confidence. With that in mind, here’s a 
list of # things to know when you’re making an investment in these innovative and decorative products

ENGINEERED WOOD FLOORING

So, with that list in place, let’s take a look at each point in turn and figure out what it is you need to be aware 
of as you proceed with buying an engineered wood floor.

1  YOUR SUBFLOOR

2  DIY OR PROFESSIONAL CONTRACTOR 

3  YOUR TOOLS

4  THE SPECIES

5  THE GRADE

6  THE WEAR LAYER, A.K.A. the veener

8  BOARD DIMENSIONS

9  EDGE STYLE

10  LOCKING SYSTEMS

11  SURFACE TREATMENT

12  ACCESSORIES

7  THE CORE LAYER

13  ACCLIMATION

14  POST-PURCHASE SUPPORT
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Whenever you build anything, you need a foundation that 
will support it for the long-term. This is what your subfloor 
should do when it comes to an engineered wood floor 
installation. The thing about engineered wood floors is 
that the approach to installation can vary, depending on 
the product. For floating floors, if your subfloor is level, 
dry, and clean (hugely important!), then it really doesn’t 
matter what your subfloor is, even a concrete slab.   
And if you need to nail or staple an engineered wood floor 
down, then make sure that your subfloor is sturdy enough 
(i.e there is no rot issues that affect its capacity to hold 
nails) for that kind of installation. 

Another advantage to engineered wood flooring is that it 
very often is compatible with underfloor radiant heating 
systems, although not always. This is a good conversation 
topic to raise with your salesperson. And if it isn’t clear, ask 
about how each selection of engineered wood flooring 
they carry fits with the type of system and the type of 
subfloor you’ve got. Tell them where your installation will 
be – ground floor, above, or below. These factors all have 
to do with the type of environment your engineered wood 
floor will be subject. Asking these questions, and matching 
your options with the subfloor you have and your specific 
project location, and even your local climate, is the first step 

to success.

YOUR SUBFLOOR

DIY OR PROFESSIONAL CONTRACTOR

This is a question that gets raised with a lot of projects. 

And the answer to the question is really all about you, 

and your level of skill and comfort. Ideally, it shouldn’t be 

about your budget. Here’s a way to look at this question, if 

you haven’t already got it figured out. You may save some 

money installing your engineered wood floor yourself. 

Actually, many products are designed to be as easy as a 

laminate floor to install, with the DIYer who is comfortable 

with power saws, and other aspects of light carpentry. If 

this description matches your experience, and the type of 

installation your chosen product requires matches your skill 

set, then a DIY installation is a viable option, for sure.

But, if you have limited skills with this kind of project, then 

hiring a professional contractor is equally viable. And this 

doesn’t necessarily mean that you will pay more. What it 

could mean is that the professional installer you hire can 

get the job done faster, and with less wastage of material 

while they’re at it. Even if it means giving up some of your 

budget at the beginning of a project, it can certainly mean 

that you’re saving time, stress, and money at the end of 

one. The right choice lies in balancing how comfortable 

you are with a project like this, and following your instincts. 

Once you’ve decided on that, the budgetary aspect tends 

to balance out. 
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DID YOU KNOW?
Engineered wood flooring comes in many finishes and styles
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Let’s say you’re ready to rock a DIY installation of your engineered wood flooring. Here’s a select list of things to have on 
hand when it comes time to start laying your floor. 

YOUR TOOLS

• Table saw

• Handsaw

• Door jamb saw

• Circular or jigsaw

• Tape measure

• Chalk line

• Carpenter’s glue

• Pull bar

• Hammer

• Tapping block

• Wooden or plastic spacer wedges

• Safetywear – goggles when 
cutting planks, filtering mask 
to avoid breathing in sawdust, 
knee-pads, first aid kit

Some of it will depend on the kind of installation the product you’ve decided upon, of course. Luckily, with a good set 
of installation instructions that are commonly included in high-quality products, you should get a pretty good idea 
of this above list is incomplete. And whatever your situation, stay hydrated as you work, and make sure that you’re 
working in a well-ventilated area too. 

THE SPECIES

Maybe you’ve already got a specific color and shade 
spectrum in mind. But engineered wood floors offer a 
wide range of options for your consideration. From solid 
hardwood, to bamboo, and to cork flooring, there is an 
engineered plank to match the aesthetics you’ve got 
in mind. And there are surface treatments featured on 
engineered boards that also mirror those of a solid product 
to consider as well. But, we’ll get to that in a minute. 
Let’s take a look at some advantages of choosing a species 
within the range of engineered boards.

One of the advantages of engineered wood planks is that, 
because of the way the boards are designed, there is less 
concern with the stability of each species. But, in some 
cases, issues with photosensitivity (which means that 
the wood changes color over time due to light exposure) 
found in many exotic wood species, and with denting and 

scoring of a plank surface due to a softer species should 
still be factors in your decision-making process. 

Once again, a good dialogue with your salesperson 
will help you get the specifics on the products you’re 
most interested in. Tell them about the space where the 
installation will take place. Will the floor surface need to 
stand up to frequent foot traffic? Is it in a transition from 
outdoors to indoors? What about your climate; very dry, 
very wet? What about pet traffic? All of these elements 
will be deciding factors to your eventual selection of an 
engineered wood species in terms of surface hardness, 
light exposure, and reaction to moisture (or lack thereof!). 
And they’re good questions to ask yourself in general 
as you think about your whole space and the kinds of 
projects you’re planning in them.
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THE GRADE

There is no set standard of grades for engineered wood 

flooring, specifically in products derived from timber.  

But, the general rule is that grades are determined by how 

many, or how few “character” marks feature in the majority 

of the boards you’ll get in a single batch. These character 

marks can include mineral streaks, knots, wormholes, and 

others that reveal something of the growth history of the 

timber from which the wood layer has been taken.   

Some people love to see that history. Others like to keep 

it clear, without too many of those marks to interrupt the 

flow. In this respect, the grade of the product is really 

down to taste, ultimately. 

Another factor in grade, traditionally speaking, is that 

of color variation. Once again, this is best understood in 

aesthetic terms, and it depends on which species of wood 

we’re talking about, as well. For instance, some people 

like a lot of variation because that’s what fits into their 

surrounding décor, or at least what their vision is for it. 

The same goes for people who like a more uniform color 

spectrum (and it’s always a spectrum, not an absolute 

when it comes to color in any natural floor …). The choice 

of grade is mostly about the look you’re after, relative to 

the species you’ve chosen. 

THE WEAR LAYER A.K.A. VENEER 

This area is one of the key factors when it comes to 

choosing an engineered floor, just because it’s the wear 

layer AKA the veneer that defines it as a distinct product. 

Just to review, the wear layer is the layer of natural material 

that has been fused to a manufactured board. Not all wear 

layers are created equal however, specified by how thick the 

wear layer happens to be. This doesn’t necessarily affect the 

quality of the board or its ability to do what you want it to 

do, which is to be stable and look great. But, it can affect the 

price, since more of the natural material that makes it what 

it is is used to create the product. 

Another aspect of the wear layer is one that you should 

think about past the first few years of ownership, and that 

is your ability to re-finish a floor’s surface. The thickness 

of the wear layer has an important bearing on this, as you 

can imagine. So, if you foresee a time when you think re-

finishing your floor may be an important project (the floor 

is in a high traffic area, or in a place with direct sunlight for 

most of the day, for instance) then a thicker wear layer of 

about 3mm and up will be your best bet. If you feel that 

your floor is likely not to need re-finishing, then a wear 

layer of 2mm or less will be fine. Of course, you’ll need to 

consult with your salesperson, and/or your installer about 

how many times your particular floor can be re-finished 

depending on the thickness of the wear layer. Generally, 

this kind of information is outlined in the documents you’ll 

receive with your products when you order. But, if you can 

find out beforehand, then all the better.
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"...grades are determined by how many, or how few “character” marks 
feature in the majority of the boards you’ll get in a single batch."
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Like many manufactured boards, the core layer plays a vital 
role in the performance and health of your engineered wood 
floor. It’s main function is to give each board an additional 
level of stability, particularly in regard to moisture, and to 
changing temperatures. The core layer in an engineered 
board are usually made up of medium or high-density 
fiberboard (MDF and HDF respectively). Some core layers 
contain fiberglass for extra tensile strength. The strength 
and stability of a core layer is to function as the wear layer 
is to look. And so, the pricing on lines of engineered floors 
are commonly scaled to the density of the core layer. So, if 
you can get a denser core layer, you probably should, even 
though an MDF core is a solid choice too.

Because the core layer is fibrous, it allows the veneer of 
natural material to shift and move according to humidity 
levels and temperatures in your space. That’s what wood, 
bamboo, and cork tends to do; respond to its environment. 
The fibers in the core layer keep the dimensions of the 
boards stable while this subtle movement occurs. That’s why 
engineered flooring works so well in basement suites, often 
over radiant heat, and in other areas known for fluctuating 
moisture and heat levels. The core layer is the workhorse in 
keeping your floor as a whole as stable as possible, while the 
wear layer does its job, which is to look just like a solid floor.

THE CORE LAYER

BOARD DIMENSIONS

Speaking of dimensions, engineered boards are offered in 
the same kinds of dimensions as their solid equivalents. This 
is good news to the homeowner and the designer, who are 
looking to get a traditional or vintage effect while also taking 
advantage of modern engineering. Engineered boards are 
offered in narrow planks for a sleek look, wide planks for a 
more European look, and of course somewhere in between for 
more subtle effects that support surrounding décor. 

As far as lengths, once again engineered boards tend to follow 
the lead of solid boards. In North America, the most common 
format for length is random lengths packaged in each box, 

with a specified average length designated to a specific 
product line. Like solid boards, the choice of grade can have 
some bearing on that average length, since clear timber with 
fewer character marks tend to come from a smaller section 
of the cut material. The key to choosing products by board 
length is finding a balance between these two elements. 
Even so, when it comes to layout, the longer boards should 
be placed as close to the middle of the space as is possible for 
maximum flow. But, this will be outlined in your installation 
instructions, and by the professional installer who will be 
doing the work if you’ve decided to work with one.
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EDGE STYLE

One of the key areas to a great looking floor lies in the 

little details. It is amazing that small elements built 

into each board has such an important influence on 

the way things turn out, visually speaking. With this in 

mind, engineered boards feature a number of common 

edge styles and effects that make all of the difference to 

appealing to the eye. 

Straight edges help you to create a continuous floor 

surface. Pillowed edges provide a gentle and rounded 

edge that brings out the divisions between the planks. 

Beveled and micro-beveled edges are cut at slight angles 

to accentuate the grooves between each plank in sharper 

relief. French bleed edges are wider, and stained to 

bring out the contrasts between each plank to an even 

greater degree. It all depends on the kind of space you’re 

looking to create, and the kind of visual effects that subtle 

elements like an edge style can bring to it. 

LOCKING SYSTEM

Of course, another important aspect of modern 

engineered flooring is a good locking system. Like many 

laminate floors, most modern engineered floors tends to 

feature what’s called a “glueless” locking system, which 

means that elements on the edges of each board are 

designed to interlock and to hold for the long-term, even 

if many installers use carpenter’s glue to add an extra 

layer of hold anyway. This systems are often licensed 

across various lines of engineered flooring products, with 

some common ones being 5G, Drop-Lock, and Uniclic. 

Ask your salesperson about the locking system featured 

on engineered floor products you’re interested in. Most 

of the reputable locking system design companies 

for modern floors offer additional information about 

the long-term performance of their designs. Do some 

research on your own, or ask an installation professional. 

Add their knowledge to your own!
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DID YOU KNOW?
Consumption of engineered wood flooring 

grew by 100%
  between 2002 and 2007

14 THINGS TO KNOW WHEN BUYING ENGINEERED WOOD FLOORING6 7



ACCESSORIES

Every flooring project needs to be thought of within the 
context of connecting rooms and even outdoor spaces. 
This is how you get a sense of continuity throughout your 
property. With this, accessories can help. Moldings for 
engineered floors in particular can help you create visually 
attractive transitions between surfaces; floor to walls, and 
from flooring type to another in another space. Baseboards, 
quarter rounds, stairnose pieces, t-moldings, and others 
can usually be purchased at the same time as your flooring 
boards. A good choice in vapor barrier or underlay specific 
to your subfloor is also a great investment.

The best way to think about the buying process is to let 
your knowledge of your space be your guide. What kinds of 

surfaces will contrast your floor? What kind of flooring exists 
in adjacent rooms? Is that flooring type going to sit higher, 
lower, or level to your new engineered floor? What about 
stairs? And what about the installation itself goes as far as 
that list of tools mentioned earlier? Ask your salesperson 
about the kinds of accessories attached to specific lines of 
products, after you’ve documented the doorways, walls, 
and other transitions in your space that may require a 
finishing piece. Or, ask them about getting moldings that 
are sold separately from the flooring product of your choice 
if you want to go the non-matched route for extra contrast 
in your space. Once again, it’s the subtleties that bring a 
room to life. This can be aided by your choice in accessories. 
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SURFACE TREATMENT

There are two areas that this section covers, which 
by now maybe you can guess; look and practicality. 
Let’s talk about look first. The whole game with an 
engineered floor is to get the effect of a solid floor. 
And in line with that, engineered boards feature many 
of the same treatments. Handscraped boards (actually 
more commonly machined at the factory) and wire-
brushed surfaces that accentuate the grain patterns in 
wood floors are go-to treatments for many. Of course, 
smooth finishes are often the best ones to match certain 
interior designs and aesthetic traditions, if you consider 
no treatment at all to be a part of your decision-making 
process around the surface treatment question. 

Gloss levels are another important element, with high 
and low gloss surfaces that add to those subtle yet 
important effects that we talked about earlier. With this, 
light reflection (or less of it) can make all of the difference 
to what you’ve got in mind for a space. And the gloss 
levels can help you get what you’re after.

Now, let’s talk about the practicalities of engineered 
board surface treatments. Even if the species of material 
on the veneer is rated for its hardness, the best quality 
boards that are worth your attention are coated with 
a finishing layer. The purpose of this layer is to guard 
against minor surface abrasion. But, very often the finish 
also helps to minimize fading as well. 
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"One of the advantages of engineered wood planks is that, 
because of the way the boards are designed, there is less 
concern with the stability of each species."
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POST-PURCHASE SUPPORT

Any major home improvement project is a big 
undertaking, no matter what materials you’ve decided 
to invest in. So, a very important factor when buying 
engineered flooring is to make sure you’re working with 
professionals that are willing to support you throughout 
the process, and even after your project is completed. 
This applies to any installers you hire, with references 
to free callbacks for any installation errors or oversights 
in the agreements you sign. But, it also applies to your 
salesperson and the company they represent. These are 
good conversations to have before you place an order.

For instance, find out about product warranties and 

the details therein. Find out about returns policies on 

damaged product, and the processes involved.   

Find out if you can return your product even if there is no 

damage. And make sure that you work with a company 

that is willing to answer your questions on any subject 

relating to your purchase at any point in the process, 

including after you’ve laid your money down. This is a big 

investment. And you need the support of the experts. 

Make sure that the company and individuals you work 

with fit that description.
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ACCLIMATION

Even if the core layer does add a considerable amount 
of stability to a floor after it’s been installed, when you 
finally receive your engineered flooring, there should 
be a waiting period between the time you get it, to the 
time you install it. This is to allow for a process called 
acclimation. We’ve mentioned before that any natural 
material reacts to its environment even after it’s been cut. 
This is true of the engineered floor plank as well. 
During the acclimation process, the material should 
be placed in the location where the installation will 
eventually take place. This will allow the natural material 
in the planks to shift and move in relation to its new 
environment. After a day or more, your installation 
can commence after the materials have made these 
adjustments and then settle.  

Ask your salesperson and refer to your installation 
instructions for a more precise period of time required 
for acclimation in the product you eventually decide to 
invest. And in that conversation, let your salesperson 
know about any environmental or climate-related factors 
that might act against the materials in your flooring, 
especially if you’re importing an exotic wood into an arid 
environment, for instance. Some of these factors may 
mean an extra day’s wait, which should then be budgeted 
into the installation schedule. But, since the acclimation 
process is absolutely necessary to a stable floor in the 
long-run, the wait is well worth it. It is the most prudent 
way to protect your investment.
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VISIT BLOGBLOG POSTS ABOUT ENGINEERED HARDWOOD FLOORING 

BUILDDIRECT FAQSMORE ENGINEERED HARDWOOD FLOORING 
RESOURCES AND GUIDES

SHOP BUILDDIRECTENGINEERED HARDWOOD FLOORS AT DISCOUNT PRICES

ENGINEERED FOR YOUR SPACES

Engineered floors are a unique line of modern flooring designed to meet expectations for look and for function. In the end, 
the best possible result is for you to get that look of a solid floor in as many interior contexts as you’d like. That’s what the 
best quality products in this line of floors are designed to do. 

We hope that this guide has helped you understand some of the key areas to know about when deciding to buy an 
engineered floor. If you have other questions about your own specific project, or want to ask about engineered flooring from 
BuildDirect, feel free to drop us a line at send an email to our engineered flooring experts.

Otherwise, good luck with your project and enjoy your new space!  
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ABOUT BUILDDIRECT
BuildDirect is an online supplier of home improvement products dedicated to being below budget and above expectations.

We strive to exceed customer expectations by supplying quality products and ideas for saving time, effort, and money on home 

improvement projects. This gives customers a great sense of accomplishment by helping them turn their house into a home. 

We’re also dedicated to empowering consumers to make the best choices for their projects through both online resources and live 

North American-based customer service.

For more information visit us at www.builddirect.com, or contact one of our product experts.

EMAIL: SALES@BUILDDIRECT.COM
CALL: 1-877-631-2845

Did you find this eBook helpful? 
Please share it with your friends:
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