
 

 

 
 

 
Decking Materials Compared 

Which decking material works best? 
 
A lot of people assume decking is basically timber with better marketing. It is not. Different decking 
materials behave very differently once they are outside, getting soaked, baked, stood on, dragged 
across and occasionally ignored for months at a time. Some look warm and natural. Some are built 
for lower maintenance. Some are kinder to the budget. Some look great at first and then start 
negotiating with gravity and weather. 
 
For most people, the real comparison comes down to this: some decking materials are best for 
natural appearance, some are best for low maintenance, some are best for durability, and some are 
best when keeping upfront cost under control matters most. 

 
What softwood decking is generally used for 
 
Softwood decking is generally used by people who want a more affordable timber decking option 
with a traditional garden look. It is one of the most common entry points for decking because it is 
widely available, relatively easy to work with and can suit a broad range of garden styles. 
 
This route often suits people who: 

 want a timber deck at a lower upfront cost 
 prefer a natural and familiar look 
 are happy to maintain and treat the boards over time 
 want a practical option for standard garden projects 

 
What hardwood decking is generally used for 
Hardwood decking is generally used by people who want a more premium timber finish with 
improved density, strength and lifespan compared with softer timber options. It is often chosen 
where appearance matters and the deck is expected to feel more substantial and long-lasting. 
 
This route often suits people who: 

 want a richer, more premium timber finish 
 value durability and strength 
 are investing in a long-term outdoor feature 
 prefer natural materials with more character 

 
What composite decking is generally used for 
Composite decking is generally used by people who want a cleaner, lower-maintenance alternative 
to traditional timber. It is popular in gardens where homeowners want the look of decking without 
the same level of staining, treating and seasonal upkeep that timber often demands. 
 
 



 

 

This route often suits people who: 
 want lower maintenance than timber 
 prefer a more consistent finish 
 need better resistance to rot and splintering 
 want a smart, modern outdoor space 

 
What PVC or plastic decking is generally used for 
 
PVC or plastic decking is generally used by people who want a highly moisture-resistant and low-
maintenance decking option. It is often chosen in areas where exposure to damp conditions is a 
concern or where easy cleaning is a bigger priority than natural appearance. 
This route often suits people who: 

 want a very low-maintenance surface 
 need strong moisture resistance 
 prefer a uniform, manufactured finish 
 want an easy-clean decking option 

 
What aluminium decking is generally used for 
 
Aluminium decking is generally used by people who want a more specialist, highly durable and 
modern decking system. It is less common in standard domestic gardens, but it can be a strong 
option where long-term performance, fire resistance or very low upkeep are major priorities. 
This route often suits people who: 

 want maximum durability 
 prefer a contemporary, engineered finish 
 need a more specialist decking system 
 are prepared for a higher upfront spend 

 
Why people choose softwood decking 
 
People usually choose softwood decking because it gives them the classic decking look without the 
premium price tag. It can work well in a wide range of gardens and is often a sensible starting point 
for people who want natural timber and are comfortable with a bit of ongoing maintenance. 
 
The strength of this route is affordability and natural appearance. The downside is that it usually 
needs more regular treatment and can be more prone to weathering, warping, algae and wear over 
time if maintenance slips. 
 
Why people choose hardwood decking 
 
People usually choose hardwood decking because it offers a stronger, denser and often more 
premium-looking natural finish. It tends to feel more substantial than softwood and can age very 
well when properly selected and maintained. 
 
The strength of this route is durability, appearance and long-term value. The downside is that it 
usually costs more, can be heavier and harder to work with, and may still need proper care to keep it 
looking its best. 



 

 

Why people choose composite decking 
 
People usually choose composite decking because they want less maintenance 
without giving up the visual appeal of a decked area. It is particularly popular with 
people who like the idea of timber but not the recurring ritual of sanding, staining and wondering 
why the boards suddenly look tired after one bad winter. 
 
The strength of this route is lower maintenance, reduced splintering and a more consistent finish. 
The downside is that it usually costs more upfront than softwood, quality can vary, and some 
products can get warmer underfoot or look more manufactured than natural timber. 
 
Why people choose PVC or plastic decking 
 
People usually choose PVC or plastic decking because they want something that can shrug off 
moisture better than most timber products and needs very little maintenance. It can be useful 
where easy cleaning and durability in damp conditions are more important than a natural wood feel. 
 
The strength of this route is moisture resistance and ease of upkeep. The downside is that it can look 
less natural, may expand and contract with temperature changes, and does not always deliver the 
same feel or visual warmth as timber-based materials. 
 
Why people choose aluminium decking 
 
People usually choose aluminium decking because they want a high-performance system built for 
durability, stability and minimal maintenance. It is not the mainstream garden choice, but where 
performance matters more than tradition, it can be a very sharp option. 
 
The strength of this route is lifespan, structural stability and very low maintenance. The downside is 
obvious: cost. It can also look more engineered than some homeowners want for a softer garden 
setting. 
 

Ease of use 
 
Composite and PVC decking are usually easiest to live with once installed because they generally 
require less ongoing maintenance. 
 
Softwood is often one of the easiest materials to source and work with, but not the easiest to keep 
looking good over time. 
 
Hardwood can offer a great finish, but installation and maintenance can be more demanding. 
Aluminium is strong and stable but is more of a specialist route and less common for straightforward 
domestic installs. 
 
So the trade-off is fairly straightforward: 
softwood = best for lower upfront cost and traditional timber look 
hardwood = best for premium natural finish and strength 
composite = best for lower maintenance and modern practicality 



 

 

PVC or plastic = best for moisture resistance and easy cleaning 
aluminium = best for long-term performance and minimal upkeep 
 

Technical differences that matter 
 
The biggest technical difference is what each material is designed to prioritise. 
Softwood delivers affordability and a traditional timber appearance. 
 
Hardwood delivers greater density, durability and a more premium natural finish. 
Composite delivers lower maintenance and improved resistance to rot and splintering. 
PVC or plastic delivers strong moisture resistance and easy cleaning. 
Aluminium delivers structural stability, durability and a highly engineered finish. 
 
Another key difference is how each material responds to weather, moisture, temperature change, 
foot traffic and ongoing maintenance. Some materials need sealing or treatment, some need careful 
allowance for movement, and some place more importance on the frame and fixing system beneath 
them. The boards matter, but the subframe is doing a lot of the heavy lifting. Ignore that and the 
whole thing can go from “garden upgrade” to “expensive lesson”. 
 

Approximate “cost” in budget and upkeep 
 
Softwood usually has the lowest upfront cost, but it often comes with higher maintenance over 
time. 
 
Composite often sits in the middle-to-upper range on price, but reduces ongoing upkeep. 
Hardwood usually costs more than softwood and can be positioned as a premium natural option. 
PVC or plastic can vary, but often sits around the mid-to-premium range depending on the product. 
 
Aluminium is usually one of the highest-cost routes upfront, but with very low ongoing maintenance 
demands. 
 
A simpler way to look at it: 
softwood = best for lowest entry cost 
composite = best for balancing upkeep and appearance 
hardwood = best for premium natural decking 
PVC or plastic = best for low-maintenance moisture resistance 
aluminium = best for long-term performance over upfront price 
 

Who each decking material tends to suit best 
 
Softwood decking usually suits: 

1. people wanting a more affordable deck 
2. those happy to stain, seal or maintain timber 
3. households wanting a classic timber garden feel 

 
 
 



 

 

Hardwood decking usually suits: 
1. people wanting a more premium natural deck 
2. those investing in longevity and richer appearance 
3. households prioritising timber quality over low entry cost 

 
Composite decking usually suits: 

1. people wanting less maintenance 
2. those creating modern outdoor spaces 
3. households wanting a neat and durable family-friendly deck 

 
PVC or plastic decking usually suits: 

1. people prioritising moisture resistance 
2. those wanting very easy cleaning 
3. households less concerned with a fully natural timber look 

 
Aluminium decking usually suits: 

1. people wanting a high-performance long-term solution 
2. those prioritising durability and stability 
3. households comfortable with a more specialist product and higher spend 

 

Conclusion 
If you want the practical takeaway: decking materials do not all solve the same problem. 
Softwood is a strong option when budget matters and a natural timber look is the goal. Hardwood is 
better when you want a more premium natural finish with extra strength and presence. Composite 
is often the smart move for people wanting lower maintenance with a clean, modern look. PVC or 
plastic is useful where moisture resistance and easy cleaning sit high on the list. Aluminium is the 
specialist performer when durability and long-term performance matter more than upfront cost. 
 
In other words, the best decking material is the one that matches your priorities in the real world, 
not the one with the slickest brochure shot in suspiciously perfect sunshine. Choose based on 
upkeep, budget, appearance and lifespan, and the deck is far more likely to earn its keep. 
 
Disclaimer: This comparison is provided by www.helpme-garden.co.uk for general guidance only and does not constitute professional, 
technical or installation advice. Product suitability, performance, maintenance requirements, durability and installation methods can vary 
depending on site conditions, specification, intended use and workmanship. Always check the latest manufacturer guidance and, where 
appropriate, seek advice from a qualified professional before making any purchase or installation decisions. Helpme Solutions Group Ltd 
accepts no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance on this content. 

 
 
 


