
Specifying commercial flooring is one of those jobs where the details feel fussy until you are living with the results.
A good specification prevents surprises, controls cost, and protects the building’s performance goals, whether that
means wet-cleaning durability in a hospital corridor, rolling-load resistance in a warehouse, or quiet comfort in a
corporate office suite.

The problem is that specifications are often written quickly, or they lean too hard on a material name and not
enough on the real conditions on site. I have seen projects where the flooring looked correct on day one, then
failed early because a line item missed something obvious: the way the space gets cleaned, how moisture moves
through the slab, whether the subfloor will be flat enough, or what traffic loads actually look like.

Below are the most common mistakes I see when flooring gets specified for commercial spaces, and what to do
instead. This is written for anyone drafting specs, preparing bid documents, or reviewing a contractor’s submittals.

Calling the product first, not the performance
One of the most common missteps is starting with a flooring brand or a finish description before locking down the
performance requirements. “LVT plank, click-lock, 6 mil wear layer” might sound specific, but it does not tell you
whether the building needs high-wet-cycle cleanability, slip resistance for a specific cleaning regimen, or chemical
resistance for disinfectants.

When performance is not defined, bidders fill in gaps with whatever is easiest to propose. You may still get a valid
install, but you lose control over outcomes like scuffing, discoloration, acoustics, and how quickly the finish dulls.

A stronger approach is to specify the conditions and the expectations first: traffic type, expected soil load, cleaning
method, and any compliance needs. Only after that should you choose the product family and the finish system.
The product then becomes a solution, not a guess.

A quick reality check

In a typical office, people assume standard floor cleaning, but “standard” varies wildly. Some facilities mop with
neutral cleaners. Others use stronger detergents or routine disinfectants. In a medical or food-adjacent
environment, the cleaning frequency and product chemistry can shift the flooring’s longevity by a meaningful
margin. If you specify only the flooring and not the cleaning regime, you are leaving yourself exposed.

Ignoring the subfloor until it becomes expensive
Commercial flooring failures often trace back to the subfloor more than to the surface material. If your
specification does not clearly define subfloor requirements, you end up with disputes about patching, grinding,
leveling compounds, and installation methods.

Flatness is the biggest culprit. Many flooring systems can tolerate minor irregularities, but “minor” has a definition.
If you do not specify flatness criteria, bidders may assume their preferred method will cover the issues. Then, after
installation, you see rocking planks, telegraphing, premature wear at high spots, or gaps at joints.

Moisture is the other high-stakes variable. Concrete slabs can look dry while still releasing moisture at installation
time. If moisture vapor transmission is not addressed, resilient flooring and adhesives can fail. You may see
bubbling, odor, bond loss, or dimensional changes. Even when failures do not show immediately, they can appear
later when seasonal humidity swings.



In specs, moisture and flatness should not be vague. They should be tied to the flooring manufacturer’s
requirements for the specific product and adhesive system. If you do not want to over-engineer, you still need a
clear baseline: what tests will be performed, what limits must be met, and what happens if results fall outside those
limits.

Underestimating transitions, edges, and detailing
A lot of specifications treat transitions as an afterthought. But transitions are where wear concentrates: doorways,
corridor junctions, changes in direction, and any location where traffic paths shift.

Common detailing mistakes include:

specifying a seam placement that runs through a high-turn area, rather than offsetting to reduce stress

forgetting expansion or perimeter allowances for the chosen flooring system

omitting the correct trim type at floor height changes

failing to coordinate thresholds with door hardware and ADA clearances

In commercial buildings, these items are not cosmetic. A poorly planned transition can become a trip hazard, can
trap debris, and can accelerate edge deterioration. If you want a flooring system to look consistent for years, detail
coordination has to be part of the specification, not something left to “field judgment.”

Getting the installation system wrong (or incomplete)
Commercial flooring is rarely a single product. It is a system: flooring material, adhesives (if applicable),
underlayments (if applicable), primers, moisture mitigation layers, patch compounds, and sometimes modular
components.

A mistake I see frequently is specifying the surface material but not locking down the complete installation system.
For example, an LVT spec might mention a “recommended adhesive,” but not specify whether a primer is required
for the substrate, what the adhesive open time must be, or how the contractor should handle slab preparation.

Another example is underlayment selection. Some installations require an underlayment for acoustic performance,
thermal comfort, or subfloor smoothing. If you specify a flooring that needs underlayment but do not require it,
you may still get a successful installation. It is just that the expected performance will not show up, and you may
miss acoustic targets in tenant complaints.

Even if you trust the installer, your specification should still define the system requirements. Where the
manufacturer requires specific products, that is not a suggestion. It is the condition of the warranty.

Overlooking traffic and rolling loads
Traffic is not just “high” or “low.” In commercial environments, loads can concentrate in surprising ways. Corridors
might carry heavy rolling carts. Break rooms might be more intense than expected because people stage
equipment there. Lobbies can see frequent entry, where moisture and grit from shoes become a persistent
abrasion source.

If rolling loads are in play, the choice of flooring and subfloor preparation matters. Some materials perform
differently under casters and small wheels. Indentation and scuffing patterns can show up quickly in spaces with
frequent cart movement.



When specifying, describe the traffic pattern in plain terms, not just categories. If there is a service area with pallet
jacks, or if the building has maintenance carts that turn sharply, those details should influence product selection
and, in some cases, the finish.

Skipping slip resistance targets (and then reacting to complaints)
Slip resistance is one of those topics where it is tempting to assume “the product will be fine.” But commercial
spaces have different risk profiles. Wet cleaning, spills, and residue from cleaning products can reduce traction.

A common mistake is not specifying any slip resistance performance. Then the project is delivered with a flooring
that meets the manufacturer’s general claims, but not necessarily the specific expectation for the cleaning regimen
and site conditions.

If your building includes healthcare corridors, entryways with frequent wet mopping, or any area where liquids are
common, slip resistance and cleaning method should be aligned in the specification. Also consider that slip
performance is not only about the flooring surface; it is a relationship between the floor, the cleaning chemicals,
and how the floor dries.

Misreading warranties and what they actually require
Warranties can be tricky because they often contain conditions that are easy to miss in a spec. Some warranties
require exact installation methods, including strict adherence to substrate moisture limits, approved primers and
adhesives, correct acclimation procedures, and installation over specific surface conditions.

A common mistake is writing a spec that is “close enough,” then discovering later that the installation did not
meet warranty requirements because of a detail that was not specified. For example, a contractor may choose an
adhesive that is technically compatible but not the exact product required by the warranty.

If you want warranty protection, you need the specification to reflect those warranty conditions. That means
referencing installation requirements tied to the specific flooring product and documenting the steps that will be
followed.

Not accounting for acclimation and environmental controls
Commercial flooring installs are not immune to temperature and humidity swings. Materials can expand and
contract. Adhesives can set differently depending on conditions. Under certain circumstances, you may get edge
curling, gapping, or inconsistent bond strength.

A mistake is to treat acclimation as optional. Many flooring systems have documented acclimation requirements,
sometimes tied to the manufacturer’s written temperature and humidity ranges.

If your project schedule involves moving from a cold site to a heated interior, or if the building’s HVAC is not
operating consistently during installation, the specification should require environmental controls and define how
compliance will be verified. Otherwise, you end up troubleshooting after the fact, and the timeline gets lost.

Specifying appearance without controlling the variables that change it
People notice appearance. Contractors need to deliver it. But appearance depends on variables that are sometimes
not controlled by a spec.

Common issues include:



color variation expectations (especially with natural-toned products)

directionality and plank layout patterns

seam placement and batch control

sheen consistency and how finish ages under cleaning

If you do not define expectations for matching and sourcing, you can get visible variations between lots. Some
products can be blended successfully with proper planning, but that requires tracking and submittal coordination.
If the specification does not require lot identification and confirmation, it is hard to manage.

Also, remember that finish performance impacts appearance. A flooring that resists scuffing and holds sheen tends
to look “newer” longer, even if the underlying material lasts. If appearance is a project requirement, write it like
one.

Failing to coordinate with the rest of the building
Flooring specifications do not live alone. Door clearances, HVAC registers, base transitions, and even wall
protection systems affect the floor outcome.

A recurring mistake is writing flooring details without coordinating with:

door thresholds and hardware that impose exact tolerances

baseboards or wall protection systems that influence edge coverage

casework installation that affects traffic and load distribution

changes in flooring height near mechanical rooms or sink areas

Coordination is not about micromanaging. It is about identifying the interfaces where failures happen. If you do
not define how these transitions Continue reading get handled, you will likely see field changes. Field changes are
where cost grows fastest, and where quality control can slip.

Choosing a “budget-friendly” system that is expensive to maintain
Sometimes the wrong choice is made with good intentions. A project might aim for a lower initial material cost,
only to realize later that the floor needs more aggressive maintenance, refinishing, or quicker replacement.

Different commercial flooring types can require different maintenance approaches, including specialized cleaners,
strip-and-recoat cycles, or careful neutral pH requirements. Even if a product has acceptable durability, the
maintenance burden can affect the building’s lifecycle cost.

A practical mistake is ignoring who will maintain the flooring and how often. A facilities team with limited training
might not use the correct cleaning products. In those cases, a specification should align with what the team can
realistically do. Otherwise, the “best” product on paper becomes the worst performer in practice.

One office I worked with had a strict janitorial schedule. The contractor installed a flooring that looked great during
turnover. Within months, visible dulling appeared in heavy traffic corridors because the cleaning crew used
stronger products to meet schedule demands. The material was not failing structurally, but the appearance
degraded faster than the owner expected. The fix required switching to the correct cleaning chemistry and training,
which would have been prevented if the spec had clearly linked cleaning requirements and maintenance
constraints.

Forgetting furniture and equipment considerations

https://www.floorcoveringweekly.com/main/topnews/bolon-expands-elements-collection-with-new-colors-43601


In many commercial spaces, desks, shelving, and equipment placement drive local wear patterns. Spacing and
movement matter. Rolling chairs with specific wheel types can affect surface wear, and fixed equipment can cause
indentation if loads are concentrated.

A mistake is not considering how the space will actually be used. A conference area might be carpeted today, but if
it later becomes a production space with carts, the flooring requirements change. Similarly, if the tenant expects
reconfiguration, the floor should tolerate frequent traffic and wheel loads.

If you know certain furniture categories are present, include that information in the specification narrative. You do
not need to write a furniture catalog, but you should capture the likely load and usage scenario, because it informs
product selection and expectations.

Under-specifying testing, submittals, and documentation
Commercial projects are collaborative, but the spec should still require documentation. Without that, problems
become hard to prove or correct.

A common mistake is leaving out the requirement for:

mockups or sample approvals

product data review and installation method confirmation

moisture testing reports or results documentation

flooring layout submittals when patterns matter

If the flooring system has specific pre-install requirements, make sure the specification requires the right evidence.
Contractors should not be allowed to rely on verbal confirmation when moisture conditions, substrate preparation,
or product compatibility are at stake.

A short checklist for keeping the spec grounded

Define performance targets for traffic, cleaning chemistry, and slip resistance.

Specify subfloor flatness and moisture requirements linked to the flooring system.

Require the complete installation system, including primers, adhesives, and underlayments where applicable.

Control transitions, edges, and expansion details at known stress points.

Require documentation, including test results and sample or mockup approvals.

Writing vague “or equal” language
“And then bidders can propose alternatives” sounds reasonable, but it can backfire if the spec does not set
boundaries. “Or equal” can turn into a free-for-all when appearance, wear layers, installation systems, and
performance claims are not clearly measured.

If you anticipate substitutions, specify the criteria substitutions must meet. That includes thickness, wear layer (if
resilient), backing type, locking mechanism (if a click system), acoustic needs, slip resistance metrics, and approved
installation method.

I have seen bids where a substitution looked close on the product name, but it had a different core structure or
different surface treatment. The installation proceeded, but the performance gap showed up later as faster scuffing
and seam visibility. When “equal” is not tightly defined, you are effectively inviting a different system than the one
you thought you contracted.



The two most dangerous omissions: moisture and flatness
If you only fix two things after a project review, make it moisture and flatness. These are the roots of many
warranty disputes and many premature failures.

Moisture management is not optional when the manufacturer requires it. Flatness management is not optional
when the flooring system needs it. If the specification does not make these requirements explicit, the contractor’s
assumptions become your risk.

Sometimes teams avoid moisture testing because it seems like extra cost. But when you factor in replacement risk,
schedule delay, and potential liability, skipping testing is rarely a smart savings move. In many cases, testing is
cheaper than remediation, and it prevents the worst kind of uncertainty: waiting until after installation to learn the
slab has a problem.

How to draft the specification text so it survives real-world bidding
A good spec is readable by contractors and defensible in the field. It should answer the questions that matter, in
the order that matters.

Instead of writing only product names and generic adjectives, specify the system requirements and the acceptance
criteria. Where manufacturer documentation exists, reference it in a way that contractors can follow.

Also, avoid assuming that installers will interpret your intent correctly. When you omit acceptance criteria, you
often get acceptance of “good enough,” which might still produce operational issues later.

And remember, specs are reviewed under time pressure. If your specification is scattered across documents or uses
terms inconsistently, you increase the odds of mistakes. Keep terminology consistent, align drawings and specs,
and make sure the layout and details match the product system you are requiring.

A final practical note on field verification

The best written spec can still be undermined by what happens during installation. That is why it helps to include
acceptance or verification points. For resilient and laminate products, verify subfloor prep. For adhesive systems,
verify moisture conditions. For systems that have acoustics targets, verify underlayment requirements. For
appearance-sensitive spaces, verify lot matching and layout before full installation begins.

A second short checklist for avoiding specification mistakes before
they become claims

Match the specification to the actual site conditions, not a generic building type.

Tie all performance statements to measurable requirements or manufacturer-defined limits.

Coordinate the interfaces: transitions, thresholds, and door openings.

Define what happens when testing fails, so the project does not stall.

Prevent warranty gaps by requiring the approved system and installation steps.

Where owners get surprised most often
Owners and facility managers usually expect the flooring to be straightforward: choose the product, install it, and
move on. Flooring projects are rarely that simple in commercial settings because the floor is a surface that
interacts with everything else in the building.



The surprises usually fall into a few categories:

the floor looks different than expected because of lot variation or layout planning

the floor wears faster than expected because traffic assumptions were wrong

the floor fails early because moisture or flatness were not controlled

the floor becomes a maintenance headache because cleaning chemistry and protocols were not addressed

the floor has performance gaps because the installation system was incomplete

When specifications avoid these common mistakes, the process becomes calmer. Bids are more comparable.
Submittals are easier to review. Installations proceed with fewer arguments about what was required.

Make the specification do the thinking for you
The most effective commercial flooring specifications read like they were written by someone who has already seen
the failure modes. They describe conditions, define measurable requirements, and require the right system
components and documentation.

You do not need to write a novel. You do need to be precise about what governs performance. Product names
matter, but they are not the whole story. Subfloor readiness, moisture control, detailing, installation systems, and
maintenance alignment are what determine whether the flooring stays looking right and performing right long
after turnover.

If you are revising a spec or preparing one from scratch, focus on the gaps that contractors tend to exploit when
requirements are unclear. Close those gaps, and you will protect both quality and schedule. That is the difference
between a floor that looks correct on opening day and a floor that earns its keep for years.


