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Team building and open communication 

are key components in the success of any 

commercial building project. When multiple 

trades and subcontractors are involved, 

there are multiple opportunities for 

misunderstanding and misinterpretation, 

particularly when speciality materials have 

been ordered and detailed product 

specifications are not clearly delineated 

and explained.

Occasionally substitutions of lesser quality are 

made, with or without architect/designer and client 

approval, resulting in the need for additional time 

and dollar expenditures. However, there are ways 

to assure that all stakeholders are aware of and 

committed to the original design.

Specifiers and decision-makers bear primary 

responsibility for assuring that a project build-out 

reflects the original vision and intent, and that all 

materials incorporated into the design are those 

that were originally chosen. It is important from 

the outset that everyone involved buys in to the 

project design and that any necessary alterations 

are executed only by mutual consent.

When a project is built according to original plans 

and specifications, using those materials that have 

been identified by the architect or designer, and in 

conformance with stipulated quality standards, the 

outcome represents a win for everyone involved.

Ultimately, no other outcome is defensible.
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Consider these examples from our files and notice 

what happens when you don't have  teamwork, 

adequate supervision, job site controls, 

cooperation and adherence to specifications.

Possible Impacts of Spec Changes 

Case

Studies

The architect specified Supawood timber acoustic panels for the 

ceiling of a small church project. Whether through wilful disregard 

or misunderstanding of the requirements, we were advised when 

we followed up on the order with the contractor that the 

specification had been changed. We were informed that the need 

was for perforated plasterboard. Subsequent communication 

confirmed that was not the case, but the damage had been done.

Once the project was complete, the architect informed us that 

more acoustic panels were needed because the structure still had 

an acoustic problem.

The acoustic problem was solved, but not without a good deal of 

additional time, money and effort.

During a site visit, it was quickly determined that substitute panels 

– with holes to replicate the look of acoustic panels -- had been 

installed. Rather than a 20% open area of perforations, the 

effective percentage was only 2.5. In addition, there was no 

acoustic insulation installed behind the panels.

The result? When we informed the builder of our findings, another 

contractor had to be employed to remove the existing panels and 

install the originally specified product.

Church Ceiling, Cabramatta, Sydney
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Case Studies

Supawood acoustic wall panels were the specified brand for 

installation in a multi-purpose hall at a private institution in the 

Sydney area. For unknown reasons and without prior approval 

by project supervisors, the contractor substituted the specified 

panels with another product that was visually different and 

lacked the required fire rating.

Because the specifications were not respected, the contractor 

was required to replace the previously installed panels with the 

desired Supawood product, resulting in substantial extra time 

and cost, in order for the builder to deliver the project.

Economic decisions have lasting effects. At a flagship shopping 

centre, the builder installed Supawood in Phase One of a 

continuing build project. Then, based on a desire to lower costs 

on Phase Two of the project, the same builder contracted with 

one of the largest joiners in Queensland in an effort to reduce 

total project cost.

Unfortunately, the joiner struggled to replicate the appearance 

and the quality of Supawood used in the previous phase. That 

difference in quality between two parts of the same shopping 

area remains visible today.

Shopping Centre, Gold Coast

Private School, Sydney
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Occasionally, there is a valid reason 

for field decisions to be made quickly, 

with limited time for discussion or 

consultation. Those occasions should, 

however, be exceedingly rare. The 

pain points that may result from such 

changes can be major. Risk of change 

is often inadequately assessed when 

such decisions are made quickly.

Ideally, prior to beginning a project, all 

parties involved will review the plans 

and specifications, the budget and the 

time frame. When all project leaders 

are on the same page, so to speak, 

there is a decreased chance of error.

However, the real world of 

construction is seldom ideal. On 

occasion, during construction a 

builder will make a field decision, 

either in the interest of economy or 

because of necessity. Time constraints 

may sometimes dictate the need for 

substitutions or for working decisions 

that relate to installation.

Field changes made without full 

consideration and proper approval 

may go unnoticed for some time, with 

consequences that lead to major 

concerns for the client, disruption to 

the schedule, cost overruns, the need 

for extra work and, perhaps, even 

legal action.

Unclear expectations, lack of 

necessary oversight, 

miscommunication and even simple 

mistakes can often be rectified, but 

there is always a cost, no matter how 

reasonable in terms of actual dollars, 

for everyone who is a party to the 

situation. Even when substitutions are 

made for what may seem to be 

legitimate reasons with no ill intent, 

resulting appearance and/or 

performance can suffer. Additionally, 

the repercussions are often costly in 

terms of actual dollars and job 

progress.

Understanding the

Collaborative Process
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Possible Reasons

for Field Changes

Difficulty sourcing or 

arranging timely delivery of 

specified materials;

A desire to save time or 

money;

Budget constraints, or 

operational overruns that 

make cost-cutting necessary;

Lack of familiarity with 

specific products, resulting in 

installation problems;

An unclear sense of 

architectural goals or the 

design intent of specific 

materials or features;

The desire to “beat the 

schedule,” or to compensate 

for lost time;

It's impossible to discount the 

possibility that a product was 

wrongly ordered through a simple 

mistake, or that materials 

received at the jobsite were not 

what was actually ordered. 

Builders have even been known 

to inadvertently order the correct 

item, twice over! But those types 

of mistakes are unusual. 

Inadvertent errors:

Among the various reasons for such changes are:

>

>

>

>

>

>

>
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Major Problems

Encountered

Performance problems

Budget overruns due to 

specification costs

Visual differences between 

specified product and 

replacement or alternative 

product

Quality issues related to 

substandard work and/or 

materials

NCC/BCA conformance 

issues

Project delays

Architects, designers and builders know all too well the jobsite and project 

problems that can result from field changes, whether they are necessary and 

approved or unplanned and unwanted. The short list, as it pertains to materials 

specification, includes:

There are, invariably, many other situations and "opportunities" for disruption on 

any building project, including weather, agreed upon change orders, regulatory 

requirements, financing concerns and even structural situations. However, ask 

anyone involved in design and construction fields about the need to minimise 

problems, and the response will be the same.

Adequate advance planning and consistent monitoring and adjustment 

throughout the course of construction will mitigate most problems. With a good 

plan, and consistent follow-through, every project can be successfully completed. 

When that happens, everyone is happy. That is a laudable goal.

>

>

>

>

>

>
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Any commercial design and building team must 

necessarily focus, from the outset, on the final goal: 

Whether undertaking a remodel or a ground-up 

build, the necessity for a well-coordinated approach 

and comprehensive agreement on strategy, timing, 

budget realities and quality is imperative. 

Disruptions in any one area create undue stress and 

complications, may cause project delays and cost 

overruns, labour crises, product performance 

questions or regulatory violations that jeopardise 

final project completion.

By setting a broad budgetary limit 

early on, it's possible to guide the 

process of design and facilitate 

materials specifications. The 

knowledge helps designers to 

estimate costs, providing an 

opportunity to look at alternatives 

throughout the design process. 

Securing verified product prices prior 

to the start of construction is a better 

way to avoid unpleasant surprises 

during the bidding process as well. 

Once construction has begun, the 

builder needs to report immediately 

on any budget overruns that occur.

Establish an initial budget

Once you know his minimum 

requirements, obtain data sheets from 

specified suppliers that reflect this. If 

you have specified something more 

than his requirement, make sure you 

make a note of this in a spreadsheet 

called “Possible Cost Savings”. Then you 

can be the first to make suggestions, 

instead of the builder, earning your 

client's respect and confidence, and 

ensuring a good relationship through 

the construction ahead. 

Confirm your client requirements as 

accurately as possible. How many 

rooms does he need? What size? What 

is he expecting the air-conditioning to 

cope with? What warranties is he 

expecting from appliances?

Establish minimum client 

requirement

Recommendations

Therefore, it only makes sense to 

rely on the following guidelines:
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Recommendations

Identify team players

Factor cost into design

Architects and designers should be 

able to identify preferred builders 

willing to work as a team. The value of 

a cohesive team should not be 

underestimated. When members of a 

team have a record of previous 

cooperative ventures and share an 

ongoing commitment to excellence, 

the benefits accrue to every individual 

firm, and extend across the entire 

project chain, from individual labourer 

to building owner.

Take advantage of a product 

manufacturer's budget pricing in an 

effort to predetermine and control 

costs. This represents another 

effective way that architects and 

designers can begin to build a project 

team and cooperate with the 

construction professionals who will 

actually perform the work and install 

the materials.

Emphasise planning

Advance planning is essential. But 

regular follow-up is a critical 

ingredient in an effective plan. 

Coordination of effort helps to 

establish trust and spark enthusiasm. 

Resist the urge to micromanage, but 

also recognise the importance of 

regular site visits, weekly reports, daily 

logs and the need to monitor 

progress and identify potential 

problems before they become major 

stumbling blocks.

Analysis and awareness

When – or if – product substitutions 

are suggested for any reason, 

thoroughly investigate the options so 

that you can make an informed 

decision. This is one area where there 

should be no leeway for independent 

choice. Architects, designers, owners 

and builders working together must 

be able to consider alternatives when 

a potential problem is identified. In 

that way, every project can proceed 

smoothly and will ultimately be 

completed to everyone's satisfaction. 

Note that any reputable supplier will 

have no problem with submitting 

datasheets on their products for 

evaluation and comparison.
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Unique Solutions

Supawood is a manufacturer of 

unique timber products: wall and 

ceiling panels with potential for a 

variety of uses. Products are highly 

regarded not only for their noise-

absorption qualities and performance, 

but also for their durability, 

adaptability and aesthetic appeal. 

Supawood products are extremely 

easy to work with. Ceiling tiles are 

compatible with standard grids, and 

lightweight beams require minimal 

framing. Because our products are 

versatile and adaptable to a wide 

range of installations, we know you 

will be delighted with the ease of 

installation and the ongoing low- 

maintenance requirements.

Unique solutions

When the need is for unique and 

highly effective products for a new 

project, Supawood have materials at 

price points that are cost effective.

An economical choice

Fire-retardant Options

Whether you need to control the 

ambient noise levels in a restaurant or 

seek award-winning acoustics for a 

performance hall, our products will 

deliver the results. Supawood technical 

advisers are available to guide your 

choice for specific uses, and we also 

offer CPD programs on reverberation 

control. We will be happy to address 

your needs, whatever your 

requirements might be.

Noise-absorbing

A variety of designs exist for ceiling and 

wall panels. Options include the 

availability of bold colours, corporate 

branding, cool and warm tones, and 

unique, customisable installations. 

Supawood will help you translate your 

vision into stunning reality, no matter 

what the project might be. 

Supawood panels meet all BCA fire-

hazard requirements (Fire test results 

available) and are certified for use in 

areas, including fire egress, open plan 

spaces such as atriums and lobbies, 

and special-use facilities such as 

healthcare buildings.
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SUPAWOOD HEAD OFFICE

Australasian Support & Manufacturing

Aus: +61 1800 002 123

NZ: +64 (0) 9887 3234

info@supawood.com.au

SUPAWOOD UK

UK & EU Support & Manufacturing

+44 (0) 3307 00 00 30

sales@supawood.co.uk

If you have a specific problem, where a specification is 

being compromised or in danger of being compromised, 

feel free to contact Julian Beattie at Supawood 

Architectural Lining Systems for further advice on how to 

overcome your difficulty.

With any commercial building project, the potential for 

problems is multiplied if advance planning is neglected. By 

focusing on building a cohesive team and identifying 

potential problem areas, including material specifications, 

early in the process, the ultimate goal -- that of a satisfied 

client -- should be easy to achieve.

Conclusion

Julian Beatie

Supawood Business

and Product Innovation

Aus: +61 1800 002 123

julian@supawood.com.au
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