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DEVELOPING SOUND COATING SPECIFICATIONS 
A well-developed coating specification is one of the most important tools for ensuring long-term coating 
performance in both new construction and repaint projects. Proper specifications help align the 
expectations of architects, contractors, owners, and manufacturers by defining the appropriate 
materials, surface preparation requirements, and application procedures for a given project. 
 
However, coating specifications should not be developed solely by selecting a paint product or 
referencing a generic system. Effective specifications require a thoughtful evaluation of several critical 
factors that influence coating performance. Among the most important considerations are the substrate 
being coated, the environmental exposure conditions, the intended use of the space or structure, and 
the anticipated maintenance requirements. 
 
Understanding the Substrate 
The substrate is often the most critical factor in coating selection because different materials present 
unique challenges for coating adhesion and durability. Common substrates in architectural construction 
include drywall, wood, concrete, masonry, metal, plastics, and composite materials. 
 
Each substrate has its own physical and chemical characteristics that influence how coatings perform. 
For example, concrete and masonry surfaces may exhibit alkalinity and variable porosity, while wood 
substrates may experience dimensional movement and extractive staining. Metals may require 
corrosion protection, and plastics may present low surface energy that complicates adhesion. 
 
Because of these differences, primers and coating systems are often substrate-specific. Proper 
specification should account for the substrate’s porosity, pH, moisture content, and surface condition to 
ensure compatibility with the coating system. 
 
Exposure Conditions 
Environmental exposure plays a major role in determining coating performance. A coating system that 
performs well in a controlled interior environment may not be suitable for exterior conditions where 
surfaces are exposed to UV, moisture, temperature fluctuations, and airborne contaminants. 
 
Exterior coatings must be capable of withstanding weathering, wind-driven rain, thermal cycling, and 
environmental pollutants. In certain environments—such as coastal areas, industrial zones, or regions 
with high humidity—additional performance requirements may be necessary. 
Interior environments can also vary significantly depending on building use. Areas such as kitchens, 
laboratories, hospitals, or high-traffic corridors may require coatings with enhanced washability, stain 
resistance, or chemical resistance. 
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Understanding the environmental conditions the coating will face helps ensure that the selected system 
provides the appropriate level of protection. 
 
Intended Use 
The intended use of the space or structure should also influence coating selection. Different 
environments place different demands on painted surfaces. 
 
For example, residential living spaces may prioritize aesthetics and ease of maintenance, while schools 
and healthcare facilities often require coatings that can withstand frequent cleaning and high traffic. 
Industrial environments may require resistance to chemicals, abrasion, or mechanical wear. 
 
Understanding how a surface will be used helps determine the appropriate gloss level, durability 
requirements, and coating system design. 
 
Planning for Maintenance Requirements 
All coatings require some level of maintenance over their service life. Proper specification should 
consider how easily the coating can be cleaned, repaired, or recoated in the future. 
 
Surfaces in high-traffic or high-abuse environments may benefit from coatings with greater scrub 
resistance or higher sheen levels that are easier to maintain. Exterior coatings should also be selected 
with long-term durability and repaint cycles in mind. 
 
By considering maintenance requirements during the specification stage, building owners and facility 
managers can reduce long-term costs and extend the service life of the coating system. 
 
Additional Considerations: Sustainability and Compliancee 
In modern construction, environmental and sustainability goals often influence coating selection. Many 
projects require coatings that comply with VOC regulations and green building standards associated 
with programs such as LEED®, WELL®, and The Living Building Challenge. 
 
Low-VOC or zero-VOC coatings may be specified to support indoor air quality objectives, particularly in 
schools, healthcare facilities, and occupied buildings. In these situations, coating specifications should 
verify that selected products meet the applicable environmental criteria without compromising 
performance. 
 
Balancing sustainability goals with technical performance remains an important part of the specification 
process. 
 
Budget Considerations 
Budget constraints are often a practical reality in construction projects. However, coating specifications 
should ideally be developed based on technical requirements first, rather than cost alone. 
 
Selecting coatings solely based on initial cost can lead to systems that do not provide adequate 
durability for the intended service conditions. This can result in premature coating failure, increased 
maintenance, and higher long-term costs. 
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While budget considerations may sometimes influence product selection, they should generally be 
evaluated after the technical requirements of the project have been addressed. In many cases, 
investing in a higher-quality coating system can reduce lifecycle costs by extending repaint intervals 
and minimizing maintenance. 
 
Key Takeaways 
Developing sound coating specifications requires more than selecting a paint product. The most 
successful specifications are built around a clear understanding of the substrate, environmental 
exposure conditions, intended use, and long-term maintenance requirements. 
 
Additional considerations such as sustainability goals, regulatory compliance, and project budget may 
also influence the final selection, but these factors should be evaluated alongside the technical 
requirements of the project. 
 
By carefully considering these key elements during the specification process, architects, contractors, 
and building owners can select coating systems that deliver reliable performance, maintain 
appearance, and provide long-term value throughout the life of the building. 
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