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THE CASE FOR MOCK-UPS 
In painting projects, owners expect work to be 
finished on schedule, within the agreed budget, 
and at a quality level that meets their 
expectations. When the final workmanship falls 
short, it often leads to challenging discussions 
between the owner and contractor. Poor 
perceived quality can damage a contractor’s 
reputation and reduce future work opportunities. 
Incorporating mock-ups early in the project helps 
ensure that the actual delivered quality aligns 
with expectations. 
 
Mock-ups play a critical role in architectural painting because they provide a realistic preview of how a 
coating system will perform and appear under actual project conditions before full-scale application 
begins. While paint specifications typically define product type, color, sheen, and application 
requirements, the final appearance of a coating is influenced by multiple variables that cannot be fully 
evaluated on paper alone. A properly executed mock-up allows these variables to be assessed 
together, reducing risk and aligning expectations among all project stakeholders. 
 
Appearance and Application Verification 
One of the primary functions of a mock-up is to validate color appearance and sheen on the actual 
substrate. Color perception is affected by sheen level, surface texture, lighting conditions, and viewing 
angle. Even when the correct color formula is used, the color may appear different once applied to a 
large area or a specific surface profile. A mock-up confirms how the selected color and sheen will look 
in the space, under both natural and artificial lighting, and at typical viewing distances. This is especially 
important for dark colors, higher sheen finishes, and high-visibility areas where subtle differences are 
more noticeable. 
 
Mock-ups are also essential for evaluating hiding and film build. Insufficient film thickness, substrate 
show-through, or variations in priming can all impact color uniformity and final appearance. By 
reviewing a mock-up after proper drying and initial cure, contractors can confirm that the coating 
system achieves full hiding and the intended visual depth at the recommended spread rate. This helps 
prevent issues such as shadowing, patchiness, or unexpected color variation across larger areas. 
 
From an application standpoint, mock-ups provide a practical opportunity to assess workmanship and 
application technique. They allow painters to confirm that the specified product can be successfully 
applied using the planned methods (roller, brush, or spray) and that issues such as lap marks, flashing, 
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or texture variation can be controlled. Mock-ups also help determine whether touch-ups will blend 
acceptably or remain visible—an especially important consideration for flat and matte finishes. 
 
Acceptance and Risk Reduction 
Equally important, mock-ups establish a visual benchmark for acceptance. Once approved, the mock-
up becomes the reference standard for color, sheen, texture, and overall finish quality. This shared 
reference helps align expectations between owners, architects, specifiers, and contractors, reducing 
subjective disagreements later in the project. When questions arise during construction, the approved 
mock-up provides a clear basis for comparison. 
 
Finally, mock-ups support risk reduction and project efficiency. Identifying potential appearance or 
application issues early allows adjustments to be made before full installation, minimizing costly rework, 
schedule delays, and material waste. In this way, mock-ups are not simply a formality—they are a 
technical quality-control tool that helps ensure the finished coating system meets both performance 
requirements and aesthetic expectations. 
 
Key Takeaways 
Collectively, mock-ups are a best practice in architectural painting because they verify appearance, 
confirm application feasibility, establish acceptance standards, and reduce the likelihood of disputes. 
Creating, reviewing, and approving a mock-up requires time and resources, and project teams should 
plan and account for these costs up front. Some contractors itemize mock-up costs separately in their 
bids, while others build the cost into the overall bid price without calling it out as a distinct line item. In 
some cases, additional sources of support—such as allowances from the owner or project budget 
contingencies—are used to help cover mock-up expenses. Taking the time to properly execute and 
approve a mock-up contributes to more successful outcomes for all project stakeholders. 
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