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Top Ten Tips for 
Specifying Building 
products
Specify the right products for the right projects

www.vitruvianas.co.uk

There is so much innovation in 
modern building materials that it is 
increasingly hard for Architects and 
Specifiers to ensure that they are not 
only specifying the right building 
products but that they are also 
considering the building products 
that they specify in relation to the 
overall objectives and targets of the 
build.

Here we have compiled our Top Ten 
Tips for Specifying Building Products 
in 2015. Well in fairness, we have 
actually included fourteen.

These are designed to help you when 
at the concept stage of a new project, 
and throughout the specification 
process to help you to pick the right 
products for the right project.

Helping you to ensure that you 
consider less obvious factors and the 
knock on consequences of each 
product that you specify. 

If you have any additional tips, post 
them on our Facebook or Linkedin 
Page and we will include in future 
additions to this pack.



Speed of build 
and construction
A faster build time is greener and cheaper
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In recent years construction times 
have been greatly improved with the 
introduction of fast track building 
systems and materials that can be 
laid quicker.

This even applies to buildings where 
a traditional appearance may be 
required, ie, brick or stone work, as a 
fast track cladding system can be 
used. This creates the appearance of 
traditional brick or stone work yet 
with the speed of build of a fast track 
construction structure system

This reduces labour costs on site, as 
well as commonly having a further 
knock on saving to on site equipment 
and resources required. Reducing 
build cost and helping you to reach 
your sustainability targets more 
easily.

Fast track systems are suitable for 
smaller projects as well as larger new 
build projects and can now fit into 
most project outlines.

 



Understand the true 
Carbon Footprint of 
each product
How far do materials have to travel to site?
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Although there may be bigger factors 
that influence the choice of many 
building products that you specify, the 
distance of the point of manufacturer 
and production from site should be 
considered when factoring the true 
sustainability of a product delivered to 
site.

It is all too easy to specify a brick that 
is manufactured from a brickworks on 
the South Coast or even  at a 
brickworks in Europe for a project 
being built in Glasgow.

The distance from site can obviously 
have a large affect on the carbon 
footprint of the materials to site and 
should be considered, there will be a 
suitable brickwork finish available form 
a brickworks within a reasonable 
distance of site.

Specify bricks and brick slip finishes 
with Vitruvian in order to obtain a 
sustainability ranking on each building 
product for specification on your site 
at the stage when you are selecting 
products, it makes it easier.



Take the weight 
out of buildings
This will save money and improve sustainability
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http://www.vitruvianas.co.uk/reducing-weight-in-buildings.html

Building products and systems that 
take the weight out of buildings 
enable you to not only achieve more 
design flexibility but can also reduce 
build cost and improve sustainability 
of the build.

For example, a recent Vitruvian 
Specification used a Structured 
Insulated Panel (SIP) system together 
with a fast track brick cladding outer 
skin to take a great amount of weight 
out of the building. 

This system provided a solid and 
energy efficient structure with each 
panel being a simple two man lift on 
site, saving over one hundred 
thousand pounds on having no need 
for a site crane for installation, plus 
additional labour savings with a fast 
track build time and the brick panels 
being assembled off site.

The same project had balcony 
verandas with exposed under slung 
soffits that the architect wanted to 
show with a brick finish matching the 
rest of the build. 

The use of brick clad underslung 
soffits and panels enabled this to be 
achieved in an area where the weight 
of using traditional brick and block 
build would not have been possible, it 
could not be structurally supported.

See, our section online regarding 
taking weight out of buildings and 
other suitable products that can 
enable this at...

http://www.vitruvianas.co.uk/reducing-weight-in-buildings.html
http://www.vitruvianas.co.uk/reducing-weight-in-buildings.html


Understand all 
product lead times 
and availability
Ensure that the product will be available for the build
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Many products that you specify will not 
be available ex-stock and will run to a 
product lead time, some will be made 
bespoke to order.
 
It is true that whilst many products deal 
in a lead time of only a few days or 
weeks, and indeed is the responsibility 
of the contractor or client, however a 
surprising amount of products now fall 
to an extensive lead time of many 
weeks, if not months.

This in can have an unexpected and 
immediate affect on the building 
program on site.

Ensure that you know the current lead 
time of each product and its likelihood 
of failing to longer term availability 
during your project.

Pay particular attention to any special/
bespoke products associated to your 
main building material. Even the 
smallest element of ‘bespoke’ 
requirement will often incur a longer 
availability time and may stop build 
progress.



Do not be scared
of specifying new 
products
You will receive full attention from the supplier
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There are new innovations in building 
materials constantly, largely focused 
around improving build times, 
reducing costs, saving and generating 
energy.

It can be very easy to fall in to 
specifying materials and systems that 
you have specified or seen specified 
on projects that you have previously 
worked on, and although you are 
interested in and understand new 
innovations you can become hesitant 
to actually specify them.

We are not saying don’t specify what 
you have previously, you should 
specify what is right for each project, 
but try and be open to new building 
innovations.  Sign up to Vitruvian to 
make sure you are kept ‘in the know’ 
about the latest product innovations.

Manufacturers do not release new 
products and innovations on to the 
market until they are ready and will 
work hard to ensure that they have 
the appropriate certificates and 
warranties to ensure they are 
approved and fit for purpose, such as 
BBA certificates.

However, if specifying a new product 
you will also benefit from close 
attention from the manufacturer who 
will want the project to run smoothly 
in order to create a quality case study 
for a new product brought to market, 
it can enable you to create a 
benchmark project.



Does the time of year 
affect the building 
material? How?
The weather at time of build can affect some products
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If possible think about the time of 
year that each building material will 
be on site.

Using bricks as an example again - 
remember that they can not be laid in 
freezing temperatures and this can 
lead to a site standing still during 
winter months, generating vast 
schedule delays.

However, a brick cladding system that 
is manufactured off site in the factory 
with brick slips fixed to panels before 
delivery to site for fixing can be 
walled in all weathers and 
temperatures.

Specify building materials that match 
your building product timescales.



Consider planning 
product requirements 
from the outset
What will planners allow in the area now
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When called in by an Architect at the 
early concept stage of a project we 
ensure we consider all site planning 
considerations along with other 
project targets and aspirations when 
submitting building products for you 
to specify.

However, we deal a great deal with 
calls from Architects and Contractors 
at the later stages of specification 
when products are failing to get 
passed by planners, for countless 
reasons, from aesthetics to project 
and area suitability.

This can often lead to compromises 
in the integrity of the design as 
products need to be changed, 
incurring cost and budget 
implications. 

Try from the outset to look at all 
planning requirements and possible 
stipulations for later stage planning 
before looking at building products 
and systems and ensure that these 
are aligned with your other 
requirements. 

The simple way to do this is to call in 
a Vitruvian Product expert to work 
with you from the very first concept 
stages of your project to ensure your 
specification and design is exactly 
what makes it to site - remember, 
our service is completely free to you 
the Architect and Specifier, so make 
use of it.



Is the product the 
best value that meets 
the requirements?
Is there a more suitable product at a better price?
Often, you can find a building 
product suitable for your project and 
then you specify.

Stop, just before you do, it is worth 
doing a final check of the entire 
market to make sure that you (a) 
really do have the most suitable 
product for your project (b) it is the 
best value solution. 

Otherwise, you can progress through 
tender stage and to site, only for the 
Cost Managers to find a different 
product or system that can do the job 
and change the specification with the 
client.

Again, this is about ensuring you 
have the most suitable and best value 
products and systems specified, not 
the lowest priced.

Your Vitruvian Product Expert will 
submit the right products for 
consideration for your project based 
on your project requirements and 
targets, and then present based on 
value.

We then track this through the tender 
process to ensure projects and 
systems are not changed for 
alternative products and systems that 
are deemed suitable and better value 
when in reality they are not.

  

www.vitruvianas.co.uk



Specify products 
based on your 
sustainability targets
Meet your sustainability and green guidelines
When following the RIBA Plan of 
Works you will access and set 
sustainability targets for your 
projects.

Critical to achieving your 
sustainability targets are the products 
you specify, and what you do with 
them.

The actual properties of the building 
material need to be understood and 
also the factors involved in building 
with that material.

For example, when specifying lighting 
it is important to balance the design 
and lighting requirements with the on 
going energy usage of the lighting 
specified, ie, LED can now offer a 
genuine alternative to traditional 
lighting specification.

Likewise, specifying some lighter 
structure systems that are easier to 
install remove the need for cranes 
and other machinery on site. Leading 
directly to a greener and cheaper 
build process.
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Use FREE site
matching services to 
match products
Get the right products put in front of you.
With many projects you will need to 
match building materials such as 
brick, stone, and roof tiles, to the 
surrounding area of a new project or 
as a direct match to an adjoining 
building. 

Use the free site matching services 
provided by Vitruvian to have 
products matched to your site. 

Your Vitruvian Product expert will 
visit your site, create an online 
product page for your project 
illustrating pictures taken from site of 
relevant buildings and materials, 
alongside products that we have 
matched to, together with all the 
required details.  

From this you can request samples 
and costs as required.

This service is tailored to the project 
and can be used to select the most 
appropriate aesthetics for a product 
or system based on the general area 
and what planners are likely to 
dictate, or can be very precise in 
circumstances such as a brick match 
to a building for a direct extension.

There are also other free services that 
suppliers and manufacturers will 
provide to drive through to a 
specification decision, ie, the creation 
of detailed drawings and plans for the 
potential use of a product on a new 
project.

www.vitruvianas.co.uk



Is your PC Sum 
realistic at that time?
Vitruvian is here to help the Architect Specify
Remember, that markets evolve and 
product prices fall as well as rise.

Although this area can be largely 
covered by Quantity Surveyors and 
Cost Managers using the Tender Price 
Index (TPI), it is worth fully 
understanding the current realistic 
prices of building products and 
systems at the time of your 
specification.

For example, using bricks again as an 
example - since 2014 there has been 
a brick shortage which has seen 
prices almost double in many causes 
within a year. You need to know and 
understand this in order to factor in 
an appropriate PC sum, or indeed 
change the building product and 
system specified.

Understanding general building 
product prices at that time can also 
enable you to have flexibility in terms 
of system specification, ie, other 
building systems may be more 
comparable in terms of cost than you 
may have previously realised.

Also, ensure to consider build time 
and the knock on affect of labour cost 
savings provided by fast track build 
solutions and equipment and 
machinery needed or not needed on 
site. For example, we recently vastly 
reduced the steel structure required 
on a small office development and 
introduced a lightweight Structured 
Insulated Panel (SIP) System which 
removed the need for a crane on site, 
saving £100k plus.
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Protect the integrity 
of your design and 
specification
What you design and specify should make it to site
Vitruvian often receives calls from 
Architects and Contractors when a 
project has reached site or is just 
about to and either a problem has 
arisen preventing the timely use of 
a specified building product, or the 
client/contractor is trying to reduce 
the cost of the build and looking at 
alternative building products to 
those specified.

When either of these issues occur, 
particularly the later, the Architect 
or Specifier can feel that the 
integrity of their design is under 
threat. What you specified is in 
integral element of your design.

If this happens, don’t panic. There 
are often alternative building 
products for most products, based 
on both aesthetics and technical 
capabilities and requirements.

In such circumstances, Vitruvian 
can work with you to find the most 
suitable alternative building 
product/s that meet the 
requirements or targets of each 
stakeholder.

We also work to ensure that any 
specified product changes do not 
affect an major calculations such as 
U values, something that can easily 
happen.

For example, change blockwork 
from the type specified alongside a 
SIP panel system and the U values 
quoted for the project will probably 
be affected. You need to be fully 
aware of any such changes so that 
the specification still achieves your 
targets.

www.vitruvianas.co.uk



Free help to help
you specify building 
products
Vitruvian is here to help the Architect Specify
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Use Vitruvian, its free.  
Contact us at any stage of your 
project, but ideally at the very earliest 
concept stage of your project.

We will sit down with you and your 
client, understand the project, and 
will suggest suitable building 
products which will enable you to 
meet your project requirements and 
targets.

We will help you to not only meet 
your clients and project 
requirements, we will also ensure that 
you set and achieve suitable 
sustainability targets, meet budget 
constraints, and that you specify 
inline with the RIBA Plan of Works and 
that the specification remains on 
track throughout.

Project to specify? 
No matter whether it is a small 
extension or a large commercial 
project, contact Vitruvian today on 
0844 5555 190.
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