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The Ten Most Frequent Mistakes in Design Documentation

Design

1.   In renovation projects, inaccurate existing condition drawings 

3.   Furnishings that do not meet accessibility codes and guidelines 

2.   Missed, distorted or misinterpreted drawing information  

4.   Redundancy 

5.   Quantities of materials are not adjusted when the design 
affects pattern repeat 

6.   Lack of compliance with brand standards 

7.   Inset rug/flooring conflicts 

8.   Incorrect dimensions 

9.   Improper CAD layer Management 

10.   Missing and/or irrelevant information in general construction



The Ten Most Frequent Mistakes in Design Documentation

Design Documentation Solutions

1. In renovation projects, inaccurate existing condition drawings
Solution: Retain professional surveyors who utilize 
advanced imaging and measuring technology for best accuracy.

2. Lack of compliance with brand standards 
Solution: Institute policy for mandatory review of brand standards at
project outset and at quality control review points.

3. Furnishings that do not meet accessibility codes and guidelines
Solution: Develop checklist for designers; add prompts in specification
templates to alert designer/author to confirm compliance; best solution
is universal design: furnishings in all rooms, not just those designated
as accessible, are designed to meet accessibility requirements. Same
universal design approach can be applied to architecture.
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Design Documentation Solutions

4. Redundancy - information that is not fully modified, leads to 
conflicts
Solution: Choose the single most appropriate location to provide
information and say it once.  More advanced:  employ parametric change
CAD technology (in theory, any change to any part of your building
design or documentation is automatically reflected
everywhere else).

5. Quantities of materials are not adjusted when the design affects
pattern repeat
Solution: No easy fail-safe solution.  Requires diligence by designer to 
follow through on changes.

6. Missed, distorted or misinterpreted drawing information 
Solution: When sharing files electronically with 
Consultants, always send hard copy that takes precedence 
over electronic file.
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Design Documentation Solutions

7. Inset rug/flooring conflicts 
Solution: Drawings should indicate opening dimensions as "HOLD".
Dimensions of rug on specification should be the same as those on the
drawing and also qualified by "DIMENSIONS ARE APPROXIMATE.  VERIFY 
EXACT DIMENSIONS WITH ARCHITECTURAL DRAWINGS".  This approach 
helps to initiate rug fabrication early but is not perfect - the purchasing 
agent will need to track down a current copy of the architectural drawings 
and the opening has the potential for being constructed incorrectly.  The 
preferred approach would be to be state in the rug specification that 
"DIMENSIONS ARE APPROXIMATE.  VERIFY EXACT SIZE OF OPENING IN 
FIELD". The problem with this is that the flooring may be one of the last 
things to be installed and a hand-tufted rug could take 16 weeks to 
fabricate and ship, plus shop drawing processing time, thus possibly 
extending delivery well into the opening of the facility.  In this case, an 
additional specification for readily available temporary carpet should be 
produced together with the rug specification.
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Design Documentation Solutions

8. Incorrect dimensions 
Solution: Dimension only those things that really matter; do not repeat
dimensions either within a drawing or between drawings; in general, do
not close dimension strings - in a string of dimensions, leave tolerance
by omitting the dimension for a non-critical space or assembly; specific
dimensions are not always the best choice - notes like "ALIGN" and "4
EQUAL SPACES" are often more appropriate.

9. Improper CAD layer management
Solution: Unfortunately, no magic CAD tool or keystroke exists to track
down these errant bits of information automatically.  Drawings must be
plotted and double-checked by the CAD operator to make sure information
is in its proper location.  A secondary check should be performed by the
project supervisor.
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Design Documentation Solutions

10. Missing and/or irrelevant information in general construction
Solution: This is usually the result of using a spec from a previous
job.  Always start with a fresh base spec and edit it to meet the unique
circumstances of the project at hand.
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Procurement

1.   Underestimating the complexity of the task

3. Issuing “Final FF&E specification document with incomplete TBS 
or TBD 

2.   Giving inexperienced people senior design responsibility  

4.   Design without regard to client budget 

5.   Design changes being made directly with the manufacturers 
after orders are issued 

6.   Customizing every FF&E element 

7.   Specifying items without regard to project schedules 

8.   Lack of complete or accurate information on spec sheet 

9.   Lack of understanding of various levels of quality in manufacturing 

10.   Proper time allocated in schedule for custom manufactured items
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Procurement Documentation Solutions

1. Underestimating the complexity of the task
Solution: Analyze the Client Request for Proposal more carefully; 
understand the demands of the Client, and what it takes to successfully 
complete the job before quoting a fee. 

2. Giving inexperienced people senior design responsibility
Solution: Use a "Principal in Charge" approach and let inexperienced 
people successfully complete several projects under the coaching of a 
senior person before assigning them senior responsibility.

3. Issuing “Final FF&E specification document with incomplete TBS 
or TBD
Solution: Establish a realistic deadline for completing documents.
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Procurement Documentation Solutions

4. Design without regard to client budget
Solution: Create a preliminary line-item cost estimate of the proposed 

design prior to the design presentation to avoid surprises later.

5. Design changes being made directly with the manufacturers 
after orders are issued 
Solution: The design process should be completed either prior to 
issuing specifications or document to all parties any revisions made 
subsequent to the final specification. 

6. Customizing every FF&E element
Solution: Consider specifying in-line product or possibly minor 
modifications to an in-line product. 
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Procurement Documentation Solutions

7. Specifying items without regard to project schedules 
Solution: Question specific lead times with the manufacturer's reps prior
to specifying items.

8. Lack of complete or accurate information on spec sheet
Solution: Use a specification form which addresses all pertinent areas 
and double check for missing or inaccurate information prior to releasing 
final specifications.  

9. Lack of understanding of various levels of quality in manufacturing
Solution: Provide more specific information regarding custom items (i.e.,
cushion construction--percentage of foam/down/feather vs. poly foam 
cushion).
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Procurement Documentation Solutions

10. Proper time allocated in schedule for custom manufactured items
Solution: There should be a line-item on the project schedule for designer 
approvals and a procedure/report in place for tracking these approvals. 



The Ten Most Frequent Mistakes in Design Documentation

Vendor

1.   Missing or no documentation of the design objective

3. Not producing the physical Model Room 

2.   Not providing a visual of the design objective  

4.   Not providing completely defined time requirements 

5.   Not providing large specification samples of fabric and color

6.   Lack of properly and accurately defined specification fabric 

7.   Not signing and returning the Order Acknowledgement

8.   Allowing adequate time to produce a complete custom product

9.   Selecting residential designs and constructions without providing 
budget parameters and adequate time to source/produce samples

10.   Lack of timely shipping documentation
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Vendor Documentation Solutions

1. Missing or no documentation of the design objective
Solution: Provide a paragraph of the overall design goals and 
specific requirements detailing purpose, lighting environment and 
performance characteristics for each item.  Communicate budget 
ranges in the sourcing of all goods.

2. Not providing a visual of the design objective
Solution: Include a clearly labeled digital image of the color board so 
that the relationship of multiple items may be discerned.
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Vendor Documentation Solutions

3. Not producing the physical Model Room
Solution: Provide in the budget for the time and dollars for the model 
room.  Custom model room yardages require the same amount of time as 
full production yardages.  Custom printed product requires artwork and 
separations before the model room yardage can be produced.  High
quality digital renderings will be satisfactory substitutes for evaluating 
the color and placement relationships.  However, only the physical room 
model will prove the space relationships.

4. Not providing completely defined time requirements
Solution: During the quotation process, provide the vendor with a defined
expected date.  With the knowledge, the vendor should provide 
alternative products in order to meet the timeline.
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Vendor Documentation Solutions

5. Not providing large specification samples of fabric and color
Solution: The larger the better or at least three samples of each item.  
Postage size samples do not allow the vendor to distribute to multiple 
sources, if needed.

6. Lack of properly and accurately defined specification fabric
Solution: The specification and sample must define the purpose, 
performance, and lighting criteria required.  All samples should be 
clearly labeled “Front” and “Top”.  Too often a swatch is 
reversed/rotated on the specification sheet.

7. Not signing and returning the Order Acknowledgement
Solution: The purchase order and the vendor’s order acknowledgement 
must agree.  Each document represents their respective understandings.  
Redraft until there is full agreement.
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Vendor Documentation Solutions

8. Inadequate time to produce a complete custom product
Solution: Timelines need to provide for the excess time to reach
approval of the custom item prior to production.  Modifying running line 
products may be accomplished more quickly.  Re-coloring of existing 
designs can be done in the same timeframe as normal product lines.  
Produce tests and model room quantities.

9.   Selecting residential designs and constructions without providing 
budget parameters and adequate time to source/produce samples
Solution: High priced samples will generate high priced quotations unless 
the expectations (budget) are communicated.  Transfer all requirements 
and expectations along with clearly defined samples.
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Vendor Documentation Solutions

10. Lack of a color standard
Solution: Color is a difficult verbal discussion.  Communicate 
color through the use of a physical color sample and under 
identical lighting situations.
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Project Management

2. Incomplete or inadequate scope, budget and schedule 
definition, coordination and integration  

1. Inadequate, incomplete, untimely or inconsistent 
communications among key decision makers in all its forms

3. Lack of understanding of the process 

4.   Inexperienced key team members 

5.   RFP's, proposals,responsibility matrices and contracts not 
being complete, coordinated or integrated  

6.   Unrealistic expectations by team members 

7.   Lack of change management controls 

8.   Inadequate or incomplete due diligence

9.   Lack of standardization

10.   No documentation at all
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Project Management Documentation Solutions

1. Inadequate, incomplete, untimely or inconsistent 
communications among key decision makers in all its forms
Solution: a)  Establish who are the key decision makers

b)  Establish copy lists for all communication distribution
c)  Establish who is responsible for coordinating all key 

meetings, conference calls, etc.
d)  Have regularly scheduled meetings and conference 

calls to keep the decision making process organized.

2. Incomplete or inadequate scope, budget and schedule 
definition, coordination and integration
Solution: a) Take the time to document the scope as clearly as possible 

before doing anything else.  If it is not correct, nothing 
else will be.

b) Make sure scope, budget, schedule and quality levels are in 
agreement & understood by all major parties.  
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Project Management Documentation Solutions

3. Lack of understanding of the process
Solution: Have a clear, understandable process.

5. RFP's, proposals,responsibility matrices and contracts not 
being complete, coordinated or integrated  
Solution: a) Be thorough & complete in establishing everyone’s 

scope of work.
b) Be sure all contracts & agreements reflect what needs 

to be done and that there are adequate fees to support it.
c) Utilize responsibility matrices to organize entire team 

effort in detail.

4. Inexperienced key team members
Solution: a) Be honest with yourself about what individual team 

members are capable of producing.
b) Monitor all team members activities as closely as possible.
c) Review documentation carefully & frequently.
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Project Management Documentation Solutions

6. Unrealistic expectations by team members 
Solution: a) Tell people what they need to hear early.  Not what they

want to hear.
b) Deliver bad news as early as possible.
c) If you are uncomfortable about something, you are 

probably doing something wrong.  Deal with it.
d) Problems only get worse, if you procrastinate about 

resolving it.

7. Lack of change management controls
Solution: a) Document all changes to key parties regularly.

b) Don’t ignore the impact of changes.
c) Try to organize early to minimize more change.
d) Take the time to thoroughly think through the impact of 

a change.
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Project Management Documentation Solutions

8. Inadequate or incomplete due diligence
Solution: a) You can not do enough due diligence.

b) Look behind, above, below and around all issues.
c) Use destructive testing whenever possible.

9. Lack of standardization
Solution: Standardize everything possible.

10. No documentation at all
Solution: a) Look for some form of documentation and cover it 

somehow.
b) Utilize competent professionals who understand how 

to document.
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Owner / Investor

1.   Not taking the time to pick a strong project manager

2.   Lack of thorough due diligence

3.   Not picking your team carefully and charging them with 
full responsibility

4.   Not Scheduling early, often and realistically

5.   Not following the process in design 

6.   Not understanding who is in charge   

7.   Starting construction without buildable documents

8.   Keeping control of that  RFI, ASI, CO, and CCD process

9.   Doing a project without a model room

10.   Incomplete close out of a project
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

1. Not taking the time to pick a strong project manager
Solution: a) Select your project manager carefully, and give the 

manager sufficient authority to manage the team.
b) Pick the person and pick the team.  
c) Your manager has to be able to see your view point, and to 

manage up and manage down.  Constructive control of 
Owners and asset managers is as important as managing t
he design team and contractors 

d) Recognize the need to delegate and manage the manager 
rather than doing it yourself.

e) Realize you need a development team; look for bench 
strength in all aspects of management.  E.g. due diligence 
and scope, design management, documents review, 
scheduling, accounting,  records and document processing, 
on site management, installations, and operational 
coordination and start up.     
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

2. Lack of thorough due diligence
Solution: a) Develop your budget with sufficient line item detail. 

Hint: Use a detailed item list and eliminate rather than 
add items.

b) Start with area by area scoping and keep the scoping 
document current. Detail the FF&E and construction 
costs from the scoping.

c) Allocate budgets by areas to establish and maintain 
priorities.  And enforce designing to budget within each 
area.

d) Never rely on totally on plans confirm actual room 
counts, dimensions and areas early on.
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

3.   Not picking your team carefully and charging them with full
responsibility
Solution: a) Choose you architect and designer based on the ability 

to manage the process and provide excellent 
documents, rather than simply design acumen

b) Develop a responsibility matrix, a “differentiation 
document” very early on.

c) Make an appropriate decision as to the project lead 
designer, Place the Interior Designer under the 
Architect when appropriate.
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

4. Not Scheduling early, often and realistically
Solution: a) Force a realistic schedule during the underwriting process.  

Successful projects start with good design which requires 
a well orchestrated process and sufficient time.

b) Be realistic in integrating permitting  and  external 
reviews and approvals into the schedule. 

c) Be realistic about displacement, productivity and 
operational constraints in construction planning.

d) Management of the schedule is as important through the 
design process as in the construction process.

e) Update, distribute and manage task list regularly.
f) Be sure scheduling is actually implemented, updated, and 

fully detailed on both a trade and area by area basis.
e) Be sure the FF&E, startup, and operational components 

are fully integrated
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

5. Not following the process in design
Solution: a) Lock in the overall scoping in the schematic process.  And 

lock in the detail in the design document phase.
b) Recognize the time to stop changes.  “We’ll get that right 

on the next project”
c) There’s no substituted for frequent face to face meetings 

of the design team through the design development 
process.

d) Provide enough time for development of details, 
documents and schedules.

e) Coordinate and negotiate flag design requirements from 
the beginning.
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

6. Not understanding who is in charge   
Solution: a) Clearly define, and redefine the break between 

architectural and design responsibilities in design, and 
redefine as necessary through the process. 

b) Clearly assign responsibilities for finish, door and other 
schedules between the Architect and Interior designer.

c) Use specialty consultants, waterproofing, elevator, 
lighting, etc early in the process rather than as reviewers.

7. Starting construction without buildable documents
Solution: a) Provide sufficient time for plan review and peer review.  Be 

sure details are sufficient and referenced correctly. 
b) Actually review the specifications, and be sure they 

coordinate with the plans, and are specific to the current job.
c) Look for errors of omission.  What’s missing that will cost us 

changes later? 
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

8. Keeping control of that  RFI, ASI, CO, and CCD process
Solutions: a) Provide realistic construction documentation control into 

the General Conditions, provide suitable systems and 
enforce review and approval cycle compliance from the 
onset.

b) Force submittal and shop drawings to be completed early 
in the construction process.  Encourage participation of  
subs in a coordinated common review process.

c) Keep logs, notices, insurance documents, permits and 
other records current and Force compliance with.

d) Keep active lien and change order logs from all subs as 
well as the GC.  Don’t trust the GC to monitor.
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Owner/Investor Documentation Solutions

9. Doing a project without a model room
Solution: New construction or redevelopment the model room 

process pays off consistently, especially in term of 
minimizing construction change.

10. Incomplete close out of a project
Solution: a) Schedule punch process and flow realistically.  Make 

subs fully accountable for post punch rework by other 
trades.

b) Be sure that testing and balancing are fully 
accomplished and that MEP has to be accountable for 
system functionality.

c) Be sure As Builts, operating manuals, warranties and 
spares are all provided.  Video tape all training.  Be 
sure to get all spares as and attic stock as mandated in 
the specs.
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Our Conclusion

2.  Not fully underestimating the complexity of the task

1.  Inadequate, incomplete, untimely or inconsistent 
communications among key decision makers in all its forms

3.  Giving inexperienced people senior design responsibility  

4.  Lack of compliance with brand standards 

5.  No documentation of the design objective

6.  Incomplete or inadequate scope, budget and schedule 
definition, coordination and integration 

7.  Lack of thorough due diligence

8.  Not providing a visual of the design objective  

9.  Not taking the time to pick a strong project manager

10.  In renovation projects, inaccurate existing condition drawings 
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