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Who should write the specification? 

 

Specification writers need to be 
ready, willing and able to write 
the project specification. This 
happy combination isnôt always 
available! But we can ask, in 
general terms, what are the 
qualities we are looking for in a 
project specifier and where are 
we most likely to find them? 
We can also ask to what extent 
a national master specification 
system might compensate for 
them where they arenôt 
available. 

Project specifier attributes 

To get to the bottom of this, I circulated a list of 15 attributes to the NBS 
Technical Authors (TAs). I asked them to suggest others and to indicate the 
importance of them all by weighting them between 10 for óextremely importantô 
for the likely time, cost and quality of the project specification, and 1 for 
óextremely unimportantô. This resulted in 16 responses and 21 attributes. I then 
asked our current Advisory Panellists (APs) for their opinion, and had 12 
responses against these attributes. The results are given here, listed from most 
important to least important in the opinion of the APs: 

 

Specifier attribute NBS TAs NBS APs 

Average 
importance  

Rank Average 
importance  

Rank 

Good general technical 
knowledge. 

9.0 1 9.6 1 

Good practical knowledge of 
construction. 

7.6 8 9.6 1 

Consistency (technical, 
editorial, contractual) likely 
across all sections. 

8.0 5 8.8 3 

Good project knowledge. 8.3 3 8.7 4 

Good research skills. 7.7 7 8.6 5 

Skilled in construction detailing. 6.8 14 8.6 5 

Ability to comply with designer's 
requirements. 

8.1 4 8.4 7 

Good specialist technical 
knowledge. 

7.3 11 8.4 7 



ICIS Newsletter: February 2010       3 

  

Experienced as specification 
writer. 

8.6 2 8.3 9 

Available. 6.8 14 8.3 9 

Computer literacy generally 
(e.g. internet, MS products).  

7.8 6 8.0 11 

Good communication skills. 7.6 8 7.9 12 

Good efficiency. 7.1 12 7.7 13 

Good editorial quality likely. 7.1 12 7.5 14 

Liable for content. 6.4 18 7.3 15 

Good contractual quality likely. 7.4 10 7.2 16 

Good speed. 6.7 16 7.0 17 

Can start work early (i.e. before 
start of work on production 
drawings).  

6.6 17 6.5 18 

Sound understanding of 
principles of life-cycle analysis. 

5.8 19 6.3 19 

CAD literacy. 4.9 20 5.0 20 

Low hourly charge-out rate. 4.2 21 2.5 21 

 

Interestingly the strongest levels of agreement within each group (indicated by 
standard deviation) were for the top two for the TAs, and for the top two for the 
APs, so itôs good to see that óGood general technical knowledgeô is seen as the 
most important attribute by both groups. 

There is good agreement between the groups (rankings within ±1 of each other) 
for a total of 8 attributes, which includes the least important five, and thereôs 
fairly good agreement (±3) for another 5. That is, there is fair to good agreement 
on 13 of 21 attributes, about 62%. This is encouraging. 

However, four attributes (4 of 21, about 19%) raised serious disagreement 
(more than ±5) between the groups. Most significantly, the TAôs number two is 
ranked 9 by the AP (Experienced as a specification writer), and the APôs other 
number one is ranked 8 by the TAs (Good practical knowledge of construction). 
The other major mismatches are for AP 5 (TA 14 ï Skilled in construction 
detailing) and AP 16 (TA 10 ï Good contractual quality likely). 

Another interesting feature is that the views of the APs were more extreme than 
those of the TAs (higher highs, and a much lower low). 

Does all this mean that, to some extent, our in-house technical authors are out 
of touch with the thinking of project specifiers in practice? This is not to say that 
the TAs might be wrong about these four attributes. But if our internal attitudes 
are driving content and development of NBS, then there may be a danger that 
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we are missing some things that are important to our customers. For example, 
we believe that project specifiers should be experienced in this activity, and 
write the master specification text and guidance accordingly, but the APôs view 
is that youngsters need to be exposed to specification writing (otherwise, how 
are they to get this experience?). If we took this view on board, how would this 
affect our text and guidance (see óIt makes you thinkô, ICIS Newsletter, February 
2009)? 

Possible project specifiers 

Where are we likely to find these qualities? I identified five potential specifiers, 
as follows: 

¶ Full-time specification writers: 

o In-house. 

o Consultant. 

¶ Part-time specification writers: 

o In-house project architects and engineers. 

o In-house technical resource, e.g. technical associate, architectural 
technologist. 

o Consultant technical resource, e.g. manufacturer, fabricator. 

Some projects might involve these in combination, depending on office practice 
and circumstances. For example, some offices expect the project architects to 
write the specification wherever possible, but have a full-time in-house 
specification resource managing the NMS, office master specification, 
specification policy and technical library.  

I asked the TAs and the APs to rank each of the five specifier types against 
each of the 21 attributes, from 1 to 5, where 5 indicates óbestô with respect to the 
particular attribute. I then aggregated the rankings across the respondents in 
the two groups and used the óimportanceô scores from the first exercise as 
weightings. I then added up the weighted scores for each specifier type, to get a 
ranking from best to worst specifier. These totals are given in the table below. 

Both groups concluded (in this rather mathematical fashion) that the best 
specifier is the full-time in-house specification writer, rated as nearly twice as 
good as the agreed worst specifier, the part-time consultant specifier. However 
the TAs and APs disagreed about the second-best specifier. TAs thought this 
was the in-house project architect etc. APs thought the second-best specifier 
was the full-time consultant specifier. However few had any experience of this 
type of specifier, so maybe this simply reflected expectations. 

The Technical authors scored both in-house part-time specifiers higher than the 
Advisory panellists did, perhaps because they are relying on rose-tinted 
memories of such specifiers, whereas the APs are actually dealing with these 
people right now. 

The good news is that the two groups agreed on rankings, apart from swapping 
2 and 3. 
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 Full-time specifier Part-time specifier 

In-
house 

Consultant In-house 
project 
architect, 
project 
engineer, etc 

In-
house 
other 

Consultant, 
e.g. 
manufacturer, 
fabricator 

TA total 7891 7081 7151 6160 4066 

TA rank 1 3 2 4 5 

TA total-to-
minimum 
ratio 1.9 1.7 1.8 1.5 1.0 

AP total 7015 6116 5927 3903 3704 

AP rank 1 2 3 4 5 

AP total-to-
minimum 
ratio 

1.9 1.7 1.6 1.1 1.0 

 

NMSSs filling the gap 

Where the perfect specifier isnôt available, how might a national master 
specification system (NMSS) help? Here are some observations, running 
through attribute by attribute: 

Good general technical knowledge: NMSS general guidance can help here, if 
only the subscribers would make time to read it! 

Good practical knowledge of construction: The authors of NMSSs are usually 
people very experienced in the construction stage of projects, so their clause 
text and guidance should embody this sort of experience. This is especially so 
where the óauthorsô are committees of people still in practice. 

Consistency likely across all sections: NMSSs, being properly edited, will give 
project specifiers a good start in producing a project specification that is 
consistent (technically, editorially, and contractually) across all work sections. 

Good project knowledge: NMSSs help here by freeing project specifiers from 
writing and maintaining standard content, so they can focus their attention on 
the project itself, and so increase their project knowledge. 

Good research skills: NMSSs embody good research, and point users to other 
sources of information such as standards, websites and relevant industry 
publications. This helps users to develop their own skills in this area, as they 
become familiar with the nature of the research resources available to them. 

Skilled in construction detailing: The content of NMSSs often implicitly, and 
sometimes explicitly, describes good-practice detailing of systems, such as 
erection tolerances or flashing laps. However, specifications are not the place 
for detailing, and NMSSs wonôt generally offer much help here. 

Ability to comply with designer's requirements: To some extent designers and 
specifiers speak different languages. A well-drafted NMSS should help to bridge 
the gap, especially through its general guidance. An NMSS that deals with early 
stage specifications (e.g. outline, system performance) might also allow 



ICIS Newsletter: February 2010       6 

  

designers to author in it directly, ensuring continuity between designer and 
specifier. 

Good specialist technical knowledge: Specific NMSS guidance helps here, 
perhaps located at clause and value (insert) level. 

Experienced as specification writer: Guidance, text and inserts in an NMSS are 
usually designed to help the inexperienced project specifier, as well as to 
prompt the experienced. Getting the balance right can be tricky. 

Available: Provided the office subscribes to it, and keeps it up to date, the 
NMSS is always available! 

Computer literacy generally: An intuitive and/or familiar User Interface to an 
NMSS can go a long way to reducing the need for high levels of computer 
literacy among specifiers. 

Good communication skills: NMSSs, being properly edited, will provide a good 
start in communicating a specifierôs intentions clearly and concisely. 

Good efficiency: NMSS publishers go to a great deal of trouble precisely so that 
project specifiers donôt have to, making NMSSs a very efficient resource for 
project specifications. A good NMSS, through software and structure, will be 
more efficient still.  

Good editorial quality likely: NMSSs, being properly edited, will help project 
specifiers produce a project specification that is of good editorial quality. 

Liable for content: NMSSs are tools and, like all tools, can be used to produce a 
very good end product if used by an expert, or a not very good end product if 
not. Specifiers should approach NMSSs critically, understanding their limitations 
as well as their strengths. Ultimately, liability for the content of a project 
specification lies with the project specifier, not with the NMSS, provided the 
NMSS does not cross certain boundaries (e.g. through what we might call óover 
automationô). 

Good contractual quality likely: NMSSs, being properly edited, will give project 
specifiers a good start in producing a project specification that is of good 
contractual quality. 

Good speed: An NMSS can significantly reduce time taken to write a project 
specification, through automation, as well as through provision of model clauses 
and guidance. 

Can start work early: NMSSs that provide for early stage specifications (e.g. 
outline, system performance) are obviously intended to allow specifiers to make 
an early start on the project specification, especially where this material is 
integrated with conventional late-stage specification content. 

Sound understanding of principles of life-cycle analysis: Guidance in the NMSS 
on this topic can be used to remind specifiers of its importance. 

CAD literacy: As NMSSs move towards BIM-compliance, we can expect 
specifiers to spend more time browsing and linking to CAD. Meanwhile the use 
of automated keynoting/annotation of drawings will encourage this interaction, 
and hence CAD literacy of specifiers (and spec literacy of CADdies). 

Low hourly charge-out rate: An NMSS can reduce the impact of high charge-out 
rates through speed. In other words, using an NMSS might allow an 
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organization to appoint a high-charge-out-rate individual to the task of project 
specification, in order to ensure a better quality output. 

 

John Gelder 

Content development manager, NBS 

Editor, ICIS Newsletter 

john.gelder@theNBS.com 

 

 

Twenty Ten for ICIS 

 

Counting down é 

Dear ICIS-members, 

Time goes fast these days. In a few weeks we will meet each other in Sydney, 
Australia, at an interesting Delegates Assembly. This year is my last year as 
ICIS President and I expect a good and interesting discussion on the future of 
ICIS and our Assembly. We can expect that in Twenty Eleven there will be a 
fresh and young ICIS organization. 

Maybe we can expect that weôll come together with an overall improvement of 
the construction industry because this year we expect a bad year in Europe. 
Maybe the economy will recover a bit, but the construction industry always 
comes later. 

Nevertheless I wish you and your family a very healthy and prosperous Twenty 
Ten. 

 

Maarten van Hezik 

Director, STABU 

President, ICIS  

mvanhezik@stabu.nl 

john.gelder@theNBS.com
mvanhezik@stabu.nl
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Why IFD Library? 

 

Most ICIS members know by now that four of 
its members are working to build a new 
technology called IFD Library (IFD = 
International Framework for Dictionaries). This 
article is an attempt to put into perspective, 
using simple examples, why the concept of 
IFD Library is necessary in the world of BIM. 
This is not a technical article, but one which 
tries to clarify the importance of this 
technology ï to modelling in general, as well 
as to the 'international' marketplace. 

IFD Library is a technology standard for precisely defining and labelling the 
objects and properties in BIM models [http://dev.ifd-library.org/]. IFD Library 
exists in the form of a very highly structured electronic database that is 
accessible over the internet (based on an ISO standard). The standardization of 
terminology is critical for the exchange of BIM data, because it enables the 
receiving application to óproperlyô interpret the meaning of the model data it 
receives. 

Everyone agrees that computers are óstupidô; that is, they cannot rationalize or 
think for themselves. We can rely on a computer to automatically connect two 
data sources if they share identical common denominators (such as a name) 
that a computer can compare. 

For example, a CAD BIM object named óconcrete blockô and a matching set of 
specification clauses collectively labelled óconcrete blockô could be connected 
automatically. However, this raises some questions which emphasise why this 
approach won't work: 

¶ What if the CAD user labelled it as ócinder blockô instead (to a CAD user 
there is no difference; specifiers know there is a difference)? 

¶ What if the specifier (who knows the difference) has clauses that apply to 
both types? 

¶ What if the CAD user labelled it right, but misspelled it óconcreet blockô? 

¶ What happens if the CAD user or the specifier does not speak English 
well (that'll never happen, right?)? 

In every case, we could not rely on computers to make the connection for us.  In 
some examples, no connection can be made; in other cases, a connection is 
made but it cannot be trusted as being correct. Enter IFD Library. 

The IFD Library is a reference database which assigns unique identification (ID) 
numbers to every term. Using IFD Library, the computer can associate data by 
comparing the unique ID on each side, rather than comparing the terms used by 
humans. In our example, it wouldn't matter what the CAD user named the 
object; the specification database would know that the CAD object was, in fact, 
concrete block. 

What if the CAD user/specifier doesn't speak English at all? 

Since IFD Library uses ID numbers rather than terms, CAD users could 
assemble objects in French or Dutch, and an English specifier could browse the 
model using English terms (IFD Library provides this service). 

http://dev.ifd-library.org/
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What if the CAD user simply uses the very generic term óblockô wall? 

A model with objects labelled using IFD Library can still be useful. The specifier 
need only review the 'subtypes' (more specialized types) of block walls to make 
the connection with his specification data, leading to a decision to select 
concrete block. The specifier does not need to view all wall types to make the 
connection. 

What if the CAD user uses the term óconcrete blockô wall, and an outline 
specification application only has data about block walls? 

Here, IFD Library database could be queried by the outline specification 
software for the specialization hierarchy (type-subtype relationships). This 
would confirm that a concrete block wall is, in fact, a specialized version of a 
block wall. The user could then decide whether the outline data still applies. 

This situation, however, leads us to a new question: 

If a CAD object named óblock wallô is further refined to óconcrete blockô by the 
specifier, how does this information get contributed back to the CAD model? 

This function is critical in order to avoid conflicts between the CAD model and 
the specification. In addition, other parties in the project team may need access 
to the highest level of detail. This point is fodder for a future article; it is one of 
the principle hurdles being faced by today's BIM software ï and something that 
is not often discussed in buildingSMART circles. 

Summary 

The examples described are a phenomenon that is not limited to a 
specifications database; any data resource that relies on knowing precisely 
which objects exist in a BIM model faces the same issues. Costing databases 
may have different pricing for concrete blocks and cinder blocks, product 
databases have separate concrete block and cinder block products, and design 
calculation software may return different results depending on the block type. 
None of these applications can rely on the 'name' of the BIM objects to know for 
sure that a project block is concrete or cinder type, and therefore cannot trust 
that their data is being applied properly to the project. 

IFD Library is a solution that not only resolves this drawback, but offers 
additional functionality useful to any construction (BIM and non-BIM) software 
application. Using one query, IFD Library can deliver 

¶ an object's specialization hierarchy (type-subtype relationships); 

¶ a list of potential composition objects (the components that make up a 
complex object); 

¶ a list of potential properties (the common properties appropriate for an 
object);  

¶ and multiple classifications (MasterFormat numbers, UniFormat 
numbers, and any other classification supported by IFD Library); and 
finally  

¶ any other references which are provided by IFD Library (for example, 
relevant buildingSMART IFC classes). 

IFD Library is the only international effort of its kind, and its relationship with 
buildingSMART International (IFD Library is an organizational group within 
buildingSMART) indicates the level of support shown by the BIM 
standardization community for the IFD Library concept. 



ICIS Newsletter: February 2010       10 

  

 

David Watson 

President, Digicon Information Inc. 

CSC Representative for IFD Library 

Secretary, ICIS 

david@digicon.ab.ca 

 

 

Building 2000 Project Classification 

 

The Finnish TALO 2000 
classification system will 
soon be published in 
English, by Rakennustieto 
Publishing, Helsinki. 

The Finnish TALO Classification group is pleased to announce that the English 
translation of the new Finnish TALO 2000-Classification has been finalized, and 
will be published in the near future. It will be downloadable on the Internet from 
www.rakennustieto.fi/index/english/productsandservices/finnishbuildingcl
assificationsystem.html, and for sale as a paper book from our on-line 
bookstore http://kauppa.rakennustieto.fi/en/ 

For information, here are the Foreword and the contents list. 

ñThe Building 2000 Project Classification covers construction elements, 
building services, structural elements of the former two, as well as 
project-related, property management and user tasks. In project 
accounting related to new construction or renovation, as well as in price 
determination, the classification also covers project provisions.  

Construction elements are designed according to the Construction Works 
Classification. For that purpose, construction elements are divided into 
structural elements whenever several types of construction work are 
required to produce a single construction element. A structural element 
comprises one or more construction products as well as their installation 
and installation products. The classification is suggestive and should be 
applied after due deliberation on a case-by-case basis. 

The principles of quantifying construction elements have been made 
independent of design and production solutions, and the measured 
quantities usually differ from output. Thus, for instance, an external wall 
assembly is always measured the same way and on the same bases. 

david@digicon.ab.ca
http://www.rakennustieto.fi/index/english/productsandservices/finnishbuildingclassificationsystem.html
http://www.rakennustieto.fi/index/english/productsandservices/finnishbuildingclassificationsystem.html
http://kauppa.rakennustieto.fi/en/
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The different outputs required to build a construction element are 
determined as required by the design solution. For instance, if the 
external wall assembly includes masonry, the masonry can be 
considered part of the quantity of the external-wall construction element 
which is notified as an output. 

 

1 Building elements 

11 Site elements 

12 Building elements 

13 Internal space elements (infills) 

2 Services elements 

21 Plumbing elements 

22 Air conditioning elements 

23 Electrical elements 

24 Data transfer elements 

25 Mechanical elements 

3 Project-related tasks 

31 Project management tasks 

32 Design tasks 

33 Construction management tasks 

34 Site tasks 

4 Property management tasks 

41 Site tasks 

42 Financing and marketing 

5 User tasks 

51 Space equipment 

52 Maintenance of operation 

6 Project provisions 

61 Document and price level changes 

62 Other provisionsò 

 

Christer Finne 

Research Director, Rakennustieto 

Treasurer, ICIS 

christer.finne@Rakennustieto.fi 

mailto:christer.finne@Rakennustieto.fi
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The ISO Concept database 

 

In preparation of the ICIS DA 2010 we are 
asked to think about, what in the year 
2025 the effect has been of technology 
including the adoption of integrated 
design, international framework for 
dictionaries (IFD) and international 
Standards. 

It's interesting. IFD is being put on the same level as international Standards, 
i.e. ISO-Standards.  

But from a point of view of someone who works for a standardizing body like 
DIN, there is still a distinction to be made between a specification like IFD, 
which is developed and pushed by a consortium, and a standard which is 
developed and maintained by a standardizing body following specific rules. The 
status of such a standard is still higher than that of a consortium's specification.  

So wouldn't it be great if IFD could gain the status of an ISO standard? Not only 
based on one but the properties themselves being standardized and recognized 
by ISO and thus by the whole standardizing world? 

In Germany there is the DIN Properties Dictionary on a national level, 
standardizing properties, but on ISO-level there is the ISO Concept Database, 
ISO/CDB.  

As an introduction I would like to present the article Zooming in on the ISO 
Concept database by Reinhard Pohn and Reinhard Weissinger. This article first 
appeared in the November 2008 issue of ISO Focus ï The Magazine of the 
International Organization for Standardization ï and is reproduced after this 
article with the permission of ISO Central Secretariat (www.iso.org). 

More recently there was a press release on this topic which can also be found 
on the ISO website (www.iso.org/iso/pressrelease.htm?refid=Ref1261): 

ñLaunching of The ISO Concept Database (ISO/CDB) will benefit 
standards users and developers   

2009-11-05 

ISO has just launched a new database that will make the benefits of 
using standards easier to achieve, provide users with new possibilities for 
achieving such benefits and cut the time necessary to develop and revise 
standards. 

In recent years, many of the technical committees that develop ISO 
standards have established databases to store and administer structured 
concept items from published standards or ones under development, 
such as:  

¶ Terms and definitions. 

http://www.iso.org/
http://www.iso.org/iso/pressrelease.htm?refid=Ref1261
http://www.iso.org/iso/standards_development/it_tools/it_applications/iso_concept_database_cdb.htm


ICIS Newsletter: February 2010       13 

  

¶ Graphical symbols. 

¶ Codes (language, country, currency etc.). 

¶ Units of measurement. 

¶ Product properties. 

¶ Data dictionaries. 

However, until now, no platform was available to bring together in a 
single source the content from more than 18 000 ISO standards 
developed to provide benefits to users in business, government and 
society. 

To tackle this challenge, the ISO Central Secretariat in Geneva, 
Switzerland, has developed a new application, the ISO Concept 
Database (ISO/CDB), which provides a harmonized platform for search, 
development and maintenance of concept content throughout the ISO 
standards portfolio. 

Most of the content of the ISO/CDB is publicly accessible via the direct 
URL http://cdb.iso.org or from ISO's Web site www.iso.org. An online 
tour of the CDB is available under www.iso.org/iso/demo_ISO-
CDB.html 

The ISO/CDB will allow standards users in companies and other 
organizations to easily access standardized reference data, with the 
possibility of re-using them in their own applications.  

In addition, the ISO/CDB will assist ISO technical committees in 
developing and maintaining concept items included in standards, helping 
to reduce time in developing new standards and revising existing ones. 

The ability to search and compare concepts from the complete portfolio 
of ISO standards is expected to:  

¶ Help ISO committees in the development and maintenance of their 
standards. 

¶ Contribute to increasing consistency among standards. 

Initially, the ISO/CDB enables search of concepts in three important 
categories (additional ones following on):  

¶ Terms and definitions. 

¶ Graphical symbols. 

¶ Codes (country, currency, language and script). 

The case of terms and definitions gives an example of the added value of 
the ISO/CDB. Through this application, standards experts will be able to 
access and compare all the instances of terms and definitions used by all 
ISO committees (either as a single word, or as a combination of words). 
This will enhance access to knowledge and make it easier to share. In 
turn, this will help to improve content quality, and prevent duplications 
and inconsistencies.ò 

Reading this I can't help thinking that it would be great if ISO/CDB and IFD 
worked together and created a dictionary of product properties which would be 
recognized without any doubt by the whole standardizing world, including DIN! 

If there is some interest I'm more than happy to make the contact. Please don't 
hesitate to contact me. 

http://cdb.iso.org/
www.iso.org
http://www.iso.org/iso/demo_iso-cdb.htm
http://www.iso.org/iso/demo_iso-cdb.htm
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bau:class 

Another German initiative in the field of product properties, bau:class (see óThe 
integration of bau:class into eCl@ssô, ICIS Newsletter, February 2006), has 
gained some recognition beyond Germany's borders, in Austria. 

BMÖ ï Federal Association of Purchasing, Materials Management and Logistics 
in Austria ï has awarded the construction companies STRABAG, ALPINE, 
PORR, HABAU, SWIETELSKY a special recognition for their initiative using 
bau:class as their common classification system. 

 

 

The text on the document reads as follows: 

"The project distinguishes itself with its cross industry competition-neutral 
cooperative solution for reducing costs by using innovative e-proc tools & 
new standards." 

 

Konrad Stuhlmacher 

Project manager, DIN 

Building and Civil Engineering Standards Committee (NABau) 

German Committee for Construction Contract Procedures (DVA)  

konrad.stuhlmacher@din.de 

mailto:konrad.stuhlmacher@din.de
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