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Why High-Performance Projects Are 
Less Forgiving

Conventional projects often absorb 
documentation gaps through informal 
coordination, substitutions, or site-
level problem solving. Tolerances are 
wider, expectations are less explicit, 
and outcomes are rarely tied to third-
party verification.

High-performance projects operate 
differently. Performance targets are 
precise, tolerances are narrow, and 
compliance is confirmed through 
testing, modelling, and external review. 
Verification occurs against defined 
thresholds and fixed timelines, leaving 
little opportunity to reinterpret intent 
once construction is underway.

The result is not that high-performance 
projects are inherently more complex, 
but that they are far less tolerant of 
incomplete or poorly coordinated 
documents.

Specifications as the Performance 
Translation Layer

In this context, the role of 
specifications becomes clearer. 
Drawings communicate design intent. 
Specifications establish obligation.

Specifications translate performance 
goals into enforceable requirements by 
defining acceptable products, required 
submittals, testing protocols, and 
verification responsibilities.

High-performance design targets are no longer exceptional. 
Metrics tied to energy use, airtightness, thermal continuity, 
and long-term operational performance are now common 
expectations on institutional, residential, and mixed-use projects. 
Frameworks such as Passive House have helped formalize these 
ambitions, providing a clear benchmark for what “performance” 
is meant to achieve.

High-Performance Design as a 
Stress Test for Specifications

VIEWPOINT

Contrary to common perception, Passive House or other high-performance targets do 
not require a fundamentally different approach to writing specifications. The structure 
remains largely the same. What changes is the level of precision required. Performance 
thresholds must be stated clearly, submittal requirements must align with certification 
milestones, and testing obligations must be unambiguous.

Specifications make performance contractual.

Where Weak Specifications Fail Under High-Performance Pressure

Performance targets are often referenced without clearly defining how they will be 
verified. Testing requirements may be mentioned, but responsibility for coordination, 
scheduling, and cost is left vague. Submittals are requested without regard for when 
they are needed to support modelling, mock-ups, or certification review. Drawings and 
specifications begin to drift out of alignment, resulting in confusion and reactive site 
instructions.

On high-performance projects, they become immediate points of friction. Contractors 
are asked to price uncertainty, and consultants are asked to resolve questions late in the 
process. Certification pathways narrow as documentation fails to anticipate verification 
needs at the appropriate stage of work.

The issue is not that the specifications are wrong, but that they are insufficiently 
disciplined for the performance demands placed upon them.

What a Coordinated High-Performance Specification Signals

From a specification reviewer’s standpoint, certain indicators reveal whether 
performance intent has been properly embedded into the Project Manual or merely 
referenced in passing.

The first signal appears early, in Division 01. Well-coordinated high-performance 
projects typically include General Requirements sections that explicitly address 
performance testing, verification, and closeout documentation. Sections such as 
Section 01 83 16 Exterior Enclosure Performance Requirements and Section 01 78 
53 Sustainable Design Closeout Documentation establish expectations up front by 
identifying required testing, certification pathways, and documentation deliverables 
tied to stated performance goals. Their presence signals that performance outcomes 
are being managed intentionally, not deferred.

The second signal appears within the technical 
trade sections themselves. In well-prepared 
specifications, Part 2 includes clearly defined 
Performance and Design Requirements that 
identify target values, applicable standards, 
testing methods, and required certifications. 
These requirements are not isolated to a 
single section. They appear consistently across 
multiple sections where systems must work 
together to achieve the intended outcome.

When these elements are absent or vague, it is 
a red flag. Performance requirements that are 
buried, implied, or inconsistently stated increase 
the likelihood that critical components will be 
evaluated in isolation rather than as part of a 
coordinated system. Under high-performance 
conditions, that lack of alignment quickly results 
in missed targets and reactive problem-solving 
during construction.

Performance Claims Increase Accountability

As performance expectations rise, so does 
accountability across the project team. When 
a client commits to a specific certification 
outcome, documentation becomes central to 
risk management.

Ambiguity around scope, responsibility, or 
testing does not disappear. It accumulates, 
increasing exposure when outcomes are 
measured against fixed certification criteria.

Where certification outcomes influence 
funding, approvals, or long-term operational 
commitments, unclear documentation 
undermines confidence in the project’s ability to 
deliver what was promised. Specifications are 
the mechanism by which performance intent is 
either supported or left exposed.

What This Means for Design Teams

Greater performance ambition requires earlier 
coordination, clearer documentation, and 
stronger alignment between drawings and 
specifications.

Well-constructed specifications anticipate verification requirements, align 
submittals with project milestones, and reduce the likelihood that performance 
goals will be compromised during construction.

This does not require innovation so much as discipline. Clear language, 
consistent coordination, and deliberate attention to performance verification 
remain the most reliable tools available to design teams.

Conclusion: Performance Does Not Forgive Weak Documentation

High-performance design does not change the fundamentals of specification 
writing. It changes the consequences of getting it wrong.

As performance targets become more exacting, the margin for ambiguity 
narrows. Assumptions that once went unnoticed are tested earlier, more 
publicly, and at greater cost. In this environment, specifications are the primary 
mechanism through which performance intent is protected.

High-performance projects succeed not because they demand better 
intentions, but because they tolerate less ambiguity. Specifications are where 
that discipline is either present—or exposed.
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