




A Practical Guide to the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards 

This e-book is intended for woodworking professionals, architects, general contractors, and other 
construction professionals who wish to find out more about the Architectural Woodwork Standards 
(AWS) and how the Architectural Woodwork Institute (AWI) interprets those standards. It also 
details how AWI’s Quality Certification Program (QCP) recognizes the standards.

You will find out more about: 

Each section of the standards
How each standard applies in a practical sense to interior woodwork
The benefits for construction professionals of adhering to the standards

There are also real-life examples of how the standards work.

We hope you find this e-book useful and relevant to your work. If you have any questions, please 
contact us at 855.345.0991.

Enjoy!
The Team at QCP

https://twitter.com/awiqcp
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCLK-nhd22yX0xqOBtIJS3Uw
https://www.instagram.com/awi_qcp/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/awi-quality-certification-corporation/?viewAsMember=true
https://www.facebook.com/awiqcp/
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What are the Architectural Woodwork Standards? 
The Architectural Woodwork Standards (AWS) were first produced jointly by the Architectural 
Woodwork Institute (AWI), the Woodwork Institute (WI), formally the Woodwork Institute of 
Canada, and the Architectural Woodwork Manufacturers’ Association of Canada (AWMAC) in 
2009. They were written for the specification, construction, and installation of interior architectural 
woodwork.

The AWS remains the definitive reference manual aimed at simplifying and clarifying guidelines, 
information and principles required for the fabrication, finishing, and installation of architectural 
woodwork. The Standards set industry best practices, provide technical and design illustrations, 
and address all facets of architectural woodwork from raw lumber and veneer through factory 
finishing and installation.

The Standards deliver comprehensive guidance and support to:

• Woodworkers – in delivering compliance, consistency and quality
• Architects – in comprehensively specifying interior woodwork elements
• General contractors - in identifying the industry standards that the delivery and installation of 

millwork should meet
• Installers, manufacturers, and suppliers – in choosing from a broad range of options that 

meet client needs while maintaining the integrity of workmanship
• Drafters – in ensuring consistency and industry best practices from the first stages of a project

The latest ANSI/AWI 0641 version of the AWS is Edition 2 (2014), and various institutions have 
since created publications that address their individual standards as an association. AWI specifically 
has created AWI 100, AWI 200, AWI 300, and ANSI/AWI 0621. 

AWI is now focusing on the structural integrity of architectural woodwork and related interior 
finishes rather than presenting prescriptive requirements. Their intent is to allow for flexibility 
in following specific criteria for performance and quality when purchasing, manufacturing, or 
installing architectural woodwork.

In this article, we’ll explore the different sections of the latest Architectural Woodwork Standards in 
an end-to-end overview of how they work in a practical context, as well as how to navigate these 
Standards based on AWI’s own sub-sections.

Roadmap to the AWI Standards
This Roadmap creates a visual representation of how the new AWI Standards supplant sections of 

the Architectural Woodwork Standards.

View the Roadmap

6

https://awiqcp.org/woodworkers/
https://awiqcp.org/architects-designers/
https://awiqcp.org/contractors/
https://awiqcp.org/drafters/
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/awi-qcp-aws-roadmap-to-awi-standards-3-2020.pdf


AWI and the Quality Certification Program 
AWI’s Quality Certification Program (QCP) enforces the latest edition of the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards and the guidelines and expectations they contain based on AWI-recognized 
standards. QCP’s goal is to give helpful insight into the Standards and provide resources that 
support woodworkers, architects, contractors, and design professionals to meet the Standards in 
interior architectural woodwork.

QCP ensures a smooth experience when registering a project for certification against the 
Standards. We also offer virtual inspections and review specifications to make sure projects stay on 
time, on budget, and maintain a level of quality that stands out within the industry.
While the AWI Quality Certification Program certification is not a legal requirement for architectural 
projects, it is the industry standard in quality assurance. QCP not only provides a strong foundation, 
but it also allows architects and design professionals, woodworkers, drafters, and others in the 
construction industry to deliver compliance, consistency, and quality to their clients.

Earning QCP licensed credentials demonstrates the technical skill and knowledge of expert 
woodworkers working on commercial spaces with interior architectural woodwork. Quality 
assurance is guaranteed through an extensive collaboration of inspectors who serve as extensions 
of construction, architectural, or woodworking firms, to verify, consult on and report compliance 
with the Standards.

Endorsed by The American Subcontractors Association (ASA), QCP gives industry professionals the edge they 
need to build confidence in clients, deliver better products and attract more business.
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http://awiqcp.org/woodworkers/
http://awiqcp.org/architects-designers/
http://awiqcp.org/contractors/
http://awiqcp.org/architects-designers/
https://www.asaonline.com/
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How to Submit a Woodworking Project
The first section of the AWI-recognized Standards covers the submittal process. 
At the beginning of every woodwork project is the submittal stage. This section 
deals with the various items and specifications that are the foundation of 
every project – shop drawings, approvals, samples and scheduling.

The Importance of Submitting a Woodwork Project under the Architectural Woodwork Standards 

At some point during the beginning stages of every architectural woodwork 
project is the submittal of woodwork and architectural specifications. These 
specifications encompass a series of steps that are quite literally the ‘building 
blocks’ for a successful woodwork or architectural project. They include:

• Shop drawings
• Approvals
• Samples
• Scheduling

Under the Architectural Woodwork Standards (AWS), it is the responsibility of 
the manufacturer to submit samples, shop drawings, and any necessary product 
data. These items should provide a level of detail that shows the specifications 
comply with the AWS grade that the project is being built to.

What Does a Submittal under the Architectural Woodwork Standards Include?
Let’s look at the four steps of an AWI submittal in more detail.

Shop Drawings
If the completed woodwork project is the cake, then shop drawings are surely 
the recipe. Completed by the manufacturer, they are a set of instructions, 
diagrams, schedules, and data for woodwork engineering and fabrication. 
They can also act as a guide for other trades involved in the project.

The objective of shop drawings is to show how the manufacturer will bring the design 
concept to life, while conforming to the Architectural Woodwork Standards.

Shop drawings also help to coordinate a project. When manufacturers, contractors, and 
designers all work from the same shop drawings, there is little room for discrepancy. 
This also allows for transparent, open communication among everyone involved.

Shop drawings should include construction methods, which materials and finishes 
are to be used, joinery instructions, dimensions, and technical suggestions. The more 
complex the project, the more comprehensive the shop drawings should be.

Approvals
There are four typical levels of approval in an architectural woodwork specifications submittal:

• Approved
• Approved as noted

Architectural Woodwork Institute 100: Submittals

• Revise and resubmit
• Rejected

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-100-Submittal.pdf
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-copy-3
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-copy-3
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-100-Submittal.pdf


At the approval stage, the architect or designer can 
review the shop drawings to ensure their designs 
are being followed through. However, any changes 
made at this stage can incur a delay and/or cost.

Samples
Various types of samples should be supplied once the shop 
drawings have been approved unless they are off-the-shelf items.

Samples of made-to-order items can include hardware 
and molding samples, as well as finish samples 
which should be provided by the designer.

Scheduling
Most architectural projects run on tight schedules. Shop 
drawings can help a project run in a timely manner if 
they are reviewed promptly and used to coordinate all 
the trades involved in the project. This can actually save 
days or even weeks of time, as well as identifying and 
solving any problems before construction even starts.

Benefits of Adhering to the Architectural Woodwork Standards
We’ve already seen some of the benefits of submitting 
shop drawings and using them to coordinate a 
project. Here are some larger benefits of working 
to the Architectural Woodworking Standards:

• Achieving quality assurance throughout a woodwork project
• Providing this quality product at competitive pricing
• Ensuring all parties understand the level of quality required
• When woodwork specifications are clear, 

the end result will be as expected
• The QCP team can review the architectural woodworking 

specifications and resolve any problems
• For architectural woodwork elements, QCP has one 

of the best insurance policies on the market
• There can be hundreds of individual woodworking 

specifications, so standardization is critical

What If the Architectural Woodwork Standards 
and the Project Specifications Are Different?
One of the main challenges faced by architectural woodworkers 
is when the woodwork specifications don’t contain enough 
detail and only generic information is supplied. This results 
in some back and forth to check the specifications, adding 
not only confusion and the possibility of miscommunication 
but also time and potentially additional cost to a project.

Architectural Woodwork Institute 100: Submittals
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2u6PxCwXz-4
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Get a Free Shop Drawing Review
As a benefit to QCP Members for provisional and QCP registered projects to confirm compliance 

with the AWI-recognized standards.

Shop Drawing Policies

Another challenge to highlight is that sometimes the project specifications 
differ from the Architectural Woodwork Standards. This is easily solved.

The AWS uses the same language as typical specifications and contract documents with the 
aim of preventing potential conflict between these documents. Additionally, there is a basic 
AWS rule which states, “The following rules shall govern unless a project’s contract documents 
require otherwise”. The contract documents, therefore, have precedence over the AWS.

It’s so important to have high-quality woodwork and architectural specifications. It means 
that everyone is working to the same high standards and with open communication, 
there is less margin for error – that’s why detailed shop drawings are critical.

Architectural Woodwork Institute 100: Submittals

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/awi-qcp-shop-drawing-review-services.pdf
http://news.awiqcp.org/awiqt/issues/2018-12-11-email.html#4
http://news.awiqcp.org/awiqt/issues/2018-12-11-email.html#4
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Architectural Woodwork Institute 200: Care and Storage

Care and Storage of Architectural Woodwork
AWI 200 handles one of the most important aspects of preserving a good woodworking 
installation. The goal behind this section is to ensure that proper storage, job site conditions and 
relative humidity requirements before, during and after installation are covered, along with proper 
design, care and storage to avoid and/or lessen any negative effects of temperature and humidity.

The Effects of Heat on Architectural Woodwork 

With proper design, care and storage, the effects of temperature and humidity 
can be avoided, or at least lessened. Adhering to the  AWI’s section 200 will guide 
and support you in the care and storage of your architectural woodwork.

What Are the Effects of Heat on Architectural Woodwork?
Temperature alone doesn’t affect wood greatly – but relative humidity does. All wood 
products contain some moisture and exchange this moisture with water vapor in the 
atmosphere according to the relative humidity. If humidity is high, wood absorbs 
more moisture and swells. If it’s low, wood releases moisture and shrinks.

According to the Woodworking Network, a 1% change in moisture content can result in a 
0.5% to 1% change in the size of the wood. This moisture content change occurs when relative 
humidity changes by just 5%. Therefore, dimensional problems such as movement, shrinkage, 
expansion, and warpage are the most common effects of humidity on architectural woodwork.

These problems can be the result of faulty design and unsuitable or uncontrolled amounts of 
humidity during storage, installation, or use. Indeed, if controls aren’t in place for sustaining 
a constant, suitable relative humidity in a building, the woodwork could possibly fail.

How to Avoid the Negative Effects of Heat & Humidity on Architectural Woodwork
There are various ways to ensure that your architectural woodwork isn’t 
negatively impacted by heat and humidity. Correct design, construction, and 
installation will all contribute to the overall quality of the woodwork, but humidity 
control is the important aspect of preventing dimensional problems.

• Maintain Relative Humidity
• Relative humidity must be consistently controlled; as we’ve seen, extremes in humidity 

or sudden, repetitive changes are likely to cause issues with the woodwork.
• Avoid Localized Heat
• Try not to expose the woodwork to high, localized heat sources such as hot plates. 

Even direct sunlight will change the look of your woodwork over time.
• Maintain the Woodwork’s Finish
• Don’t use abrasives, chemical or ammonia cleaners to clean architectural woodwork. Instead, 

use a damp, lint-free cloth to dust the surfaces, and a mild flax soap to remove oil or grease.
• Avoid Direct Contact with Moisture - When correctly finished, architectural woodwork 

is fairly moisture-resistant. However, if moisture accumulates on any wood product, 
it will eventually cause damage. Make sure you wipe surfaces clear of accumulated 
moisture. This will also prevent stains on the wood as a result of oxidation.

You will find a lot of handy information and guidance about the care and storage of 
your architectural woodwork in the AWI-200, a section recognized by QCP. 

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-200-Care-Storage.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-200-Care-Storage.pdf
https://www.woodworkingnetwork.com/magazine/fdmc-magazine/temperature-change-and-its-effect-wood
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-copy-5
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-copy-5
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Architectural Woodwork Institute 300: Materials

Sheet Products, Goods, and Wood Selection
AWI has taken standards from Section 4 of the AWS, titled Sheet Products, and combined 
them into AWI  300: Materials. AWI 300 includes a wide range of sheet goods, hardwood 
and softwood veneers, high-pressure decorative laminate, overlays, backers, solid 
surface, solid phenolic, epoxy resin, and natural and manufactured stone. It identifies 
common panel cores and panel surfaces referred to in subsequent product sections 
and contains material rules specific to all of the sheet products the section covers.

An Overview of Wood Veneers 

Many architectural woodworking projects which require wood veneer are purely functional and 
therefore don’t need complex specifications. However, if a project requires decorative elements 
it can get very complex very quickly – even if the final appearance is simple and elegant.

Detailed wood veneer specifications should not be neglected otherwise panels 
may not match, and the resulting fixes can be time-consuming and costly.

Species of Wood Veneer
Hardwood and softwood veneers are produced in a range of industry-
standard specifications from a variety of species.

• Hardwood veneer can be domestic or imported. Species include 
oak, ash, beech, maple, sycamore, and cherry

• The most commonly used tree species for softwood veneer is the Douglas fir, 
although pines are also used. The supply of other softwoods is limited

Wood Veneer Cutting
The appearance of veneer is determined by how a log segment is cut according to its 
annual rings. The slices of veneer (called leaves) are kept in the order in which they are 
cut. That means that they are in order when they are arranged into the veneer.

There are four main types of cutting in the AWS wood veneer specifications:

1. Plain or Flat Cutting: This is the most commonly used cutting method in architectural 
woodwork, where the cut is made parallel to a line through the middle of the log

2. Quarter Cutting: A quarter cut is made parallel to a radius line 
through the log, producing a series of stripes

3. Rift Cutting: A rift cut is made slightly off the radius line associated 
with quarter cutting and is only used in Red and White Oak

4. Rotary Cutting: The log is essentially peeled along the log’s growth rings 
in a rotary cut, resulting in a striking, random appearance.

Wood Veneer Matching Methods
Once the cuts have been made (whatever type of cut you are using), the resulting leaves 
are matched as desired. Different types of veneer matching can be used according to the 
result you want. While each leaf is different, it is related to its adjacent leaves. Different 
ways of matching adjacent leaves is what gives veneers their subtle variations.

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/the-match-game-architectural-woodwork-standards-checklist-for-wood-veneer-wall-paneling/
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-7
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-7
http://www.veneernet.com/matching.html
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There are various types of matching methods in the wood veneer AWS specifications, including:

• Book matching: This is a traditional matching method whereby 
alternate leaves are reversed, resulting in a mirror effect

• Book and turn matching: As with book matching, alternate leaves are 
reversed but also turned so the grain runs in the opposite direction

• Random matching: Leaves from of the same species but not the 
same log are used together, resulting in random graining

• Mismatching: Leaves from the same log are placed out of order, resulting 
in a mismatched pattern with a regular grain and color

• Slip matching: A section of leaves from the same log used, 
producing a repeating, gradually changing pattern

As the finish to a woodworking project, wood veneers give an immediate impression 
of the high quality of a QCP-certified woodworker’s work. In turn, this quality standard 
helps you generate repeat business and greater demand for your services.

What Type of Wood Is Best For Your Architectural Woodwork Project? 

There are usually many factors and conditions which contribute to the selection 
of the appropriate type of wood for an interior architectural design project. 
This might include the intended use of the space, cost, hardwood or softwood, 
relative stability, local and environmental factors, and legislation.  

The Architectural Woodwork Standards provides comprehensive guidance and 
information on the characteristics of wood, and here we look specifically at the 
types of wood to consider for your architectural woodwork project.

About Lumber in Architectural Woodwork
Lumber used in architectural woodwork is either: 

• Hardwood – i.e. lumber from angiosperms (flowering plants with broad leaves). Of the 200,000 
species of angiosperm on earth, around 900 species are commonly used for lumber or veneer. 

• Softwood – i.e. lumber from gymnosperms (seed-producing plants with needle-
like leaves), about 600 of which are coniferous trees such as pine, spruce and 
fir. Around 80% of the world’s lumber comes from gymnosperms.

The hardwood/softwood classification can seem like a misnomer as the names don’t refer to how 
hard or soft the wood is. For example, balsa is a hardwood that is softer than many softwoods, 
and yew is a softwood that is harder than many hardwoods. Hardness also varies greatly between 
species within each group. Both hardwood and softwood are graded. Hardwood is graded on 
the percentage of usable material, and softwood is graded on strength and appearance.  

Biological and Aesthetic Characteristics of Different Types of Wood
With so many types of wood to choose from, it’s important to understand the main 
differences, both aesthetic and biological, between them. This knowledge will 
help you choose the right type of wood for your interior woodwork project.

Biological Characteristics
• Annual growth rings – Most wood species grown in temperate climates produce well-

Architectural Woodwork Institute 300: Materials

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/an-overview-of-wood-veneers/
https://www.diffen.com/difference/Hardwood_vs_Softwood
https://www.diffen.com/difference/Hardwood_vs_Softwood
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defined annual growth rings. These rings are created 
by the difference in density and color between wood 
formed early and wood formed late in the growing 
season, and provide the grain or characteristic 
pattern of the wood when it’s sawed. Distinguishing 
features between wood species are enhanced by 
the differences in growth ring formation. Some 
tropical species experience year-long, even growth 
which may result in less obvious growth rings. 

• Heartwood – Heartwood consists of inactive cells formed 
by changes in the living cells of the inner sapwood rings. 
Material deposited in these cells usually result in lumber 
which is more durable when exposed to weather. 

• Medullary rays – Medullary rays extend radially 
from the center of a log toward the circumference, 
and serve mainly to store and transport food. They 
vary in height and produce the fleck effect. 

• Photodegradation – Photodegradation affects the 
pigment of the wood caused by exposure to either 
sun or artificial light. If an entire face is exposed, 
it will normally photodegrade uniformly, whereas 
partially exposed surfaces might result in non-uniform 
photodegradation. Some woods, such as cherry and 
walnut, are more susceptible to photodegradation 
than others, and extra care should be taken to protect 
against the effects of non-uniform photodegradation. 

• Oxidation – Oxidation is the effect on the appearance 
of the woods outer surface caused by exposure to 
atmosphere, similar to the browning of freshly cut fruit. 
For example, hardwoods can develop deep yellow 
to reddish-brown discolorations on the surface of the 
wood when exposed to air immediately after sawing or 
peeling, and some species develop these discolorations 
during air-seasoning. Proper selection, sanding, and 
finishing can minimize the effects of oxidation. 

Aesthetic Characteristics
There is clearly a lot of choice when it comes to the 
different aesthetic characteristics of wood. Different wood 
species vary, different logs from the same tree vary, and 
even different boards from the same log vary. Aesthetic 
considerations when it comes to specifying wood for your 
interior woodwork project are normally influenced by: 

• Color – not just the basic color of the species, but 
also how it might be enhanced during finishing. 

• Heartwood and sapwood – the color of wood 
within a tree varies between the lighter “sapwood” 
(the outer layers of the tree that transport 

Architectural Woodwork Institute 300: Materials
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sap) and the “heartwood” (the inner layers filled with natural deposits). 
Sapwood can be stained to blend with the heartwood. 

• Grain – the appearance produced by the arrangement of wood fibers and 
pores of the species. Lumber grain may not match veneer grain. 

• Open grain and closed grain – open grain woods usually have a distinct grain 
pattern, while closed-grain woods have a more even grain. The size and distribution 
of the cellular structure of the wood influences the appearance and uniformity. 

• Grain patterns – different species of wood produce different grain patterns, and there are 
variations of grain patterns within a species. It isn’t possible to select solid lumber cuttings 
within a species by grain and color in the same way that you would select veneers. 

• Finishing characteristics – wood varies considerably in how it reacts to different 
finishing processes. For example, some woods will accept fillers when some won’t, 
and some will show greater contrast between the “early wood” and the “late wood” 
when stained than others. It’s important to take the required finish into consideration 
when selecting your wood. Lumber doesn’t normally accept transparent finishes in 
the same way that veneer does, and may require special finishing techniques.

What to Consider When Choosing Wood for Your Interior Woodwork Project
There are a few things to consider when it comes to choosing the right 
type of wood for your architectural woodwork project, including: 

• Cost – The cost of lumber is influenced by supply and 
demand, both of which are constantly changing. 

• Hardness – Consider the ability of the wood species to sustain stress; 
resist indentation, abuse and wear; and carry its anticipated load in 
applications such as shelving and structural members. 

• Dimensional stability – In areas where humidity conditions vary widely and where 
design or fabrication of a wood product does not allow free movement or the 
use of sheet products, dimensional stability should be strongly considered. 

In order to simplify things, the AWI section on lumber contains a Comparative 
Table of Wood Species, showing relevant characteristics of the main species of 
domestic and foreign woods used by the architectural woodwork industry. 

Table 3-002 will help you make an informed selection of the type of wood you need. 

Specifying Lumber Using the Architectural Woodwork Standards
As shown, a design professional has a wide variety of foreign and domestic species of wood 
to choose from. The unique quality that wood imparts is that each type of wood has its own 
distinguishing characteristics. Once the species is chosen, its effectiveness can vary according to 
the manner in which it is sawn, sliced as veneer, treated, and finished. The Architectural Woodwork 
Standards aims to advise you on the comparisons, considerations, and species which should be 
evaluated before decisions are made and specifications are written. An informed choice will reward 
your client with the best possible performance by a natural building material.

There’s a lot more information and guidance about both wood veneer specifications and lumber in 
the AWI-300 sections on Materials. 

Architectural Woodwork Institute 300: Materials

http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/wood-veneers-end-to-end-matching-vs-sequence-matching/
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-7
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-7
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-300-Materials.pdf
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 5: Finishing

Considerations and Techniques for Wood Finishing
AWI continues to recognize Section 5 of the Architectural Woodwork Standards as it pertains to 
shop and field finishing of architectural woodwork, all of which provide protection for the wood as 
well as points to consider when you’re selecting a finishing system. Thirteen finishing systems are 
outlined, along with detailed considerations and techniques, compliance requirements, application 
rules, and methods of testing.

Wood Finishing Systems – A Woodworker’s Options 

Professional woodworkers already know that architectural woodworking finishes are more than just 
the general perception of a quick final polish. But do you know what all your options are for types 
of finish, and how do you explain the perception of woodworking finishes versus the reality?

The Purpose of Wood Finishing Systems
An architectural woodworking finish is traditionally used as a way of enhancing or changing 
the natural beauty of the wood. Another clear purpose and benefit is that a good quality finish 
provides protection from damage to the wood by moisture, contaminants and general handling.

Types of Wood Finishing
The Architectural Woodwork Standards highlight a range of wood finishing systems, all of 
which provide protection for the wood, as well as points to consider when you’re selecting a 
finishing system.

Factory finishing is typically specified for high-quality work where superior appearance and 
performance is desired. Benefits of factory finishing include consistency, control of film thickness 
and curing of the finish in a controlled environment.

Field finishing is normally used when there is not a demand for a superior appearance. In this case, 
the finisher is responsible for accepting the supplied woodwork and for ensuring that the finish 
meets the specified standards, for example in color, texture, and sheen.

Considerations When Selecting Wood Finishes

Within these two types of finishing, there are many considerations to factor in including: 

• The specifications you are given versus what is best for the woodworking job
• The cost of the system versus the benefit it provides for your job
• Optimizing application techniques so they provide a durable and aesthetically pleasing 

appearance
• The curing of finish systems
• Color matching and color consistency
• Open and close grains
• Resistance – against wear, chemicals and the local environment

Wood Finishing: Perception vs Reality
Unfortunately, the general perception is that wood finishing is a simple job – all you need to do 
is give the wood a coat of protection and you’re finished. As the considerations above show, the 
reality is more complicated than that:

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-5.pdf
https://mycommunity.awinet.org/blogs/greg-heuer/2015/04/24/why-finish
http://www.hardwoodinfo.com/specifying-professionals/professional-specifying/finishing/selecting-finishing-system/
http://www.hardwoodinfo.com/specifying-professionals/professional-specifying/finishing/selecting-finishing-system/
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-copy-9


• If you’re working on a large project which includes a lot of wood veneer paneling, you will have 
to take into account many different factors including how to preserve the color of the wood, 
whether or not you want to add depth to the wood, the different grains, etc.

• In order to meet the specifications set by the designer, you need to ensure you select the right 
wood finishing method.

• Woodworking shops often use two or three different methods across all jobs. These are either 
chemically cured or use an activator to speed up hardening, but there are actually 13 AWS 
finishing systems that you could use to best meet the specifications for your job.

• Even if the specifications you have seem to be written for one particular finishing system, it is 
always best to consider each of the 13 AWS systems to ensure that you’re using the optimal 
one for the job. 

The 13 AWS Finishing Systems
You’ll find more information about architectural woodworking finishes in the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards, section five. This section covers types of wood finish, detailed considerations 
and techniques, as well as compliance requirements.

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 5: Finishing
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Continuing education with QCP
Find out about our accreditation programs and “Lunch & Learn” sessions that will help keep you 

and your team at the top of your game.

Expand your Education

http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/an-overview-of-wood-veneers/
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-5.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-5.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/architectural-woodworking-publications/
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Millwork Specifications and Requirements
This section of the Standards includes information on standing and running trim, door frames, 
window frames, sashes, blinds and shutters, screens, and ornamental and miscellaneous millwork 
composed of solid wood and/or sheet products and their related parts. 

Wood veneer matching, in particular, is a richly complex area, so there are numerous veneer match 
defaults in the Standards to support and guide woodworkers and design professionals. With wood 
veneer matching, it’s possible to achieve various visual effects and alter the appearance of a panel 
or even of a whole room. 

Wood Veneers: End-to-End and Sequence Matching

We’ve been taking a look recently at wall paneling and wood veneers, and now we’re going to 
dive a little deeper into the world of wood veneer matching and more specifically end-to-end vs 
sequence matching.

Wood Veneer Matching
With wood veneer matching it’s possible to achieve various visual effects, altering the appearance 
of a panel or even of a whole room. There is an art to veneer matching, using the natural repeat of 
the grain from leaf to leaf and arranging the leaves to create a variety of decorative patterns and 
effects on each panel, and then matching the panels together.

That makes wood veneer matching a richly complex area, so there are numerous veneer match 
defaults in the Architectural Woodwork Institute standards to support and guide woodworkers 
and design professionals. However, there are also many bespoke wood veneer matches, and 
challenges can arise when the default standards aren’t the matches a client is expecting, or if you 
as a woodworker or design professional aren’t aware of the differences in matching techniques. 
That can mean a job isn’t specified correctly, resulting in cost issues or losing out on projects.

Wood veneer matching is most successful for the design professional, woodworker and client 
when the shop drawings clearly show the matching sequence, how panels should be built and how 
they should be installed. 

Sequence Wood Veneer Matching
In sequence matching, veneered panels are sourced or manufactured in sequence, meaning that 
each consecutive panel will be well matched for both grain and color. 

Sequenced panels are a uniform width and height. If more than one log is needed to produce 
the number of panels you need, similar logs are used so that you do not lose the overall effect. 
Sequence matching is best used when you need an uninterrupted panel layout, and when the 
design requires equal-width panels. You may lose some matching if you need to trim panels for 
doors or fittings within walls (which in themselves cannot usually be matched to panels).

Alternatively, you can have bespoke panels, doors and other components made to match 
sequentially. This requires very exact knowledge of the project, intricate coordination, longer lead 
times and higher cost. However, the end result is extremely impressive.

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 6: Millwork
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End-to-end Wood Veneer Matching
End-to-end matching is a more technically complicated matching technique. For example, on one 
panel a leaf is laid, with the next leaf inverted and laid on top, followed by the next, etc. Then the 
panels themselves can also be inverted to create an end match.

If the log the leaves come from is a lot shorter than the room requires, you have to end match 
more than once – and that’s when it gets really complicated. This matching technique is quite 
labor-intensive, especially as the panels are often handmade. There is also typically more wastage 
than with other matching techniques. For these reasons, end-to-end matching is usually a more 
expensive matching method, but it does yield excellent results.

End matching also has to be specified by the design professional – it’s not a default matching 
technique. If it’s not specified the technique can be left up to the woodworker, and that can 
create a gap between client and design professional expectation and reality. Additionally, if it isn’t 
specified the cost could then increase in order to produce the originally desired outcome. In that 
case it would be necessary for the general contractor to satisfy the owner and the architect, getting 
all parties together to discuss the possibilities and still achieve a successful product.

From Vertical to Horizontal Wood Veneer Matching
Over the last ten years or so, the trend has switched from vertical to horizontal wood veneer 
matching. This has created a new challenge for woodworkers and also means that architects 

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 6: Millwork

https://www.archtoolbox.com/materials-systems/wood-plastic-composites/woodendmatching.html
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who are specifying a project should have a good understanding and be aware of the differences 
between the two in order to create accurate shop drawings.

If you are employing the end-to-end matching technique and turned your panels from vertical to 
horizontal, they would have to be matched all the way around the room. That would be extremely 
challenging in itself, and then you also need to think about the size of the log and how many 
square feet are needed for the project.

You’ll find more information about the different types of wood veneer matching in the 
Architectural Woodwork Standards. This section covers specifications in detail, as well as 
compliance requirements. For even more information and detail on wood veneers, check out our 
comprehensive guide to wood veneers.

Get QCP Licensed Today
The AWI Quality Certification Program allows you to deliver compliance, consistency, and quality to 

your clients.

Apply Now
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 7: Stairwork & Rails

Wooden Staircases Overview
This section of the Standards includes information on wood stairs, integral trim, handrails, and 
guardrails and their related parts.

An Overview of Wooden Staircases for Design Professionals

In homes, commercial, and public buildings on one or more levels, a wooden staircase frequently 
becomes a central part of the décor, used as an aesthetic focal piece to shape the design and 
enhance the whole look of the space. Along with the plethora of shapes and designs that can be 
used for wooden staircases, the material itself adds warmth and texture.

For design professionals working on projects where a main interior focal point is a wooden 
staircase, there are some critical steps to take in stair design:

• Check the local code as there are often code and engineering issues related to staircases 
which need to be approved by an engineer

• Consult with an experienced stair builder to double-check your geometry
• Clear your stair design with the local building officials before fabrication commences 

The Architectural Woodwork Standards, along with the AWI-0620 section which is recognized 
by QCP, provides options and illustrations about the challenges of designing and building safe 
wooden stairs, but doesn’t advise on code compliance as that is the remit of local and national 
regulations. Safe stairs, design, and engineering to meet local codes is your responsibility as a 
design professional. 

What to Look out for When Designing Wooden Staircases 
There are a number of considerations a design professional should take into account during 
the design of wooden staircases. Most importantly, your contract documents should clearly 
indicate or delineate material, fabrication, installation, and applicable building code or regulation 
requirements. Don’t forget that stairs, stair rails, risers, runs, structural strength, and handrails or 
guardrails are all subject to building code requirements. 

You also need to look out for possible color variations. Color variations in wooden staircases 
normally occur in cross-grain when using band sawn or laminated members, edges in veneer-
laminated members, and in multiple layers which might be exposed by shaping. Any color 
variations can easily detract from the overall aesthetic. 

Where Most Staircases Fail QCP Inspections
On QCP-registered projects which include a wooden staircase, our inspectors commonly come 
across the following deficiencies: 

• Stair fit and finish – these are the two biggest challenges for a woodworker
• Overarching – this is mostly covered by code 
• The type of wood used – make sure the wood used is the wood specified for the project, a 

wood with good density is recommended, for example oak or maple
• The spacing of balusters – the attachment and support of a wood stair railing should                

be considered 

We also find issues with the height of the step and wood stair railing, although local code covers 

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
http://nextluxury.com/home-design/wood-stairs-ideas/
http://awiqcp.org/woodworkers/find-a-qcp-firm/
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
https://inspectapedia.com/Stairs/Stair_Codes_Rules.php
http://awiqcp.org/architects-designers/how-to-specify/
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sizing requirements and they are not part of the Architectural Woodwork Standards.

Benefits of Custom-Designed Stairs
A customized wooden staircase provides design professionals with benefits over using mass-
produced options.

• Design flexibility: You have freedom of expression and can use your creative vision while 
meeting the practical needs of your client. As custom woodwork is normally produced by 
a specialty architectural woodwork firm, dimensions can be changed prior to fabrication if 
necessary. Special situations such as designing for the disabled can be accommodated by the 
woodwork manufacturer.

• Cost-effectiveness: Custom woodwork competes favorably with mass-produced millwork in 
terms of price, while also providing almost limitless variations in design and material. Most 
woodwork lasts as long as the building, showing that quality counts. 

• No restrictions: Having custom wooden staircases means you can choose the best type of 
wood from the numerous hardwoods and softwoods available. You have the best of both 
worlds: high quality and freedom of choice.

You’ll find more guidance on wooden staircases in the new edition of the standards, AWI-0620 – 
Finish Carpentry/Installation or in Section 7. These sections cover stairwork and rails in detail, as 
well as compliance requirements. 

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 7: Stairwork & Rails

More Architectural 
Woodworking Resources

Are you looking for further information, resources, and publications on interior 
architectural woodworking?

Get More Resources

https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/what-type-of-wood-is-best-for-your-architectural-woodwork-project/
https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/what-type-of-wood-is-best-for-your-architectural-woodwork-project/
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/architectural-woodworking-publications/
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Wall/Ceiling Surfacing and Partitions to Meet 
Architectural Woodwork Standards
The Architectural Woodwork Standards (AWS), includes information on wood veneer, solid wood, 
stile and rail wood, decorative laminate, solid surface and solid phenolic products and their related 
parts.

Why Wall Paneling Is an Important Part of the Architectural Woodwork Standards  

Architectural wall panels are used in many woodworking projects. They look beautiful and have a 
huge aesthetic impact on any architectural woodwork project – so much so that many wall panels 
are featured in the Design Solutions magazine. But while they look great, it is often challenging 
to build architectural wall panels that meet both design specifications and the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards (AWS).

What Does Wall Paneling Include? 
Wall paneling includes wood veneer, solid wood, stile and rail wood, decorative laminate, solid 
surface, and solid phenolic products and their related parts. Architectural Woodwork Standards 
assist with understanding the types of veneer, methods of slicing, matching of adjacent veneer 
leaves, and requirements for end-matching of veneer.

Why Wall Paneling is an Important Part of the Architectural Woodwork Standards
There are complexities throughout a wall paneling project; in the layout fabrication, the finishing 
and in the installation of the wall panel design. The standards mean that these complexities are 
addressed up front and before the woodworking project begins. 

Meeting the Architectural Woodwork Standards also ensures that the quality of wall paneling
work remains consistently high. It also means that everyone involved has the same understanding 
of the project. 

For these reasons, wall paneling is an important part of the Architectural Woodwork Standards. 

What Do the Standards for Architectural Wall Panels Cover? 
The architectural woodwork standards cover architectural wall panels comprehensively. The 
standards include specifications for: 

• Panel sequencing, including pre-manufactured and made-to-order wall panels
• Veneer flitch selection
• Variations in natural wood products
• High-pressure decorative laminates (HPDL)
• Trims
• Installation
• Finishing
• Fire retardants

A Comprehensive Veneer Matching Wall Panel Specification Checklist 
Veneer matching is an important part of the standards for wall panels. This handy specification 
checklist covers the veneer matching element of architectural wall paneling and how it meets the 
Architectural Woodwork Standards.

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 8: Wall/Ceiling Surfacing and Partitions

https://www.awinet.org/publications/designsolutions
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-jumbotron-13
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=th55sQQhESo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=th55sQQhESo
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Use of Shop Drawings to Specify Wall Paneling Finishes
While the designer’s contract documents will contain information about the material, fabrication, 
installation and any building code or regulation considerations for wall paneling, it is the shop 
drawings that contain the information needed to turn the designs into reality. 

Shop drawings are much more technically detailed. They cover wall paneling construction 
methods, exact materials to be used, directions of wood grain and joinery and attachment 
specifications as well as exact dimensions. 

You’ll find further information on standards for wall paneling finishes in the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards.

Woodworkers: Deliver Superior 
Quality to Your Clients

Get Certified Today
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 9: Doors

Interior Wooden Doors
This section of the Standards includes information on doors using flush and stile 
& rail construction with wood or HPDL faces and their related parts.

Selecting the Best Finish for Interior Wooden Doors 

Over the last decade or so the concealed material composition and construction details of interior 
architectural wood doors have undergone significant changes. Solid wood, once the only option 
for door construction, is often replaced by MDF, agrifiber, fire resistant composite, honeycomb 
or expandable paper core. These new engineered wood products are beneficial in terms of cost 
reductions, improved production efficiency, and enabling manufacturers to provide better doors. 

However, when it comes to the visible face of an interior door, we generally still want to have a 
high-quality transparent wood finish. Attributes such as color and light and dark values are an 
important part of a door face’s overall appearance, but it’s the grain and veneer characteristics 
which are often the most important features of transparently finished wooden doors.

Installing Interior Wood Doors
It’s becoming increasingly less common for a commercial project’s woodwork 
subcontractor to provide and/or install interior wood doors.
When it does happen, a woodworking firm could opt to fabricate the doors in-house if 
only a small number is required or when the doors come within a blueprint matched area 
of decorative wall paneling. If this is the case, the woodworker might prefer total control 
of the veneer matching and sequencing as it transitions from the panels to the doors, 
rather than coordinating this intricate task with a third party door manufacturer.

There is also the option of outsourcing door work to a custom lay-up company or a door 
manufacturer (just don’t forget that it’s your responsibility as the woodwork subcontractor 
to ensure your end product conforms with the Architectural Woodwork Standards).

Finishing Products for Interior Wooden Doors
The finish you choose depends on how well you need to protect the surface, how 
well the finish will hold up, how easy it is to apply, and how you want it to look.
Finishing products fall under different categories according to how they work and the protection 
they offer. These categories include wax, oil, shellac, varnish, lacquer, and water-based finishes. 

The characteristics of different finishes vary by degrees, but always include:

• Some form of protection
• Durability
• Ease of application
• Repairability 
• Aesthetics

There isn’t, sadly, one single finish that comes top in all of these characteristics, so 
you must choose a finish that’s the most appropriate for your project and accept 
some compromise. For example, both oil and wax finishes are easy to apply 
and leave wood looking rich and natural – but neither is very durable. 

https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/an-overview-of-wood-veneers/
https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/wood-veneers-end-to-end-matching-vs-sequence-matching/
https://awiqcp.org/resources/
https://www.woodworkersjournal.com/understanding-oil-wax-finishes/
https://www.woodworkersjournal.com/understanding-oil-wax-finishes/
https://www.finewoodworking.com/2019/09/03/the-thing-with-finish
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Durable Finishes for Interior Wood Doors
Durability is often the key criteria when it comes to selecting the best finish for interior 
wood doors, especially on a commercial project. Durability is measured by a finish’s 
resistance to water, chemicals, solvents, scratches, and heat. Wax, shellac, and lacquer 
finishes can become damaged if they are exposed to water, and these finishes also 
scratch easily. Of all the finishes, a chemically cured finish such as catalyzed lacquer, 
urethane or conversion varnish are usually your best options for overall durability.

AWS Specifications for Interior Wooden Door Finishes 
Within the Architectural Woodwork Standards there are specifications for 
interior wood door finishes which take the panel face veneer standards of the 
Hardwood Plywood & Veneer Association as the minimum standard.

If you are specifying interior wood doors for a QCP-certified project, you need to determine:

• Veneers for transparent finishes – numerous foreign and domestic 
wood species are available and many different visual effects can be 
obtained by face veneer matching. You should specify the:
• Appearance and layout of individual pieces of veneer
• Matching between pieces (leaves) of veneer
• Appearance of doors in pairs or sets
• Appearance of doors with transoms

• Materials for opaque finishes – choose from medium density 
overlay, MDF, hardboard, or close grain hardwood. 

• High-pressure decorative laminates (HPDL) – almost any high-pressure decorative 
laminate color and texture can be used in the manufacture of architectural doors.

If you are making internal doors according to the specifications set out in the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards, it’s important to reference different sections of the Standards in order 
to ensure you are adhering to all the guidelines. While Section 9 provides a specific overview 
of doors, you should also reference the updated AWI-300 section which covers materials.

You’ll find more information and guidance on internal wooden doors in 
the AWI 0620 – Finish Carpentry/Installation, Section 9. This section covers 
interior doors in detail, as well as compliance requirements. 
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 10: Casework

Casework Details for Woodworkers 
and Design Professionals
The Standards include information on wood, decorative laminate, and solid phenolic faced 
casework and their related parts. Let’s look in a little more detail about what this means both for 
woodworkers and for design professionals.  (Note: the compliance requirements for installation 
and finishing in this section of the AWS are now recognized by AWI in ANSI/AWI 0620.)

Casework Surface Finish Requirements 

Here, we look in detail at casework surface finishing, things to 
consider, requirements, and examples of finishes.

Types of AWI casework surface finishes
AWI’s casework surface finishes – including finishes on custom, semi-custom 
or stock casework – are categorized into four sections. These are: 

• Exposed exterior surfaces – where all surfaces are visible
• Exposed interior surfaces – where the casework interior is visible
• Semi-exposed surfaces – where the interior is visible when doors or drawers are opened
• Concealed surfaces – where neither exterior or interior surfaces are visible

Each of these categories has casework surface finishing requirements, and 
there are also casework aesthetics to consider. Because of ongoing changes to 
environmental regulations and new finishing technologies, it’s important to discuss 
different finishing options with the design professional and/or manufacturer. 

Custom casework, built from exotic or traditional woods, may require a 
wood veneer or laminate finish. Semi-custom and stock products, on the 
other hand, are built and finished according to industry standards. 

What to Consider When Selecting a Casework Surface Finish 
There are many things to consider when choosing a casework surface finish. 

• Finishing Cost:  costs vary greatly, and it’s important to do your research. Some finishes 
may seem good value but require more labor which can add to your budget. Don’t 
cut costs by applying less coats of finish as you will not get the results you desire in 
terms of protecting and moisture-proofing the wood, or getting the right aesthetic.

• Chemical Resistance: Domestic and industrial cleaning products can contain 
some strong chemicals, which may be harmful to the surface finish. This 
must be taken into consideration during the specification phase.

• Wear Resistance: A good casework surface finish will be strong and thick with 
a solid molecular structure that makes it resistant to wear and scratches.

• Ease of Repair: Will it be a quick and easy job to repair the finish in case of scratches? 
What if the scratch goes deep – will that make a difference to the finish you choose?

• Clarity: From an aesthetic point of view, clarity is an important consideration. You want the 
finish to be as clear as possible in order to showcase the wood in the best possible way.  

http://buildipedia.com/knowledgebase/division-06-wood-plastics-and-composites/06-40-00-architectural-woodwork/06-41-00-architectural-wood-casework/06-41-00-architectural-wood-casework
http://awiqcp.org/woodworkers/find-a-qcp-firm/
http://www.hardwoodinfo.com/specifying-professionals/professional-specifying/finishing/selecting-finishing-system/
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• Adhesion: Will the finish adhere to the wood you’re 
working with properly? You don’t want to apply 
a finish that will become brittle and peel off.

• Elasticity: Wood moves according to fluctuations 
in humidity and temperature. Finishes which 
aren’t able to cope with this movement aren’t 
the right ones to use on wood surfaces.

Examples of Casework Surface Finishing
Wood casework – including cherry, oak, pine, birch, and 
mahogany – are typically stained with transparent, semi-
transparent, opaque, or semi-opaque stain so that the 
natural wood grain is shown to best effect. Wood surfaces 
can also be painted, glazed, or rubbed with oil.

Wood-veneered casework has a consistent finish 
across all surfaces and is normally stained.
Laminated is an off-the-shelf, inexpensive finishing option 
that’s durable, easy to clean, and easy to repair.

AWI casework surface finishing requirements include 
three grades of casework surface finishing:

• Premium, which provides the highest degree of control over 
materials and workmanship, and the best aesthetic result

• Custom, which provides a high degree of 
control and a good aesthetic result

• Economy, which provide the minimum degree of control – 
laminate casework would normally come under this grade

Testing Casework Surface Finishes
It’s important to conduct tests on the finishes 
before the installation. For example, you may want 
to test how a kitchen surface finish may react to 
mustard or ketchup being spilled on it.

Testing is crucial because the chemical and stain 
resistance of different finishes can be affected by 
concentration, time, temperature, humidity, and 
housekeeping, amongst other things. It is recommended 
and we would advise that actual samples are tested in a 
similar environment with those agents. The AWI testing 
process will also cover the testing of some finishes.

To give an example, at QCP we were testing surface 
finishes for a client when we came across a seemingly 
inexplicable discoloration on a casework surface. After 
talking with the client, we realized that a speaker with 
neoprene feet had been placed on the surface, and the 
neoprene had reacted with the surface finish. This is a 

http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/the-effects-of-heat-on-architectural-woodwork/
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/an-overview-of-wood-veneers/
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good example of why testing surface requirements with different elements is so important.

While residential or commercial users of a building may not see or understand the skill and 
technique that goes into casework as it’s hidden by the very nature of the cabinetry, a well-
constructed piece will still adhere to wood casework aesthetics. That means it’s important 
for design professionals to adhere to industry standards, as an architect’s drawings include 
the information necessary to create a better built product. It also means that the end result 
is more likely to exceed client expectations, and the three classifications of grades for 
casework (economy, custom, and premium) mean it will be built to the specified standard.

Casework: A Guide for Design Professionals

Casework, as we’re discussing it here, refers either to the separate parts a cabinet 
or case is made up of, or to the techniques used to build a cabinet or case.
While residential or commercial users of a building may not see or understand the 
skill and technique that goes into casework as it’s hidden by the very nature of the 
cabinetry, a well-constructed piece will still adhere to wood casework aesthetics.

Wood Casework Aesthetics
It’s important for design professionals to adhere to the Architectural Woodwork 
Standards for aesthetics in cabinet casework for various reasons.

• Design professionals’ drawings include the information 
necessary to create a better built product

• The end result is more likely to meet or exceed client expectations
• The three classifications of grades for casework (economy, custom, and premium) in 

the AWI standards mean you can ensure you’ll get the standard you have specified

As Bob Borson says in his excellent blog, Life of an Architect:“I am a big fan of using 
and referencing AWI standards; it makes sure that the millwork shop that is pricing 
or building our cabinets knows exactly to which standard they will be held.”

The AWI Casework Types
There are three categories of AWI casework which are based on the exterior exposed face:

• Wood casework, with wood faces for a transparent or opaque finish
• Decorative laminate casework, with HPDL or LPDL faces
• Solid phenolic casework, with solid phenolic faces

How Design Professionals Can Ensure Projects Are Built As Expected
There is a certain amount of effort required of a design professional in the detail 
and execution of their drawings. A high level of detail, accuracy and adherence to 
the Architectural Woodwork Standards all contribute to enabling the woodworker 
to execute a project as the design professional has envisioned.

If the drawings are accurate and detailed, and reference the well-known and accepted 
AWI standard, this will ensure everyone working from these drawings have clear 
information. There will be open communication and less margin for error.

But it’s not just about the drawings themselves, it’s also about the woodworker who’s building 

http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/a-guide-for-design-professionals/
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/a-guide-for-design-professionals/
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-15
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-15
https://www.lifeofanarchitect.com/graphic-standards-for-architectural-cabinetry/
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/architect-lives-by-standards/
http://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/architect-lives-by-standards/


the casework. Working with a certified AWI woodworker is essential, as they will have a deep 
understanding of the AWI standards and specifications.  

It’s also critical to undergo AWI inspections during the fabrication phase and once the casework is 
installed. This will double-check that the drawings match the results and that the result meets the 
AWI casework standards.

QCP Advice for Meeting AWI Casework Standards
One area design professionals sometimes overlook in specifying standards is the correct grade 
needed for the casework, whether that’s economy, custom or premium. It’s important to ensure that 
your own specifications for casework don’t contradict the grade you’ve specified.

Examples of this include what areas of the casework are exposed versus areas that are concealed, 
and the surface finishes used in these areas.

The Importance of Inspection
When working with AWI certified woodworkers, the importance of inspection is paramount. 
Inspection ensures that the shop drawings match the end result and that the casework meets the 
AWI standards. After all, a project is only as good as its execution.

It’s also true to say that knowing there’ll be an inspection is a fair way of ensuring that the 
woodworker will provide their very best work.

You will find a lot of handy information and guidance about casework in the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards, section ten. This section covers casework in detail, as well as 
compliance requirements.

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 10: Casework
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AWI 0641 Update: as of June 1, 2020 projects being specified on or after this date 
will be subject to the newly released AWI 0641. Contact us for additional information.

http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-15
http://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/#pillar-image-aside-15
mailto:gparham%40awiqcp.org?subject=AWI%200641%20Update
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 11: Countertops

Countertop Problems and Solutions
This section of the Standards includes information on countertops and window sills 
manufactured from wood, high pressure decorative laminate (HPDL), solid surface, 
engineered stone, epoxy resin, solid phenolic and natural stone products and their 
related parts. (Note: the compliance requirements for installation and finishing in 
this section of the AWS are now recognized by AWI in ANSI/AWI 0620.)

Common Problems with Countertops and How to Avoid Them

Countertops are amongst the most utilized surfaces in a home or commercial building 
and therefore need to be strong and robust enough to withstand frequent use. If they are 
not fabricated or installed correctly, this can lead to a number of problems such as: 

• Cracking and rupturing
• Chemical stains
• Water damage
• Scratches 

Section 11 of the Architectural Woodwork Standards (AWS) provides information and 
specifications on countertops manufactured from wood, high pressure decorative laminate 
(HPDL), solid surface, engineered stone, epoxy resin, solid phenolic, and natural stone products. 

What to Look Out for With Countertops
• Choose your substrate carefully – different materials should be used for different 

applications. For example, if harsh chemicals will be used in the space, this 
will lead to a granite or marble countertop becoming dull over time.

• Chemical and stain resistance – this is affected by concentration, time, temperature, 
humidity, housekeeping, and other factors. To avoid this issue, it is recommended 
that actual samples are tested in a similar environment with those agents. 

• Placing sinks in a countertop – if the countertop includes a sink, this means that 
you need to use a certain type of substrate. Veneer core plywood with type 
II adhesive and industrial-grade particleboard or fiberboard with a 24-hour 
thickness swell factor of 5.5% or less is required at sink tops and splashes.

If your project is QCP-certified, you should note that the new AWS requirements 
allow the manufacturer to dictate how countertops are installed on a project. 
This is a departure from previous specifications as it allows greater flexibility 
in how countertop supports and spans are manufactured and fitted.

Typical Problems with HPDL Countertops and how to Avoid Them
High pressure decorative laminate (HPDL) countertops are probably the countertops 
that cause the most frequent problems. Most woodworkers are familiar with the 
basic construction of an HPDL countertop, which has a deck covered with horizontal-
grade laminate. There is a core which, depending on the application, can be 
standard particleboard or in cases of sink locations, moisture-resistant board. 

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-11.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-11.pdf
https://www.awinet.org/standards/standards-overview
http://buildipedia.com/knowledgebase/division-12-furnishings/12-30-00-casework/12-36-00-countertops/12-36-2313-plastic-laminate-clad-countertops/12-36-2313-plastic-laminate-clad-countertops


The following problems generally occur after laminates have been fabricated and installed: 

• Cracking at corners and around cutouts – typically caused by one or a combination of improper 
climate control, improper bonding, forced fitting and poor planning. To prevent cracking:

• Use proper climate control
• Ensure seams are properly placed during the layout of the laminate to minimize stresses

• Separation of the laminate from the core – generally caused by a poor adhesive bond. 
The bonding procedure should be reviewed with close attention to uniform glue line, 
uniform pressure, and cleanliness of mating surfaces. If the edges fail to bond, extra 
adhesive may be applied and the product can be re-clamped. Some cleaning agents, 
excess heat, and moisture can contribute to bond failure at joints and edges. 

• Blistering or bubbling of the laminate surface away from the core can be caused by excessive 
heat, a starved glue line, improper conditioning, and inadequate pressure or drying. Use of 
a PVA glue line and pressure over clean, conditioned laminates and core can help prevent 
this problem. A small blister or bubble and a darkening of the laminate can be caused by 
continual exposure to a heat source, so lightbulbs and electrical appliances that produce 
heat shouldn’t be placed in contact with or in close proximity to laminate countertops. 

• Cracking in the center of the sheet may be caused by the core flexing when it 
covers a wide span or by spot gluing. Wide spans call for sturdy framework so the 
uniformity of glue lines and gluing pressures are important. Care should also be 
taken to avoid trapping foreign objects between the laminate and the core. 

• Warping of the assembly – almost always caused by unbalanced construction or unbalanced 
glue lines. Proper HPDL backer sheets should be used and aligned so that their grain direction 
is parallel to that of the face laminate. Proper gluing and conditioning are also important.

You’ll find all the information and guidance you need about countertops in 
Section 11 of the latest edition of the Architectural Woodwork Standards. This 
section covers countertops in detail, as well as compliance requirements. 

Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 11: Countertops

You Ask, We Answer
Watch our video answers to some of the top questions we get asked about QCP 

project certification.

Watch the Videos
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https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-11.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/video-gallery/
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 12: Historic Restoration Work

Historic Restoration Covered
This section of the Standards assists in compliance with the U.S. Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards For The Treatment Of Historic Properties, its guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitation, 
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic Buildings, and the Standards and Guidelines for the 
Conservation of Historic Places.

What Does ‘Historic Restoration Work’ Cover Under QCP?

The historic restoration work section of the Architectural Woodwork Standards (AWS) is one of its 
more unusual sections. That’s because it simply cannot be as in-depth or technical as the previous 
sections due to the fact that historic restoration work is unique - and it can also be very subjective.

The overarching requirement in any historic restoration project certified by QCP is that it matches 
the existing work. It must conform to existing compliance criteria such as gaps, alignment, and 
finish quality. 

About historic restoration
According to the U.S. Secretary of Interior, “Restoration is said as the act or process of accurately 
depicting the form, features, and character of a property as it appeared at a particular period of 
time by means of the removal of features from other periods in its history and reconstruction of 
missing features from the restoration period.”

When woodworking firms undertake historic restoration projects it’s important to reference 
national entities such as the U.S. Department of the Interior, the National Park Service, and the 
Historic Sites and Monuments Board, who can provide valuable information and legal compliance 
requirements on woodwork fabrication, finishing, and installation. 

Historic restoration requirements
Some of the historic restoration requirements include:

• Retaining and preserving the historic 
character of a property. Removing 
distinctive materials or altering the features 
and spaces that characterize a property 
must be avoided. 

• Each property is a physical record of its 
time, place, and use. Changes that create a 
false sense of historical development must 
not be made. 

• Changes to a property that have acquired 
historic significance in their own right must 
be retained and preserved. 

• Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and 
construction techniques or examples of 
craftsmanship that characterize a historic 
property must be preserved.

• Deteriorated historic features should be 
repaired rather than replaced. Where 
the severity of deterioration requires that 

something is replaced, the new feature must 
match the old in design, color, texture, and 
materials as far as possible. 

• Any chemical or physical treatments must 
be made using the gentlest means possible 
and must not damage the property.

• New additions, exterior alterations, 
or related new construction must not 
destroy historic materials and the spatial 
relationships that characterize the property. 
Any new work must be differentiated 
from the old and be compatible with the 
historic materials, features, size, scale, 
and proportion. This is to protect the 
historic integrity of the property and its 
environment. 

• New additions must be made in such a way 
that if they are removed in the future, the 
form and integrity of the historic property is 
not affected. 

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-12.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/
https://awiqcp.org/a-guide-to-the-architectural-woodwork-standards/
https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/wood-finishing-systems-a-woodworkers-options/
http://www.doi.gov
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatment-guidelines-2017.pdf
http://www.parkscanada.gc.ca


Changes in the way AWI recognizes the 
Architectural Woodwork Standards 
In 2019 the Architectural Woodwork Institute changed the way it recognizes the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards and has developed a subset section entitled “ANSI/AWI 0620 – Finish 
Carpentry/Installation”. This section includes the installation requirements under “Compliance 
Requirements” in the following sections of the current 2nd Edition of AWS (2014): 

• AWS Section 6: Millwork (pdf)
• AWS Section 7: Stairwork & Rails (pdf)
• AWS Section 8: Wall/Ceiling Surfacing and Partitions (pdf)
• AWS Section 9: Doors (pdf)
• AWS Section 10: Casework (pdf)
• AWS Section 11: Countertops (pdf)
• AWS Section 12: Historic Restoration Work (pdf)

You can find in-depth details about the new AWI sections by clicking the link below.

ANSI/AWI 0620 Indepth
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Architectural Woodwork Standards Section 12: Historic Restoration Work

QCP-certified historic restoration work
Any woodworking firm undertaking historic restoration work that needs to be certified by QCP 
must hold a specific QCP license. For this type of work you will need QCP License 12 – Historic 
Restoration Work.

An example of QCP-certified historic restoration work
The Nakamura Federal Courthouse in Seattle, WA, was built in 1939 and underwent a complete 
renovation in 2008, including its five courtrooms’ historic woodwork and benches. As part of this 
work, the fronts of the existing judges’ benches were salvaged and reused. Other woodwork then 
needed to be compatible and match existing. This included using the same species of veneer, 
in this case black walnut, the cut of veneer, and finish. There was also detailing to consider, 
although this falls more into the aesthetics and design rather than coming under the Architectural 
Woodwork Standards. 

You’ll find all the information and guidance you need about historic restoration in section 12 of 
the Architectural Woodwork Standards. This section covers historic restoration in detail, as well as 
compliance requirements. 

https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-0620-Finish-CarpentryInstallation.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AWS-0620-Finish-CarpentryInstallation.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-6.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-7.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-8.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-9.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-10.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-11.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-12.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/news-and-blog/it-aint-your-fathers-awi-standard/
https://awiqcp.org/qcp-licenses-currently-held/
https://awiqcp.org/qcp-licenses-currently-held/
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-12.pdf
https://awiqcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/awi-qcp-architectural-woodworking-standards-2nd-edition-section-12.pdf
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Temperature Change and its Effect on Wood
Selecting a Finishing System
Wood Veneer Matching - End Matching
Video: 3 Transparent Finish Wall Paneling
Architectural Wood Casework
Selecting a Finishing System
Life of an Architect: Graphic Standards for Architectural Cabinetry
Best Practices to Aligning Specifications to Architectural Drawings
Keep Calm and Enforce Standards

Related 
Links

https://www.woodworkingnetwork.com/magazine/fdmc-magazine/temperature-change-and-its-effect-wood
http://www.hardwoodinfo.com/specifying-professionals/professional-specifying/finishing/selecting-finishing-system/
https://www.archtoolbox.com/materials-systems/wood-plastic-composites/woodendmatching.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=th55sQQhESo
http://buildipedia.com/knowledgebase/division-06-wood-plastics-and-composites/06-40-00-architectural-woodwork/06-41-00-architectural-wood-casework/06-41-00-architectural-wood-casework
http://www.hardwoodinfo.com/specifying-professionals/professional-specifying/finishing/selecting-finishing-system/
https://www.lifeofanarchitect.com/graphic-standards-for-architectural-cabinetry/
https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/best-practices/best-practices-to-aligning-specifications-to-architectural-drawings
https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/best-practices/finding-refuge-in-woodworking-standards


awiqcp.org

https://twitter.com/awiqcp
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCLK-nhd22yX0xqOBtIJS3Uw
https://www.instagram.com/awi_qcp/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/awi-quality-certification-corporation/?viewAsMember=true
https://www.facebook.com/awiqcp/
https://awiqcp.org/

