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GUIDE TO THE
PREPARATION OF SPECIFICATIONS

FOREWORD

At various meetings of the NCQR the necessity was discussed of providing
guidance on the writing of specifications. At one stage this was restricted to
the inclusion of suitable quality and reliability clauses in specifications, but it
was subsequently agreed that the wider aspects should be considered by an
ad hoc committee. The project being so closely concerned with the work of
the British Standards Institution, it was decided that the ad hoc committee
should incorporate BSI representation. The BSI further offered to service the
committee and to provide a secretariat.

The individual members of the committee were invited by the National
Council for Quality and Reliability to serve on a personal basis and although
a number of other organizations were also interested, it was aimed to keep
membership of the committee quite small in order to speed the first results.

The membership of the committee was:

Mr. S, Weinberg* (Chairman)  National Coal Board

Mr. R. A, Bygate “Ministry of Defence (Inspectorate of
Armaments)

Mr, A. Capella Hawker Siddeley Dynamics Ltd.

Dr. H. M. Glass British Standards Institution

Mr. A. G. MacGregor Air Registration Board

Mrs. L. M. Bruce (Secretary) British Standards Institution

The following terms of reference were given to the committee by the
National Council: o
‘To report to the National Council for Quality and Reliability on the
scope and practice of specification and to recommend the principles to be
followed in the drafting of specifications.’

The decisions which lead to the necessity for drafting a specification were
not part of the terms of reference. However, it is assumed that whenever it is
decided to write a specification there is a good reason for that decision and
that the ultimate specification justifies itself in these terms.

A specification is essentially a means of communicating the needs or
intentions of one party to another. It may be a user’s description, to a designer,
of his requirements for purpose or duty; or it may be a designer’s description,
to a manufacturer, of an embodiment of these requirements; or it may be a

*Now Managing Director, David Moseley & Sons Ltd.
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manufacturer’s detailed description, to his operator, of the components,
materials, methods, etc., necessary to achieve that embodiment; or it may be
a statement, by a seller, describing suitability for a purpose to satisfy a need
or even a potential need, of a user or a possible user. It may, of course, be some
or all of these in one.

The contents of the specification will therefore vary according to whether
it is written primarily from the using, designing, manufacturing or selling
aspect. Specifications will also vary according to the type of material or article
which is (o be covered, ranging from a brief specification for a simple article
to a comprehensive specification for a complex assembly.

The attached list of items which may be used in a specification has been
drawn up as widely as possible so that those writing specifications may be
reminded of the headings under which requirements may be drafted in a corn-
prehensive form. This ducument is not a specification in itself, nor is it intended
that it be used in such a way that all the items are necessarily invoked in each
specification. The list of items given applies primarily to specifications for
concrete objects and not for the supply of services but some items may be
applicable to the latter. For some goods or services it may be more appro-
priate to include certain requirements in the contract and not in a specification.

There is often a tendency to think of a specification as something lying in
the applied scientific world, or more particularly in the field of engineering, but
fortunately this view is being rapidly changed with the emergence of consumecr
bodies with widely spread interests and concerning themselves with common
domestic articles. Nevertheless, to explain the persistence of such a view, it can
be said that virtually any attempt to rationalize thought about requirements
and to describe each need or each part of a need in unambiguous terms,
involves mastering processes of accurate description which, in the end result,
have the appearance of science or engineering. One can therefore refer to the
‘performance’ of a sweeping brush or of an aircraft engine,

For some requirements it may ‘be possible to write a specification in non-
technical terms, but it should be remembered that this may lead to ambiguity.
It is recommended that when writing specifications the minimum number of
clauses and words should be used, e.g. some requirements may be presented in
tabular form; language should be simplified and care taken to avoid the use of
terms or phrases which may have a subjective interpretation, e.g. ‘of adequate
strength’, ‘in accordance with good practice’.

The requirements of the specification should be written in terms of de-
scribing the optimum quality for the job, not necessarily the highest.quality.
It is usually unwise tooverspecify and introduce requirements beyond, or
properties higher than, those necessary to state the suitability for a specified
purpose. It is costly and restrictive to seek a higher quality (i.e. more refine-
ments) than necessary to perform the function required. The aim should always
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be the minimum statement of optimum (not highest) quality in order not to
increase cost unnecessarily; not to restrict processes of manufacture; not to
limit the use of possible alternative materials.

Because a specification expresses requirements it is most important that
consultations take place between the interested parties, to make sure that the
stipulations are well understood, to ensure agreement to those stipulations, or
if necessary, to arrive at an adjustment or compromise for any reason,

Before embarking on the writing of a specification, it should first be
ascertained whether there is in existence an appropriate British Standard.*
The full technical requirements may already be laid down in the British
Standard, in which case this can be referred to directly for ordering purposes.
Where the British Standard does not completely cover the requirements or
where some additional feature or variant is needed, it is recommended that the
BS be quoted together with details of the variation rather than that a com-
pletely new specification be written. Where there is no suitable existing British
Standard, it may be desirable for an approach to be made to BSI for the
appropriate specification to be drawn up, i.e. in a national forum of users and
manufacturers. The drafting of such a specification on a national basis will,
however, normally take longer to carry out and where the time factor is
important it may be necessary for an organization to proceed with the prepara-
tion of its own standard, keeping the BSI informed at all stages. At a later
stage, should a BS specification be published, consideration should be given to
the withdrawal of the organization’s document.

The committee has tried to reconcile the needs of experienced specification
writers with those who may be relatively inexperienced and obviously the
technical content of the actual specifications will vary infinitely. It is hoped
that the headings given in the comprehensive list will provide the framework
for most, if not all, specification writing, however many or few it is necessary
to use. It is obviously not possible in a general guide to go into details of the
various methods that may be used for checking compliance with specifications,
e.g. in certain of the clauses dealing particularly with performance, life,
reliability, it may be appropriate to refer to statistical methods.

It is important to initiate a review and amendment procedure for specifi-
cations. Any new issues should include a reference to the previous issues and
amendments.

This Guide does not deal with the editorial presentation of specifications,
¢.g. layout, size of paper, type, as this will vary according to the specification
writer’s organization; they should, however, be standardized within an
organization.

*The British Standards Yearbook contains the complete catalogue of publications. Lists of
British Standards, grouped according to industries, are also available (see Appendix B).
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