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Recommended Procedures for
Judging Finished Portland Cement Plaster

Applying plaster is and always has been a skill-intensive
trade. The quality will depend largely on the knowledge
and skill of the plasterers applying the plaster mix. Unlike a
machine or factory-fabricated product, expecting machine-
like perfection is impracticable and unreasonable. Applying
plaster requires skilled tradesmen to apply the matrix in
various weather conditions and often under unfavorable
circumstances. The skill of the plasterer, weather conditions,
time allowed to work, substrate quality and available materials
all play a part in the quality of the finished appearance. Most
plaster bureaus use a set of unwritten guidelines and try to
be neutral in judging. It is very difficult to remain objective.

STANDARDS:

There are a few recognized standards for the installation
of plaster and plaster assemblies with regard to flatness.
However, regardless of established and recognized tolerances,
one should not see “eye catching” discrepancies or variations
in the finished workmanship. A mock-up or sample wall
should be approved by the owner before the project is started.

VIEWING:

Normal viewing distance is considered 10 to 15 feet from the
surface to be judged. You should be able to observe some
uniformity in the overall texture and color of the finished
surface. For instance, there may be noticeable swirl marks
in a float finish, and when they are consistent, they become
uniform and acceptable. However, the finish may be deemed
unacceptable when there are random areas where the float
was dragged straight and the plaster has a “grain”” Judging
should be done under normal lighting conditions and cannot
be limited to brief periods of time when the suns’ angle to
the plastered surface creates a critical light condition. No
plaster wall is perfectly flat. Strong light casting across the
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surface at just the right angle will make a good wall look
bad, sometimes really bad. Sconce or up-lighting can
have the same effect to the wall. Owners, architects and
contractors should be forewarned and wary of “up” or
“down” lighting fixtures on walls.

TOLERANCES:

For flatness, some code requirements were set at 1/4 inch
in five feet. Most plaster industry experts agree that 1/4 inch
in ten feet is an obtainable, acceptable quality of workman-
ship. Plaster must be taken in as an entire assembly, and
not looked at under a microscope. Plaster is a hand wrought
material that will show the characteristics of the craftsman
applying it. No two plaster finishes will look the same.

COLOR AND TEXTURE:

Texture is an important part of the aesthetics of plaster. The
texture should be uniform and consistent. Some textures
have random characteristics, such as the Santa Barbara
or Mission finishes but they should maintain a similarity
throughout the wall when viewed in totality. Color for
cement finish plaster may have some variations that are
inherent in pigmented, cementitious applications. For
more uniformity, the cement color finish may be fog coated
or painted. Acrylic finish should be uniform in color unless
specifically designed for a mottled appearance. “Smooth”
finishes of all types are susceptible to “color mottling”

Clear communication, mockups and hiring qualified
contractors will go a long way to keeping everyone happy.

This technical document is to serve as a guideline and is not intended for
any specific construction project. TSIB makes no warranty or guarantee,
expressed or implied.




