
Technical Guide: Wood Flooring 
Installation & BS 8201 Compliance 
 
Standard Referencing & Attribution 
When documenting compliance or referencing this framework for project specifications, 
ensure the standard is formally cited as follows: 

●​ Title: BS 8201:2011 Code of practice for installation of flooring of wood and 
wood-based panels. 

●​ Publisher: British Standards Institution (BSI). 
 
Document Overview 
This guide provides an industry best-practice overview for specifying and installing solid, 
engineered, and parquet wood flooring. The technical thresholds detailed below are directly 
aligned with the core recommendations of BS 8201:2011 (Code of practice for installation of 
flooring of wood and wood-based panels). 
 
Important Copyright & Standards Notice: This document serves as an educational 
summary of industry best practices. It is not a replacement for the official standard. For 
contractual compliance, legal disputes, or full algorithmic procedures, the official, complete 
publication must be purchased directly from the British Standards Institution (BSI) at 
https://knowledge.bsigroup.com. 
 

1. Subfloor Preparation & Flatness 
Before any timber is delivered to the site, the subfloor must be assessed against strict 
engineering tolerances. Structural stability and flatness prevent joint strain, localized hollow 
sounds, and vertical movement. 
 

●​ Surface Regularity (SR) Tolerances: The subfloor must meet a high standard of 
levelness. The maximum allowable deviation is 3mm under a 2-metre straight edge 
(or 2mm under a 1-metre straight edge). 

●​ Remediation: Any areas falling outside this tolerance must be ground down (for high 
spots) or filled using an appropriate protein-free, cementitious self-levelling 
compound (for low spots) before proceeding. 

 
2. Crucial Moisture & Environmental Controls 
Moisture is the primary catalyst for wood flooring failure, leading to structural defects such as 
cupping, crowning, and dimensional expansion. 
 
Subfloor Testing Protocols 

●​ Concrete & Screed Bases: Base concrete or screed layers must be tested utilizing 
an insulated wood flooring hygrometer or a non-destructive electronic impedance 
meter calibrated to Annex A guidelines. The relative humidity (RH) of the slab must 
read below 65% RH before a floor is installed without a moisture barrier. 
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●​ Damp Proof Membranes (DPM): If readings register between 65% RH and 75% 
RH, a certified liquid epoxy or polyurethane surface DPM must be applied. 

●​ Timber Subfloors: Existing wood subfloors (plywood or floorboards) must be 
structurally sound and exhibit a moisture content of less than 14% WME (Wood 
Moisture Equivalent). 
 

Acclimatisation Requirements 
Timber is a natural, hygroscopic material that responds dynamically to its environment. 

●​ The installation site must be fully enclosed, with all windows/doors fitted and wet 
trades (plastering, painting) completely dry. 

●​ The internal environment must mimic final operational conditions: ambient room 
temperature between 15°C and 25°C, and relative air humidity between 45% and 
65%. 

●​ Wood flooring must be allowed to acclimatise in these conditions within its packaging 
(or unstacked as per manufacturer guidelines) until it reaches equilibrium moisture 
content. 

 
3. Approved Installation Methods 
 
Depending on the specific timber type (solid vs. engineered) and the subfloor construction, 
BS 8201 addresses three primary deployment methods. Each carries its own distinct criteria 
for achieving a structurally sound finish. 
Method A: Fully Bonded (Glue-Down) 
This method involves permanently adhering the timber directly to the subfloor using a 
high-specification elastomeric (flexible) adhesive. 

●​ Best Suited For: Parquet/block flooring, wide engineered planks, and solid wood 
installations. It is highly recommended over underfloor heating due to optimal thermal 
transfer. 

●​ Key Requirements: The adhesive must remain permanently flexible to allow the 
wood to breathe and move naturally without cracking. The subfloor must be entirely 
free of dust, laitance (weak surface residue), or old adhesives to guarantee a proper 
bond. 
 

Method B: Mechanical Fixing (Secret-Nailing) 
Secret-nailing secures tongue-and-groove boards by driving specialized portanails or cleats 
through the tongue at a 45-degree angle, hiding the fixings from sight. 

●​ Best Suited For: Solid or engineered wood planks being installed over a 
timber-based subfloor (such as structural plywood, OSB, or existing softwood 
floorboards). 

●​ Key Requirements: Fixings must be spaced at a maximum of 200mm to 300mm 
intervals, and no closer than 50mm to the end of any individual board. The subfloor 
layers underneath must have adequate thickness and density to securely hold the 
nail shank under tension. 
 
 
 



Method C: Floating Installation 
In a floating install, the floorboards are joined to one another (either via a mechanical 
click-system or by gluing the tongue-and-groove joints together) but are completely 
unattached to the subfloor beneath. The entire floor sits as a unified "mat" on top of an 
underlay. 

●​ Best Suited For: Engineered wood flooring over concrete or timber subfloors. Note: 
BS 8201 explicitly advises against installing 100% solid wood flooring via the floating 
method due to its high rate of dimensional movement. 

●​ Key Requirements: A high-quality underlay with built-in vapor management is 
critical. Because the floor is not fixed down, strict adherence to perimeter expansion 
gaps is paramount—any structural pinching or heavy weight pinning a floating floor 
down will cause it to buckle or separate. 

 
4. Perimeter & Structural Expansion 
To accommodate the natural expansion and contraction of timber through seasonal humidity 
fluctuations, a continuous expansion break is mandatory. 
 

●​ Perimeter Gaps: A minimum expansion gap of 10mm to 15mm must be maintained 
around the entire perimeter of the floor. This includes boundaries at walls, door 
thresholds, radiator pipework, and heavy fixed objects like kitchen islands. 

●​ Large Spans: For continuous floor runs exceeding 8 to 10 linear metres across the 
grain, additional intermediate expansion joints must be engineered into the floor 
layout. 

 
5. Installation Over Underfloor Heating (UFH) 
When installing wood flooring over radiant heating systems, temperature gradients must be 
managed meticulously to prevent severe wood shrinkage or splitting. 
 

●​ System Commissioning: The UFH system must be fully commissioned and run 
through its operational cycle for a minimum of 14 to 21 days prior to flooring 
installation to force out residual screed moisture. 

●​ Thermal Limits: The UFH system must be turned off 48 hours before installation. 
Once the floor is fitted, the system temperature must be reintroduced gradually, 
increasing by no more than 2°C per day. 

●​ Maximum Surface Temperature: The surface temperature of the finished wood 
flooring must never exceed 27°C at any point during operation. 
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