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Purpose of AIA’s 
Definitions Project
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 CLARIFIES AMBIGUOUS 
BUILDING PERFORMANCE 
TERMS

 PROVIDES CONVENIENT TOOL 
TO EDUCATE ARCHITECTS TO 
IMPROVE BUILDING 
PERFORMANCE

 SUPPORTS AIA’S CLIMATE 
ACTION PLAN

 ESTABLISHES COMMON 
VOCABULARY FOR ARCHITECTS



Definitions Project: General Process
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Create list of 
commonly 

misunderstood or 
loosely defined terms

Build consensus on 
terms to research and 
determine resources / 

bibliographies 

Research each term 
and determine best 

definitions from 
bibliographies

Provide final team 
review of each 

definition and agree to 
issue to AIA website



Step 1: Create & Sort List of Misunderstood Terms
Phase 2: Fenestration
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Step 2: Build Consensus on Terms to Research
Phase 2: Fenestration

March 29, 2024 Building Enclosure Science and Technology 6

Step 2: 



Step 3: Review Resources / Bibliography
Phase 2: Fenestration
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Step 2: 



Step 4: Issue Final Terms with Acceptable Definitions
Phase 1: Heat, Air Moisture Control Layers
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Examples of Terms
Control Layer

Control Layer: Materials or assemblies of materials that provide adequate control as defined 
below, of the passage of heat, air, and moisture. Control does not imply perfection but instead a 
level of performance adequate to suit the intended use, as such exact performance as determined 
through laboratory testing varies according to the building type, exposure, risk, and other factors. 
Adequate control is that level of performance necessary for the enclosure component to comply 
with the following: Applicable codes. Owner’s requirements. Project specific expectations. 
Quantitative performance as indicated for the individual functions.

Enclosure Wall Assembly Types: barrier wall assembly, mass wall assembly, cavity wall assembly, 
open joint cladding wall assembly, and rainscreen wall assembly.
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Enclosure Wall Assembly Types
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Thermal & Moisture Loads
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Control of Heat Control of Moisture
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Examples of Terms
Rainscreen Wall Assembly

Rainscreen Wall Assembly: A type of cavity wall that is designed and detailed to reduce 
the movement of water through joints in cladding while promoting both drainage and 
air movement within the drainage cavity. Rainscreen walls are comprised of an 
exterior cladding, a cavity, and an inner water-control layer. 
Rainscreens are subdivided into two distinct performance categories for control of 
water infiltration: Pressure-equalized rainscreen wall assembly (PER) and Drained and 
back ventilated cavity wall assembly (DBVC). Rainscreen walls are designed to control 
water at the outer cladding, but they still require a robust water-control layer behind 
them. There are a variety of methods to resist the penetration of rain and snow. 
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Forces Driving Water through a Gap
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Control of Air Movement
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Examples of Terms
Thermal Bridge and Thermal Break

Thermal Bridge: A material that conducts heat through a thermal control layer because it is more 
thermally conductive than surrounding materials. For example, a steel stud in a wall with framing 
cavity insulation will conduct more heat than the surrounding insulation, thus reducing the overall 
performance of the thermal control layer. 
Thermal Break: A rigid insulating material that is used to retard the flow of heat through an 
element that would otherwise act as a thermal bridge. Thermal break materials can be 
engineered as integral components of metal brackets, wall girts, attachments, structural framing 
members such as window and curtainwall framing, and other cladding support elements that 
penetrate the thermal control layer. A thermal break can also be a separate material installed in 
alignment with the thermal control layer to decrease the heat loss through conductive elements.
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Thermal Bridges
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Structural / Thermal
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Types of Thermal Bridges 
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PointClear Field Linear
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Thermal Breaks
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Examples of Terms
Area Weighted Averages

R-value: A measure of thermal resistance through one or more materials in a series. The use of the 
term R-value is regulated by several laws, codes and standards. R-values claimed by manufacturers 
for opaque thermal resistance should always be determined based on FTC 16 CFR Part 460, 
Labeling and Advertising of Home insulation Trade Regulations. R-value is the reciprocal of U-
factor. Higher R-values mean better thermal resistance. 
Thermal performance of fenestration is expressed as U-factor for the assembly.
Rated R-value, Rated U-factors, Assembly U-factors, Overall U-factors, Effective R-values are terms 
found in ASHRAE 90.1 Normative Appendix A to assist in everyday determination of the thermal 
performance of the building enclosure, typically when insulation is interrupted by framing.
Area weighted U-factor: The thermal performance value for an assembly considering the relative 
areas ands U-factors of each material as determined per ASHRAE Fundamentals. Area-weighting 
can be used to estimate effect of thermal bridging.
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Area Weighted Averages
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Area Weighted Averages
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Area Weighted Averages
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Next Steps & Future Phases
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Phase 1: 
“Heat, Air, and 

Moisture 
Control Layers” 

Issued 2020

Phase 2: 
“Fenestration 

Terms”
Issue Summer 

2024

Phase 3: 
“Building 

Performance 
Strategies For 

Climate Action”



Thank You
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