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Detailing for Better 
Wood-Frame Buildings

The “Dots” We’re Trying to Connect

Why Wood?

The Enclosure Basics

Example Details
Rim Joist
Window
Roof-to-Wall

See Also: Building Enclosure Design Guide

rdh.com/resource/building-enclosure-design-guide-for-wood-frame-multi-unit-residential-buildings
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Detailing “Dots”

Centuries old technology

21st century demands

“How we’ve always done it”

New materials and methods

Performance and cost balance

Taller, stronger, faster buildings

Connecting the Dots – Details that are:

Cost 
Conscious

Buildable

Durable

Future 
Ready
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Detailing is a Verb

Early

Often

Again

By Hand

Why Wood?
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Why Wood?

Softwood Lumber – Coniferous Trees

High strength to weight ratio

Economical

Easy to work with

Carbon sink

Low thermal conductivity

Moisture tolerant

Airtight

The Enclosure
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Critical Barriers

Integrated 
Insulation

Insulation Locations - Walls

Split/Exterior 
Insulation
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Exterior Environment – Precipitation

Exterior Environment – Climate Zone

>7000 HDD
>5000 to 7000 HDD
>4000 to 5000 HDD
>3000 to 4000 HDD
>2000 to 3000 HDD
≤3500 CDD & ≤2000 HDD
>3500 to 5000 CDD
>5000 CDD
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Detailing – Across the Entire Enclosure

Airtightness?



Building Science Live ‐ James Higgins 11/24/2020

(c) RDH Building Science Except as Noted 9

Airtightness!

Detailing: Interior vs Exterior Air Barrier

Which is Easier to Make Airtight?

Interior Air Barrier?...
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or Exterior Air Barrier?

Detailing: Interior vs Exterior Barrier

Which is Easier to Make Airtight?
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Example Details

Example 1: Rim Joist
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Example 1: Rim Joist

Example 1: Rim Joist
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Example 1: Rim Joist

Rim Joist
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Rim Joist – Simple and Continuous

“Taped”“Integrated”

Rim Joist – Interior Doesn’t Matter
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Rim Joist – Exterior Insulation

Rim Joist – Balcony/Walkway
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Rim Joist – Balcony/Walkway
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Cantilevered Balcony…

Detailing to Connect the Dots:

Use conventional materials

Study the sequencing and “decouple”

Prioritize continuity

Be ready to ask for more from the details
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Example 2: Windows

Window Sill – Flanged vs Non-Flanged

Flanged Non-Flanged
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Backer-rod +  sealant

Window Sill – Perimeter Seal

Sill angle

Non-Flanged Window Sill

Sub-sill drainage
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Window Sill – Future Ready?

Flanged Window Sill w/ Exterior Insulation?
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Window Sub Sill Drainage Options

Window Install – Clean & Tidy?
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Window Install – Clean & Tidy!

Example 3: Roof to Wall

Ceiling to Wall Ext AB Transition?

Pre-Strip Sealant
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Water Shedding Roof / Wall

Ceiling to Wall Ext AB Transition?

Taped Top Plate Ext AB
(“Monopoly Roof”)

Water Shedding Roof / Wall

Ceiling to Wall Ext AB Transition?
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Roof Parapet – Interior Air Barrier

Ceiling to Wall - Interior

Roof Parapet – Sequencing and Continuity

Top Plate Transition
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Roof Parapet – Sequencing and Continuity

Sealed Rim Joist

Roof Parapet – Sequencing and Continuity

Exterior Wrap
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Roof Parapet – Sequencing and Continuity 

Spray Foam Parapet

Roof Parapet – Simple and Continuous

Parapet Pre-strip
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Roof Parapet

Detailing for Better Wood-Frame Buildings

James Higgins

jhiggins@rdh.com


