
what does creating a culture in relationship to 
an organization’s Fire Door Assembly Inspector 
(FDAI) program look like? We researched some 
definitions of the word culture and found a few 
that we think fit pretty well.
“A culture is a way of life of a group of people—
the behaviors, beliefs, values, and symbols that 
they accept, generally without thinking about 
them, and that are passed along by communi-
cation and imitation from one generation to the 
next" (www.merriam-webster.com). Also, “the 
integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief 
and behavior that depends upon the capacity for 
learning and transmitting knowledge to suc-
ceeding generations" (www.tamu.edu).
This led us to ask, “How are we going to best 
obtain that in our organization?” We are a fairly 
large distributor with more than 150 employees. 
We have been in business for more than 35 years 
and are well-established in our area. With that 
said, we are just a small piece of a much larger 
organization that performs many scopes of con-
struction work covering five states and requiring 
more than 1,000 employees in total. Our division 
furnishes and installs many types of doors, frames 
and hardware, including glass and glazing. 

For the most part, we cover a dense metropolitan 
area over a 50-mile radius. Our role is that of a 
distributor, subcontractor and manufacturer of 
our products. We live in the private sector of the 
commercial market and are fortunate enough 
to benefit from having large customers in the 
thriving high-tech industry. We provide many 
services, from pre-construction assistance to 
aftermarket maintenance contracts. 
Having experience providing many services al-
lowed us to see the potential that the FDAI pro-
gram has provided from day one back in 2007, 
but like others, we have been disappointed with 
the lack of acceptance and demand for FDAI 
services that we thought would come much 
sooner than it has. Consequently, we decided to 
be proactive, take action, and create a compliant 
culture along with our own demand. 
I would like to share with you our attempt at this. 
It doesn’t matter whether you work for a large 
company or a small one; our larger size provided 
advantages but also disadvantages. I am hopeful 
that our approach can help some of you get started 
on your own journey, or for those who have al-
ready started, will help get you to that next level.

By rick Calhoun

CoMMenTAry: 

Creating a Compliant Culture
How one Company Grew Its Fire Door Assembly  
Inspection Program one step at a Time
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(A) Measuring the 
undercut of the doors 
with a gap gauge. This 
should be coordinat-
ed with the general 
contractor early on, 
preferably during 
frame installation, en-
suring that the floors 
are level within the 
tolerances required.

(B) Checking door 
swing and the coor-
dination of the door 
leaves. Using all of the 
specified hardware 
products can make 
this challenging at 
times. 

(C)  Checking the tol-
erances around the 
door and frame with 
a gap gauge. This is 
one of the top 10 defi-
ciencies, even on new 
construction. There 
are many fine-tuned 
adjustments available 
to a trained instal-
lation technician to 
achieve compliancy. 
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We began by looking within, with the intent to make sure 
our installations were at the level they needed to be. For us, 
providing an inspection service was secondary to doing 
it right ourselves. Only then could we focus on providing 
inspection services, including repair and replacement of 
existing noncompliant openings. 
We have always considered ourselves leaders of the pack 
in much of what we do, so we went into this thinking 
that it would not be a big deal. We soon realized that we 
had a lot of work to do to be anywhere close to where we 
want to be—a company that consistently performs NFPA-
compliant installations 100 percent of the time.
Considering the strong relationships with our customers 
that in many cases took decades to develop, the thought of 
non-compliancy because of what we did or did not do was 
not acceptable. We needed to put together a process.
We had an FDAI on staff early on, but we needed to get the 
message, along with various levels of knowledge, to our 
150 employees. The compliant culture we envisioned was 
going to take some time and effort. As is often the case, we 
found that we needed to learn much more than we ever 
imagined from the start. Our first attempts lacked continu-
ous focus and ownership of processes. When corrections to 
these were made, we started seeing some real successes by 
realizing compliant openings on a more regular basis.
UnDersTAnDInG wHAT Is InVoLVeD. DHI is a great 
resource and is positioned to provide many types of educa-
tional courses, including codes and standards, along with its 
comprehensive DAI 600 course. But it’s not realistic to be able 
to send every employee to these courses, so we needed to 
create levels of our own education in-house. 
There are manufacturers who can help with providing some 
related education, although some can be a little too prod-
uct-biased. There is really no more valuable education than 
what you can get from being on the job, dealing with the daily 
challenges, asking questions, and coming up with solutions. 
Using all of these resources, we developed a training pro-
gram in various formats that includes not only basic door, 
frame and hardware knowledge but also specific fire, life 
safety and accessibility requirements, as well as the local 
building code enforced in our area. We always include in 
our discussions manufacturers’ product developments and 
the sharing of real-world jobsite experiences. This includes 
shop, field and office personnel. We need to touch every-
one, and not just once, but on a continuous basis.
sHArInG oUr KnowLeDGe AnD sPreADInG THe worD. 
We then saw a need to educate our customers on what we 
were trying to accomplish: general contractors, architects, 
end users, building officials, fire marshals, the local DHI 
chapter, and even the local carpenters’ union hall—basi-
cally anybody who would listen. We put together different 
levels of presentation materials depending on the audience, 
their interest and time constraints. We witnessed all levels 

of interest, from the positive and proactive to the real con-
cern of the costs that enforcement would create. 
To combat the cost concern, we always end our presentation 
with the idea of focusing on enforcing the initial installation, 
putting the ownership on the contractor to provide the own-
er with a compliant opening from day one. This approach 
has been well-received. We envision that enforcement will 
level the playing field with our competitors, many of whom 
are not even thinking about what I am sharing with you. We 
expect when that day does arrive, they will struggle and be 
unprepared to take advantage of the opportunities.
oUr esTIMATInG ProCess. The estimator is in the front 
end and needs to understand the questions to ask early in 
the bid process. In many cases, estimators are dealing with 
incomplete drawings and details. Some are conceptual in 
nature, but many get released for construction very quick-
ly, enlisting a design-build process. Knowing rated open-
ing locations, rating levels, positive pressure requirements, 
smoke and draft control, and the ever-elusive temperature 
rise locations is essential to a setting up for a successful 
project. Not to be forgotten are the existing openings that 
may or may not need to be updated to past or current code 
requirements. 
All of these items not being addressed up front can create 
a slew of problems for the management team later, includ-
ing the unwanted “Who’s going to pay for it now?” type of 
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discussion. The group can identify op-
portunities for future business using 
fire door compliancy requirements.
oUr ProJeCT MAnAGeMenT/ 
enGIneerInG ProCess. It’s all in the 
details, and the project manager and 
engineer carry the brunt of that re-
sponsibility. We need these groups to 
be aware of not only the compliancy 
requirements but how manufacturers’ 
compatibilities will affect achieving them. 
Having one person in this group as 
the go-to knowledgeable person is 
huge for us. We assigned this individ-
ual to overlook all fire door openings 
in submittals, along with answering, 
engineering and estimating questions 
and concerns—another set of eyes on 
those details.
oUr soFTwAre ProGrAM TooL. We 
invested in a computerized software in-
spection program that we can take mo-
bile to the jobsite. Doing a few by hand 
would be okay, but doing what we hope 
will eventually be thousands of open-
ings by hand would be a nightmare. 
We then worked on connecting our 
current door schedule program to this 

new outside program to eliminate the 
over-processing of the transferring 
of information. Like most IT projects, 
this will never be completed and 
will continue to be updated. If you’re 
serious about performing these in-
spections, I recommend researching a 
software program to assist you.
oUr sHoP FABrICATIon ProCess. 
Shop personnel should have an 
understanding of issues that could 
arise based on what they provide, 
especially if you fabricate and perform 
shop-installed products as we do. 
Understanding hardware locations, 
product labeling requirements, and 
door and frame preparation dimen-
sions and limitations is essential. 
As a licensed shop with labeling ca-
pabilities for many different manufac-
turers, we have volumes of rules and 
regulations to follow based on each 
manufacturer’s listings and approvals. 
Do not count this group out of the 
need to be knowledgeable.
oUr FIeLD PreVIew ProCess. It is a 
valuable service to work out problems 
before the field crew shows up at the 

jobsite. Items to be looked at concerning 
fire door assemblies are rough opening 
dimensions, plumb and level framing, 
and level flooring conditions, which 
in high-rises can be horrible. There 
should be an understanding between 
all parties on what action is to be 
taken when proper conditions are not 
present. Many specifications require 
the door subcontractor to not proceed 
with installations until all conditions 
are acceptable. Use this terminology to 
your advantage, for if you proceed, you 
typically accept the conditions and then 
have to deal with them.
oUr FIeLD InsTALLATIon ProCess. 
Our crews need to be aware of instal-
lation requirements. After performing 
the work, we require them to sign off 
on a fire door opening schedule form 
that all is compliant before walking 
off the project. We consider them our 
last line of defense. If they walk away 
from a noncompliant opening, we 
have failed as a company to accom-
plish what we set out to do. We need 
them to look not only at the products 
they are installing separately, but the 
functionality of all the components 
together as an assembly. 
There is nothing that makes me feel 
any better about our efforts than to 
hear of a field installer questioning a 
code or standard requirement. You 
know things are starting to click 
when that happens on a regular basis. 
Encourage installers’ questions, cel-
ebrate their successes, and empower 
them by asking for their minds as well 
as their hands.
oUr FIeLD MonITorInG ProCess. 
We need a dedicated presence out in 
the field to make sure that our crews 
stay focused. A field monitor works 
with the installers, prepping for their 
fire door inspections, making sure 
they are looking at tolerances, and 
dealing with field conditions properly. 
In addition to constantly monitoring, 
we perform periodic random inspec-
tion reports, whether they are paid for 
or not. This keeps all of our depart-
ments in line and on top of their game.

The FDAI inspector 
consults with the 

field foreman 
on all labeling 
requirements 

for the opening, 
while the field 

installer finishes the 
installation of a fire-

rated exit device. 
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oUr MAnUFACTUrer VerIFICATIon 
ProCess. We constantly question our 
manufacturers and are always asking 
for proof of their claims in listings and 
approval documentation. In several 
cases we have found them inaccurate, 
and on occasion they had to pull their 
product temporarily while they had a 
test done or paperwork corrected. 
It is not advisable to assume that 
everything you read in sales literature 
or hear from a sales presentation is 
accurate regarding listings and ap-
provals. Most of the manufacturers we 
deal with are up to speed, but we lean 
toward a more cautious approach and 
require confirmation on all claims. We 
archive all information we collect for 
future reference.
oUr resULTs. As you can see, we 
have managed to put together many 
processes to accomplish our goal of 
compliancy. For us it worked more ef-
ficiently to assign individuals to these 

processes. That may or may not be the 
way that works best for you, and that’s 
okay, as every distributor is different. 
Although it has been at some expense, 
we believe that it has helped separate 
us even more from our competitors. 
Every day I overhear fire door assem-
bly discussions coming from all of our 
departments. We are contacted by cus-
tomers, including AHJs, on a regular 
basis asking about what can be done 
with a fire door assembly condition. 
Our efforts have also created demand 
for paid inspections on both new and 
existing installations in our area that 
would have not been there otherwise. 
Like most things that provide real val-
ue, this did not come easily. We have 
much time invested to this point in 
our FDAI compliancy effort, and to be 
honest, we are not as far as we would 
like to be. We’re further than most—
just not there yet.

oUr ConCLUsIon. Our compliancy 
culture is much like the lean culture 
we are also developing. A lean jour-
ney is another topic worth discussing 
for those of you looking to make im-
provements within your organization. 
Both start at the top but really work 
from the bottom up. You need to re-
alize that you will never arrive, but if 
you continuously work at improving, 
you will be able to look back and see a 
difference. We will always strive to be 
a passionate and committed organi-
zation, and for our industry’s sake, I 
hope some of you will too.

rICK CALHoUn is 
President of Walters & 
Wolf Interiors. He can be 
reached at rcalhoun@
waltersandwolf.com.
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