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Floating Floors vs Bonded Floor Build-Ups

Which floor construction route is better for your project?

When specifying or comparing floor constructions, one of the most important decisions
is whether the floor should be designed as a floating floor or a bonded floor build-up.

Both approaches are widely used. Both can perform well. Both can be the right answer.
But they are built on very different principles, and choosing the wrong one can affect
everything from floor depth and drying times to strength, cracking risk, loading
performance, acoustic behaviour and suitability for the intended finish.

This is one of those choices that sounds simple until site reality gets involved and starts
throwing spanners around.

A bonded floor build-up is directly attached to the substrate below. A floating floor
build-up is separated from the substrate, usually by insulation, acoustic layers,
membranes or other intermediate components.

That distinction has major implications for how the floor behaves, how thick it needs to
be, what loads it can take, how it dries, how it moves and what it is actually suitable for.

This comparison explains the differences in clear terms so specifiers, contractors and
end users can better understand where each system fits.

What is a bonded floor build-up?

A bonded floor build-up is one where the screed or topping layer is bonded directly to
the concrete substrate or base below using a suitable bonding method.

This may involve:

e abonding slurry

e primer system

e resin-based bonding layer

e prepared mechanically keyed concrete substrate

e other manufacturer-approved bonding arrangements

Because the screed is attached to the base, it relies on that bond to work as intended.
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Bonded systems are often used where:

o floordepthis limited

e thinner screed construction is needed

e good substrate quality is available

¢ higher point loading may be expected

e arobustand well-attached screed layer is desirable

What is a floating floor build-up?

A floating floor build-up is one where the screed or board layer is not directly bonded
to the substrate below. Instead, it sits on top of an intermediate layer such as:

e thermalinsulation
e acousticinsulation
e separating membrane
e resilient layer
e underfloor heating insulation panels
e proprietary floor system components
The floor is effectively isolated from the structural slab or deck beneath.

Floating floors are often used where:

e insulationis required beneath the screed

e acoustic separationis needed

e underfloor heatingis being incorporated

¢ movement between the floor layer and substrate is expected

o the design requires the screed to sit above a compressible or separating layer

The core difference

Here is the simple version:

Bonded floor = attached to the base
Floating floor = separated from the base

That one difference changes the structural behaviour, depth requirement, movement
characteristics and suitability of the build-up.
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Comparison: Floating Floors vs Bonded Floor Build-Ups
1. Basic construction principle

Floating floor

A floating floor is independent from the structural base below. It sits on insulation,
membrane or other layers and is not intended to bond to the substrate.

Because it is effectively spanning over a softer or separated layer, it behaves differently
under load and movement.

Bonded floor build-up

A bonded floor build-up is fixed directly to the prepared substrate below. The screed and
the slab work together more closely because the topping is anchored to the base.

Winner

No outright winner. This depends entirely on what the floor is designed to achieve.

2. Build-up thickness

Floating floor

Floating floors usually require greater thickness, especially when using screed. This is
because the floor layer is unsupported by direct bond and must have enough strength
and depth to perform over the insulation or separating layer.

This additional thickness must usually be factored into:

e doorthresholds

o floor-to-ceiling heights

e stairgeometry

e transitions between rooms

e overall structural and design coordination

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups can often be installed at thinner depths because the screed is
directly supported by and adhered to the substrate.

That makes bonded systems attractive where floor depth is restricted and the design
needs to stay lean.
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Winner
Bonded floor build-up, where reduced thickness is important.

3. Suitability for insulation layers

Floating floor

Floating floors are often the default answer where insulation is part of the floor build-up.
If the design includes thermal or acoustic insulation beneath the floor layer, the system
will often need to function as a floating construction.

Thisis commonin:

e ground floor insulated slabs

e upper floors with acoustic requirements
e underfloor heating build-ups

e energy-performance-led designs

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups are not typically used over insulation because the whole
concept depends on direct adhesion to the substrate.

Winner
Floating floor, where insulation is needed below the floor layer.

4. Suitability for underfloor heating

Floating floor

Floating floors are commonly used with underfloor heating, particularly where pipework
is installed above insulation and below screed. This is a very standard arrangement in
many modern floor build-ups.

The system can work well, but the screed thickness and overall design need to suit the
heating layout and loading conditions.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups can also be used in some underfloor heating arrangements, but
they are generally less associated with standard insulated wet UFH floor construction
where the heating is laid over insulation.

Bonded systems are more likely to be used in thin overlay or specialist situations rather
than conventional insulated floating heated floors.
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Winner

Floating floor, in many standard underfloor heating constructions.

5. Structural support and load behaviour

Floating floor

Because a floating floor sits on insulation or a separating layer, the screed or board layer
must distribute loads across that layer without the direct support of bond to the slab
below.

This means performance is influenced by:

e screed depth
e screed strength
e insulation compressive strength
e loadtype
e pointloading
e expected trafficking
o floorfinish and use class
Floating floors can perform very well, but they must be designed as a complete system.

Bonded floor build-up

A bonded floor build-up benefits from direct adhesion to a solid substrate. This usually
allows the floor to behave more robustly at lower thickness and often makes it better
suited to thinner heavy-duty constructions, provided the substrate is sound and
properly prepared.

Winner

Bonded floor build-up, where thinner robust performance and direct substrate support
are priorities.

6. Substrate condition importance

Floating floor

Floating floors are somewhat less dependent on the slab acting as the finished
supporting face because they are separated from it. The substrate still matters, but
minor surface issues may be less critical where the screed is not bonding directly to it.

That said, flatness, stability and suitability still matter. A bad base is still a bad base. It
just fails in different ways.
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Bonded floors are highly dependent on substrate condition. If the substrate
is weak, dusty, contaminated, cracked, laitanced or poorly prepared, bond failure can
occur.

A bonded screed is only as good as the substrate itis bonded to.
Winner
Floating floor, for lower sensitivity to direct bond-related substrate defects.

7. Surface preparation requirements

Floating floor

Floating floors still require preparation, but they are usually less reliant on mechanical
key and bond-specific surface treatment than bonded systems.

The focus may be more on:

e membrane installation

¢ insulation placement

e perimeterisolation

e level control

e preventing movement or rocking in the insulation layer
Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floors typically demand more stringent substrate preparation to achieve reliable
adhesion. This may involve:

¢ mechanical abrasion

e shot blasting or grinding

e removal of contamination

e laitance removal

e priming or bonding slurry application

e close control of timing and application sequence
Winner

Floating floor, for simpler bond-related preparation requirements.

8. Risk of debonding

Floating floor

Because a floating floor is not intended to bond to the substrate, classic debonding is

not the main risk in the same way. The risk is more about cracking, compression,
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movement or poor performance caused by inadequate thickness or weak
support layers.

Bonded floor build-up

Debonding is one of the main risks in bonded floor construction if preparation,
substrate quality, moisture conditions or bonding methods are poor.

When a bonded screed loses adhesion, the problem is usually obvious and annoying
and rarely cheap to fix.

Winner
Floating floor, in terms of avoiding direct bond-failure risk.

9. Cracking risk and movement

Floating floor

Floating floors are generally more prone to movement-related stress because they are
isolated from the substrate and often sit on insulation or compressible layers. As a
result, they usually require greater thickness and careful movement-joint planning.

Improper detailing can lead to:

e curling

e cracking

e local weakness

¢ instability under load
e perimeter stress

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floors are more restrained by the substrate below, which can help limit certain
kinds of movement when properly installed. However, they are not immune to cracking,
especially if shrinkage, substrate cracking or poor bond develops.

Winner

Often bonded floor build-up, for restraint and lower movement in thinner applications,
assuming proper substrate condition and detailing.
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10. Acoustic performance

Floating floor

Floating floors often have the edge where acoustic separation is required, especially
where resilient or acoustic insulation layers are built into the system. The separated
nature of the build-up can help reduce sound transmission when designed correctly.

This is particularly useful in:

e apartments

e upperfloors

e mixed-use buildings

o refurbishments with acoustic upgrade targets

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floors are directly connected to the structure, which can be less advantageous
where acoustic isolation is important unless other acoustic measures are added
elsewhere.

Winner

Floating floor, where acoustic isolation matters.

11. Thermal performance

Floating floor

Floating floors are commonly used in thermally insulated floor build-ups because they
sit above insulation. This makes them highly relevant in energy-efficient designs and
heated floor constructions.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups do not typically incorporate insulation beneath the bonded
screed itself, so they are less aligned with modern insulated floor design where build-up
performance is a key target.

Winner

Floating floor, where improved thermal build-up is required.
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12. Programme and drying considerations

Floating floor

Floating screeds still involve wet trades and drying if a screed is used, so they are not
automatically faster overall. In fact, because they are often thicker, drying may take
longer depending on the screed type.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded screeds can often be thinner, which may help reduce drying time compared
with thicker floating screeds, although actual drying depends on the screed type, site
conditions and thickness.

Winner

Often bonded floor build-up, if thinner depth helps the programme.

13. Weight and load on the structure

Floating floor

Floating floor build-ups can add substantial depth and therefore potentially more
weight, especially with thicker screeds and full insulation build-ups. This may be
perfectly acceptable, but it needs checking.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded screeds can often be installed more thinly, which may reduce dead load
compared with a thicker floating screed.

Winner

Often bonded floor build-up, for lower screed thickness and potentially reduced
weight.

14. Suitability in refurbishment projects

Floating floor

Floating floors are common in refurbishment where acoustic or thermal upgrades are
required, but the added build-up depth can be a headache in older properties with tight
thresholds and limited space.
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Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups can be very useful in refurbishment when the
objective is to keep the floor depth to a minimum and the existing concrete substrate is
suitable.

Winner

Depends on the project.
Bonded often wins for low-profile refurbishment.
Floating wins where insulation or acoustic upgrade is essential.

15. Suitability in new build projects

Floating floor

Floating floors are extremely common in new build because modern construction often
includes insulation, underfloor heating and acoustic requirements as part of the floor
design from day one.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor build-ups are also used in new build, especially in specific zones, thinner
finishes or where a direct screed-to-slab solution is appropriate.

Winner

Often floating floor, in standard insulated new build floor construction.

16. Heavy-duty and industrial suitability

Floating floor

Floating floors can be designed for significant use, but heavy-duty performance
depends heavily on thickness, insulation type and the entire load-bearing design.

Bonded floor build-up

Bonded floor systems are often better suited to thinner high-strength applications and
can be preferable where robust direct support and reduced movement are required.

Winner

Often bonded floor build-up, in thinner heavy-duty or industrial-style applications.
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Side-by-side summary

Floating floors tend to suit:

e insulated floor designs

e acoustic floor constructions

e underfloor heating over insulation

e new build residential floors

e upper-floor acoustic upgrades

e situations where separation from the substrate is required
Bonded floor build-ups tend to suit:

e lower build-up applications

o refurbishment where floor height is tight

e direct-to-concrete screed construction

e thinner screed designs

e robust floor toppings over sound substrates

e areas with higher point-loading or reduced tolerance for movement

Advantages and drawbacks at a glance

Floating floor — strengths

o works well over thermal or acoustic insulation

e commonly suited to underfloor heating systems

e supports acoustic separation

e aligns well with many modern new build floor designs
e avoids bond-failure risk to the substrate

Floating floor — limitations

e usually requires greater thickness

e caninvolve longer drying times where screed is thicker

e relies heavily on insulation quality and full system design

e can be more movement-sensitive

e pointloading and compression need careful consideration

Bonded floor build-up - strengths

e canbeinstalled at thinner depths
e often more robust in thinner applications
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benefits from direct substrate support
may reduce drying time due to lower thickness
useful where floor heightis restricted

Bonded floor build-up - limitations

requires good substrate quality

more dependent on careful preparation

risk of debonding if preparation or bonding is poor
generally not suitable over insulation

less naturally aligned with acoustic separation needs

Comprehensive conclusion

The choice between a floating floor and a bonded floor build-up is not about which
one is better in general. It is about which one is better for the actual project conditions.

If the floor design needs to incorporate:

thermalinsulation

acoustic layers

underfloor heating over insulation
separation from the substrate
modern insulated floor construction

then a floating floor is often the correct route. It is especially common in new build
residential work, upper-floor acoustic systems and heated floors where the screed or
floor layer needs to sit above insulation or resilient layers.

If the floor design needs:

lower build-up thickness

direct support from the substrate

thinner screed construction

reduced movementin the screed layer

a robust topping over a good-quality concrete base

then a bonded floor build-up is often the stronger option. It is particularly usefulin
refurbishment projects, thinner build-up requirements and areas where a direct-to-
substrate floor construction is technically more sensible.

In plain terms:

choose floating floor construction when the floor needs separation, insulation
or acoustic performance
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e choose bonded floor construction when the floor needs thinness,

direct support and strong attachment to the base

The real commercial and technical mistake is trying to use a bonded

system where insulation makes floating construction necessary, or trying to force a
floating build-up into a project where thickness, movement or loading make it the wrong
fit.

Get the substrate right, get the build-up logic right, and both systems can work very
well. Get that logic wrong, and the floor will eventually make its opinion known. Usually
with cracks, delays, hollow spots or expensive conversations.

Disclaimer: This comparison is provided by www.helpme-specifyit.co.uk for general guidance only and does not constitute technical,
engineering, architectural, structural, fire safety, legal or professional advice. Product suitability, compliance, performance, compatibility,
installation methods and specification outcomes can vary depending on project requirements, site conditions, manufacturer guidance,
regulations and workmanship. Always check the latest manufacturer information and, where appropriate, seek advice from a qualified
designer, engineer, installer or other suitable professional before making any specification, purchase or installation decisions. Helpme
Solutions Group Ltd accepts no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance on this content.




