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INTRODUCTION

Water on Purpose, Every Single Day

Every other guide in this series deals with water that the building was never supposed 
to let in — rain, groundwater, meltwater. A bathroom is different: it is a room where 
water is deliberately applied, directly, at close range, on a daily basis. That difference 
is exactly why wet areas need their own waterproofing system, built with the same 
seriousness as anything below grade.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A roof might see heavy rain a few dozen times a year. A shower sees direct water  
contact every single day it is used. Wet area waterproofing has to perform under 
a frequency and intensity of exposure that most of the rest of the building 
envelope never experiences.

This guide covers shower pan systems, membrane types, the curb and niche details 
that are the most common failure points, drain assembly integration, substrate 
selection, and why tile and grout — on their own — are not a waterproofing system.

1  Wet Area Classifications
Not every surface in a bathroom needs the same level of protection. Codes and 
industry standards generally distinguish between dry areas, wet areas (walls and 
floors regularly exposed to water spray, such as inside a shower or tub surround), 
and areas subject to continuous water exposure (shower floors and pans).

CODE REQUIREMENT

Required waterproofing extends beyond the visible shower stall in many cases — 
for example, a minimum height up tub-surround and shower walls, and in some 
jurisdictions, waterproofing requirements for the floor area immediately outside a 
shower or tub. Confirm the specific extent required for the project rather than 
assuming waterproofing stops exactly at the shower door.

2  Shower Pan Systems
A shower floor is built on a pan system: a sloped surface beneath the finished floor 
that directs any water reaching it to the drain, protected by a continuous 
waterproofing membrane.
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Figure 1 — A shower pan assembly: pre-slope, membrane, drain, and finished floor.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

The tile floor of a shower is not the waterproofing layer — it is a wear surface 
sitting on top of one. The actual waterproofing happens at the membrane, several  
layers below what anyone standing in the shower can see.

3  Membrane Types for Wet Areas

REF Membrane Type General Characteristics

A.01 Sheet membrane Factory-controlled thickness, requires careful 
seaming at joints and corners

A.02 Liquid-applied membrane Rolled or trowelled on, forms a seamless coating 
over complex shapes

A.03 Foam board system Waterproof foam panels with sealed, taped seams, 
doubles as substrate

A.04 Bonded sheet (fleece-backed) Bonds directly to mortar, combines uncoupling 
and waterproofing functions
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DESIGN OPTION

The right membrane system depends on the substrate, the shower geometry, and 
installer familiarity with the specific product — all of the systems above can 
perform well when installed exactly per the manufacturer’s instructions. Mixing 
components from different manufacturers’ systems is where compatibility 
problems tend to start.

4  The Shower Curb
A shower curb is waterproofed on its top surface and both faces — not just the 
interior face facing the shower. Water reaches a curb from multiple directions: splash 
from inside the shower, and standing water on the bathroom floor during cleaning or 
a plumbing issue elsewhere.

BEST PRACTICE

Wrap the membrane continuously over the top of the curb and down both sides 
as a single, unbroken piece wherever the product allows it. A curb waterproofed 
with separate pieces meeting at the top corner is exactly where a gap is most 
likely to open up over time.

5  Curb and Niche Waterproofing
Curbs and recessed niches share the same fundamental challenge: they introduce 
corners and changes in plane into what would otherwise be a simple, continuous 
waterproofed surface — and corners are where membrane systems most commonly 
fail if not detailed carefully.
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Figure 2 — The membrane must wrap continuously around every face of a curb or niche.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A niche built into a shower wall is a small box with five interior faces, all of which 
need the same waterproofing as the surrounding wall — not a hole cut into an 
otherwise-complete membrane and patched around the edges.

6  Drain Assembly Integration
Most modern shower drains use a bonding-flange design, where the waterproofing 
membrane is bonded or clamped directly to the drain body — creating a continuous, 
sealed connection between the membrane and the one fixed penetration every 
shower floor has.

CODE REQUIREMENT

Drain assemblies are typically tested and certified for compatibility with specific 
membrane types. Confirm the selected drain is rated for the membrane system 
being used — not every drain and membrane combination is interchangeable.

Weep holes in a clamping-ring style drain (used with a traditional mud-set pan) need 
to remain clear of mortar and debris so any water that reaches the pre-slope level can 
actually drain through them.

7  Substrate Selection
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REF Substrate General Suitability for Wet Areas

B.01 Standard drywall Not suitable behind tile in wet areas

B.02 Moisture-resistant drywall 
("green board")

Improved moisture resistance, still not a 
waterproofing substrate on its own

B.03 Cement board Suitable substrate, requires a separate 
waterproofing membrane in wet areas

B.04 Foam waterproofing panels Combines substrate and waterproofing in one 
product when properly sealed

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A moisture-resistant substrate and a waterproof substrate are not the same thing 
— the same distinction as damp-proofing versus waterproofing at a foundation 
wall. Confirm which one a given product actually is before assuming it protects a 
wet area on its own.

8  Tile Installation Over Waterproofing
Tile and grout are wear and finish surfaces, not the waterproofing layer. Water 
regularly passes through grout lines and even through some tile bodies — the 
membrane behind them is what actually stops it.
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Figure 3 — Tile and grout alone versus tile installed over a waterproofing membrane.

BEST PRACTICE

Thin-set mortar used to set tile over a membrane needs to be compatible with 
that specific membrane product — confirm compatibility rather than assuming 
any thin-set will bond correctly to any waterproofing surface.

9  Steam Showers
A steam shower introduces sustained vapour exposure in addition to direct water 
contact, and generally requires a complete, sealed enclosure — including a vapour-
tight ceiling — that goes beyond standard shower waterproofing.

CODE REQUIREMENT

Steam shower enclosures typically require a sloped, sealed ceiling and specific 
vapour barrier detailing beyond what a standard shower needs. Confirm the 
manufacturer’s and applicable code requirements for the specific steam 
generator and enclosure design before finalizing the waterproofing plan.

Door and glass panel seals on a steam enclosure need to accommodate sustained 
vapour exposure, not just splashing water — confirm gasket and seal materials are 
rated for the application.

10  Common Wet Area Mistakes
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Most wet area waterproofing failures trace back to a small set of repeated errors:

  ☐ Standard drywall used behind tile in a 
wet area

  ☐ Thin-set incompatible with the 
waterproofing membrane

  ☐ Membrane not continuous at curb or 
niche corners

  ☐ Waterproofing height stops short of 
code minimum on walls

  ☐ Drain assembly incompatible with the 
membrane system

  ☐ Niche waterproofed as an afterthought, 
cut into a finished wall

  ☐ Weep holes blocked with mortar on a 
clamping-ring drain

  ☐ Steam enclosure treated like a standard 
shower

  ☐ Components mixed from different 
manufacturers’ systems

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A wet area failure is almost always hidden behind finished tile by the time anyone 
notices it — usually as a soft spot in a floor, a stain on a ceiling below, or a musty 
smell. Getting the waterproofing right before the tile goes on is far cheaper than 
any of those discoveries.

11  Pre-Tile Inspection and Flood Test
Before tile conceals the waterproofing system, this is the last opportunity to verify it 
— and for shower pans, to actually test it.

BEST PRACTICE

A flood test plugs the drain, fills the shower pan with water to a marked level, and 
holds it for a period specified by the membrane manufacturer or applicable code 
— typically 24 hours — confirming the pan holds water before tile is installed. 
This is the one wet area detail that can be genuinely, directly tested rather than 
only inspected visually.

  ☐ Membrane continuous across the entire 
pan

  ☐ Wall waterproofing height meets code 
minimum

  ☐ Curb and niche corners fully wrapped, 
no gaps

  ☐ Flood test completed and held for the 
required duration

  ☐ Drain assembly correctly integrated with 
the membrane

  ☐ No drop in water level or visible leaks 
during flood test

  ☐ Weep holes clear, where applicable   ☐ Photographs taken of the completed 
system before tile

12  The Most Important Lessons to Remember

8



XEROX BUILDERS  —  FIELD GUIDE SERIES

If a homeowner or builder remembers only a few principles from this guide, they 
should be these:

1.  A bathroom sees water every day
That frequency is why it needs its own waterproofing discipline.

2.  Tile and grout are not the waterproofing layer
The membrane behind them is what actually stops water.

3.  Corners are where membranes fail
Curbs and niches need continuous, unbroken wrapping.

4.  Moisture-resistant and waterproof are different things
Confirm which one a given substrate actually is.

5.  Drain and membrane need to be compatible
Not every combination is tested or rated together.

6.  Components should come from one system
Mixing manufacturers is where compatibility problems start.

7.  A flood test is the one detail you can actually test
Use it — it catches problems no visual inspection can.

8.  Steam showers are not standard showers
Sustained vapour exposure needs its own enclosure design.

9.  Failures here hide behind finished tile
Verify everything before it disappears.
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CLOSING

Conclusion

A wet area is a small space asked to do a demanding job, every day, indefinitely: hold 
water on purpose, direct it exactly where it should go, and never let it reach the 
structure underneath. Unlike a roof or a foundation, a shower rarely gives an early 
warning — by the time a problem is visible, tile has usually already been removed to 
find it.

The membrane behind the tile, not the tile itself, is what makes that daily demand 
survivable for the building. Select a complete, compatible system, wrap every corner 
continuously, integrate the drain correctly, and test the pan before it disappears 
behind finished work.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

This guide closes the loop on a theme that has run through this entire series: 
water finds every gap, every unfinished detail, every corner that was almost 
wrapped. A wet area just asks that question every single day instead of only 
during a storm.
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IMPORTANT NOTICE

Please Read Before Using This Guide

This guide is an educational resource. It does not replace, and must not be treated as 
a substitute for:

● The current British Columbia Building Code, National Building Code of Canada, or 
any other applicable code in force at the time of construction.

● Municipal or regional-district bylaws, permit conditions, and inspection 
requirements.

● Manufacturer installation instructions for any specific waterproofing membrane, 
drain, or tile-setting product.

● Site-specific design and engineering prepared by a licensed professional where 
required.

● The professional and legal judgment of building envelope consultants and other 
registered professionals engaged on a specific project.

The technical details and examples in this guide are general construction information. 
Actual requirements vary according to product selection, manufacturer 
specifications, local code requirements and project-specific conditions.

Where a conflict exists, the applicable building code, manufacturer’s installation 
instructions and qualified professionals take precedence over this guide.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

This guide reflects the author’s own field research, training, and construction 
experience. It has not yet been reviewed by an independent building envelope 
consultant or legal professional. Readers must verify every technical statement 
against the current, authentic codes, standards, and manufacturer instructions 
applicable to their project before relying on it.

© 2026 Mandeep S. / Xerox Builders Ltd. All rights reserved.
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