Roof Coatings 101
Important Considerations
When Choosing a Roof Coating

THINK ABOUT IT.
Your roof is exposed to the worst
of the elements. Sun, Rain, Snow.
When the sunlight hits your roof, it is absorbed by the roof
and transferred to the building below, significantly increasing
internal temperatures and driving up your cooling costs.
According to the Department of Energy, dark roofs can reach
temperatures of 150 degrees or more in the summer sun.
This means that one of the biggest challenges’ building
owners and facility managers face today is the high cost of
energy. Energy experts attribute 50–60% of energy costs to
a building’s HVAC system. In addition to heating your building,
hot roofs contribute to creating urban heat islands that
negatively impact human health. Installing a cool coating is
one of the simplest and most cost-effective upgrades you
can make to improve energy efficiency and create a more
comfortable and healthy environment.
And of course, intense exposure to the elements leads to
deterioration of the roof. In particular, the sun’s UV rays cause
molecular changes in most roofing materials that shorten the
life of a roof. A roof coating is a great solution to extend its
lifespan and do so at the fraction of the cost of a tear-off
and replacement.
Yet there are so many coatings to choose from, it can be
overwhelming. How do you choose which is best for your roof?

MATERIALS MATTER
There have been tremendous innovations in roof coatings in recent years; however,
in general, there are three primary types of roof coatings, each with pros and cons,
and suited for different situations. However, even within these categories, not
all coatings are created equal and there can be wide variations in performance.
There are also many custom coatings available for specific applications.

Acrylic
Acrylic roof coatings are the most commonly used. They are water-based and ecofriendly.
However acrylic products typically are extremely susceptible to fluctuating temperatures,
foot traffic, and ponding water, meaning that they have the shortest lifespan of any type
of coating. Although they may initially provide good solar reflectivity, acrylic coatings can
lose up to 20-30% of their reflective properties in the first three months due to cracking
and the accumulation of dirt. Acrylics, not surprisingly, are also the least expensive type
of coating.

Silicone
Silicone roof coatings are typically longer lasting than acrylics. They are very flexible, so
they withstand building flexing and resist cracking. In addition, they are more resistant to
water. However, if you are concerned about reflectivity, silicone coatings hold dirt more
than other materials which causes the roof to lose reflectivity. As a result, silicone coatings
can require regular cleaning and maintenance. Silicones are also difficult to repair due to
poor re-coatability.

Polyurethane
Polyurethane coatings are the most durable and have the longest lifespan of all coatings.
They have excellent flexibility, so they resist cracking. They are also resistant to ponding
water and dirt. Polyurethanes are so durable that they are the go-to coating choice when
high performance is desired (e.g., they can withstand the tough conditions required for
cars, trucks, and bridge coatings).

THINGS TO CONSIDER
Reflectivity
One of the biggest benefits of a roof
coating is the ability to reflect heat away
from the building. In doing so, building
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owners can substantially reduce their
energy costs. However, not all roof
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coatings provide the same level of reflectivity. When assessing a roof coating
be sure to check the Cool Roof Rating
Council (CRRC) for up to date data on
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thermal emittance and solar reflectance. A higher Solar Reflective Index (SRI) — a combination
of thermal emittance and solar reflectance percentages — means that the coating provides a
greater ability to reduce heat absorption and maintain cooler temperatures inside the building.
It’s important to check both the initial value as well as the three-year test results. A higher
three-year test result will give you a true sense of the quality of the roof coating and how
it will perform long term.

Color
Typically, cool roofs are white because white has natural
reflective properties. However, recent improvements in
technology mean that even colored roof coatings can be
made to reflect IR. Whereas a white roof will usually be
the most reflective, colored cool roofs can be an excellent
solution when there are concerns about aesthetics or
your surroundings. For example, a high concentration of
white roofs can reflect heat or glare into higher windows
of neighboring buildings or negatively impact aircraft flying
overhead in dense areas. When choosing a dark cool
coating, check with the CRRC to determine the reflectivity.

THINGS TO CONSIDER
Roof Slope
Flat and sloped roofs require different types of
coatings. With a flat or low sloped roof there
is more chance of ponding water, so select a
coating, ideally silicone or polyurethane-based,
that will not break down under these conditions.
Sloped roofs require a thin coating with high
viscosity and adhesion, so the coating does not
run off the roof before it is cured. Look for the
thinnest coating possible. Thicker coatings can
be thinned and applied in multiple coats, however,
this is not preferable due to increased labor costs.

Installation
Different cool coatings have very different
installed costs that will impact your
overall ROI. Some coatings, especially
acrylics, require multiple coats and a very
thick layer, increasing your overall labor
and material costs. Others, particularly
some newer polyurethane coatings,
require just one thin (some as thin as
2 mils) spray-coated layer.

THINGS TO CONSIDER

Adhesion
Proper adhesion is critical when applying a cool roof
coating or your coating will end up failing. Many roof
coatings are formulated for specific roof substrates, so
make sure you check the product specifications to ensure
you are using a coating formulated for the right surface.
For example, some coatings are formulated specifically
for rigid or flexible surfaces.
One of the most common causes of roof coating
failure is inadequate preparation and installation, so
be sure follow the manufacturer’s roof preparation
and installation instructions to optimize performance.
IMPORTANT: Always refer to
instructions before installing.

For example, there may be specific surface cleaning,
primer, and temperature instructions.

Maintenance
Different coating materials require different levels of maintenance to achieve the promised
energy savings, again impacting your ROI. For example, acrylics tend to crack quickly and
require regular re-application or patchwork. Silicones, especially white, tend to collect dirt easily
so require regular cleaning in order to maintain their reflectivity. Polyurethanes, on the other
hand are relatively maintenance free. Some formulations resist dirt pickup and are ‘self-cleaning’
as they wash easily in the rain. Some even resist graffiti (something to consider if using the
coatings on storage facilities or other non-roof applications), so you can feel confident that
these coatings are resistant to just about anything (chemical spills, solvents, etc.).

THINGS TO CONSIDER

Lifespan and Warranty
Roof coatings can be re-coated so make
sure you understand the service life of your
coating and when that time will come. Many
manufacturers offer a warranty or guarantee
on the coating. In addition to protecting
your investment, the warranty will give you
a good sense of the benefits and limitations
of the product, and its expected durability
and lifespan. Most companies provide up to
10 years; although the most durable will
be longer.

Conclusion
Your roof is a big investment. Protecting
it with the right coating is important to
significantly extend the life of your roof and
generate dramatic energy savings. There is
no need to settle for status quo solutions.
Today’s coating technology means that you
can have it all — high reflectivity, durability,
color options, easy installation, and low
maintenance.

