The lllusion of Waterproofing: A Guide to Proper Vinyl Siding
Installation and Inspection

Vinyl siding is one of the most popular exterior claddings in residential construction, prized for its durability,
low maintenance, and cost-effectiveness. However, a widespread and dangerous misconception surrounds
its use: vinyl siding is not waterproof.

It is designed to shed the bulk of rainwater, but it is technically classified as a supplemental rain screen.
Wind-driven rain, capillary action, and condensation will inevitably allow water behind the panels. Because
of this, the true integrity of a home's exterior relies entirely on what lies beneath the siding and how the
siding itself is fastened.

Unfortunately, most full vinyl siding installations I've done (involving opening up various areas of vinyl siding with a
“Zip tool” to check for proper installation behind the vinyl — a specialty inspection not often asked for) were not properly
sealed or flashed when inspected fully.

Unfortunately (no matter how “good” the vinyl looks) problems with the sealing or existence of the
waterproof barrier behind the vinyl or even flashing issues all typically require the siding to be fully removed
to make needed repairs!

Here is what you need to look for when inspecting or installing a vinyl-clad home:

The True Waterproofing: The Water-Resistive Barrier (WRB)

Because water will always find its way behind vinyl siding, the home's primary defense is the Water-
Resistive Barrier (WRB) installed directly over the exterior sheathing. This is typically a house wrap (like
Tyvek) or a fluid-applied membrane. (Remember — this barrier is NOT VISIBLE since it is installed behind the vinyl
siding)

For the WRB to function correctly, it must be completely monolithic. A haphazardly stapled sheet of house
wrap is not enough to stop water intrusion.
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The Golden Rule of Vinyl: Install It “"Loose™

Unlike wood or fiber cement, vinyl undergoes significant thermal expansion and contraction. A 12-foot panel
of vinyl siding can expand by a half-inch or more under the hot summer sun. If the siding cannot move, it will
buckle, warp, and crack.

To accommodate this movement, vinyl siding must be installed "loose." During an inspection, you should be
able to grab a panel of siding and slide it laterally a fraction of an inch.

Proper Nailing Technique

* Center the Fastener:
o Nails must be driven precisely in the center of the factory-punched nailing slots.
* Leave a Gap:
o Fasteners must never be driven tight against the siding. A gap of approximately 1/32 of an inch
(roughly the thickness of a dime) must be left between the nail head and the siding panel.
* Drive Straight:
o Nails must be driven straight in, not angled. An angled nail binds the siding and restricts its
movement.
* No Face-Nailing:
o Fasteners should never be driven directly through the face of the vinyl, except in highly specific
circumstances (like the topmost termination course under a soffit).
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Penetrations and Mounting Blocks

The most vulnerable points on a siding job are the penetrations: exterior lights, electrical outlets, hose bibs,
and HVAC vents. Every item mounted on a vinyl-clad wall requires a designated mounting block.

The Right Way: Flashed and Integrated Blocks

Proper mounting blocks act like miniature windows. They have a built-in nailing flange that sits flat against
the home's sheathing.

During proper installation, the WRB is cut, the mounting block is installed, and the block's flange is flashed
and taped directly into the WRB (shingle style). The siding is then cut to fit cleanly around the block's
protruding profile, utilizing a J-channel to hide the cut edges and allow for expansion. When water inevitably
gets behind the siding above the fixture, it hits the taped flange of the block and is harmlessly directed out
and over the lower courses of siding.
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A major red flag during any siding inspection is the use of surface-mounted blocks. These are blocks (or
sometimes just the fixtures themselves) that are slapped directly over the finished vinyl siding and screwed
straight through the panels into the wall.
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Why Surface-Mounted Blocks Fail:

* Trapped Water: WATER CAN ENTER SURFACE MOUNTED
o Water running down the WRB behind the siding BOXES THROUGH WIRE OR FASTENER HOLES

encounters the back of the surface-mounted  CAN ENTER THE BUILDING VIA THE WIRE HOLE
block or the caulking used to seal it. i B

* Unsealed Fasteners:

o The screws holding the surface block in place, &=

as well as the wire or pipe penetrations passingf

through it, puncture the siding and the WRB
*without® proper flashing.

* The Pathway for Intrusion:
o Because the block compresses the siding, it}
creates a funnel effect. The water trapped
behind the siding follows the path of least
resistance—traveling directly along the screw
threads or electrical wires straight into the
home's wall cavity, or into the back of the ™S
electrical box itself.

A thorough inspection must verify that all exterior fixtures utilize integrated, flashed mounting blocks rather
than surface-mounted shortcuts. When siding is installed loose over a perfectly taped and flashed WRB, the
system will protect the home for decades. When these details are ignored, water damage is not a matter of
if, but when.

NOTHING should be fastened to the surface of vinyl siding!

Various examples of IMPROPERLY mounted items on
vinyl siding and penetrations through it
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