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Roof coatings are much like paint—the 
more polymer "solids" per gallon, the 
longer the coating's potential life. The 
more aluminum "metal" in asphalt-
based aluminum roof coatings, the bet-
ter the potential long-term performance. 
Likewise, the more acrylic polymer in a 
water-based roof coating, the better the 
potential long-term performance.  

But the "best" roof coatings available 
will not live up to expectations if sur-
faces to which they are applied have 
not been evaluated for adhesion, and if 
surface preparation does not provide a 
suitable base for the coating. Solvent-
based coatings are a little more forgiv-
ing of improperly prepared roof surfaces 
than are water-based coatings simply 
because the solvents provide a modi-
cum of "self-priming" properties. Simply 
adding a "catalyst" (in two-component 
coatings) to the coating does not neces-
sarily ensure better adhesion or weath-

ering performance.  

The primary qualities necessary for an 
acceptable roof coating are:  

• Low moisture absorption 

• Good flow properties at all suitable 
application temperatures 

• Quick skinning and short-cure prop-
erties 

• Good weathering properties with 
minimal surface chalking 

• Good adhesion properties to pre-
pared surfaces 

Low moisture absorption is one of the 
most important qualities for a coating.   
Moisture absorption from ponded water 
on roof surfaces causes adhesion to the 
substrate to break down and the coat-
ing to separate from the substrate sur-
face. The lower the moisture-absorption 
properties of the coating, the longer it 
will remain bonded in areas of accumu-
lated water. But even the best coatings 
are not going to perform for the ex-
pected time when subjected to severe, 
continuous ponded water or the effects 
of condensate discharge from roof-
mounted heating, ventilating and air-
conditioning units.  

Properly preparing a substrate before 
applying any roof coating is critical to 
bonding of roof coatings. Surfaces con-
taminated with silicone (caulk, etc.) 
never will hold any coating until all sili-
cone contaminants have been elimi-
nated completely from the surface.  

Pressure washing is the surface prepa-
ration method coating manufacturers 
generally recommend, however pres-

sure washing can irreparably damage 
some roof membranes if the high-
pressure water is directed into laps or 
flaws in the roof membrane surface. In 
addition, high-pressure water can be 
forced through some types of laps in 
metal roof panels.  

The most effective way to determine 
whether a coating effectively will bond 
to a surface is to perform peel tests in 
randomly selected roof areas.  

To do so, prepare a sample area by ap-
plying an initial layer of the selected 
coating over the roof surface followed 
by embedding a strip of fabric with 
about 4 inches of tail exposed, followed 
by another application of roof coating. 
Allow the test area to cure for a mini-
mum of three days under ambient con-
ditions, and then pull the exposed tail of 
the fabric straight up.  

If the coating effectively bonded to the 
surface, it will not peel away from the 
surface before the fabric breaks. If the 
coating peels cleanly from the surface 
under minimal load, try various surface 
preparation methods, primers or differ-
ent coatings until coating adhesion is 
positive.  

It should be obvious that quality and 
application properties of products held 
out to be suitable for coating roof sur-
faces may not be suitable for some ap-
plications. Simple and expedient 
evaluation of proposed roof coatings 
may save much consternation, money 
and grief for Owners. If there ever was 
any credence to the old adage "you get 
what you pay for", it is  appropriate to 
roof coatings.  
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