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Aluminum and Vinyl Siding (from MISSION VIEJO REPORTER VOL. 3 NO. 10) 

 

Home Maintenance Tips – Considerations for Aluminum and Vinyl Siding  

 
The maintenance and periodic painting of wood frame structures is a time-consuming effort and 
often a substantial expense for the homeowner. It is therefore understandable that a product 
which promises relief from periodic painting and gives the building a new exterior cladding would 
have considerable appeal. For these reasons, aluminum and vinyl siding have been used 
extensively in upgrading and rehabilitating the nation's stock of wood frame residential buildings. 
There are, however, also certain disadvantages in the use of a substitute material such as 
aluminum or vinyl siding, and these factors should be carefully considered before a decision is 
made to use such a material rather than the preferred replacement with new wood siding 
duplicating the old. The installation of siding can also damage the existing wall fabric by the 
nailing necessary to apply siding. Nailing directly to the building fabric or by nailing to the furring 
strips of the old siding, will leave numerous holes in the existing wood siding, molding, trim, 
window and door frames which can potentially cause problems. 
 
Since aluminum and vinyl sidings are typically marketed as home improvement items, they are 
frequently applied to buildings in need of maintenance and repair. This can result in concealing 
problems which are the early warning signs of deterioration. Minor uncorrected problems can 
progress to the point where expensive, major repairs to the structure become necessary. 
 
If there is a hidden source of water entry within the wall or leakage from the roof, the installation 
of any new siding will not solve problems of deterioration and rotting that are occurring within the 
wall. If deferred maintenance has allowed water to enter the wall through deteriorated gutters and 
downspouts, for example, the cosmetic surface application of siding will not arrest these 
problems. In fact, if the gutters and downspouts are not repaired, such problems may become 
exaggerated because water may be channeled behind the siding. In addition to drastically 
reducing the efficiency of most types of wall insulation, such excessive moisture levels within the 
wall can contribute to problems with interior finishes such as paints or wallpaper, causing peeling, 
blistering or staining of the finishes. 
 
It cannot be overemphasized that a cosmetic treatment to hide difficulties such as peeling paint, 
stains or other indications of deterioration is not a sound preservation practice; it is no substitute 
for proper care and maintenance. Aluminum and vinyl siding are not directly at fault in these 
situations since property owners should determine the nature and source of their problems, then 
make appropriate repairs. The difficulty arises when owners perceive the siding as the total 
solution to their required maintenance and forgo other remedial action. 
 
The questions of durability and relative costs of aluminum or vinyl siding compared to the 
maintenance cost of  materials are complex. It is important to consider these questions carefully 
because both types of siding are marketed as long lasting, low maintenance materials. Assuming 
that the substitute sidings are not damaged, and that they will weather and age normally, there 
will be inevitable changes in color and gloss as time passes. A normal application of aluminum or 
vinyl siding is likely to cost from two to three times as much as a good paint job on wood siding. A 
sensitive application, retaining existing trim, will cost more. Therefore, to break even on expense, 
the new siding should last as long as two or three paintings before requiring maintenance. On 
wood two coats of good quality paint on a properly prepared surface can last from 8 to 10 years, 
according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. If a conservative life of seven years is assumed 
for paint on wood, then aluminum and vinyl siding should last 15 to 21 years before requiring 
additional maintenance, to break even with the maintenance cost for painting wood siding. Once 
painted, the aluminum and vinyl siding will require repainting with the same frequency as wood. 



 
While aluminum siding can dent upon impact and the impact resistance of vinyl siding decreases 
in low temperatures and, therefore, is susceptible to cracking from sharp impact, these materials 
are generally not more vulnerable than wood siding and shingles. All siding materials are subject 
to damage from storm, fire, and vandalism; however, there is a major difference in the 
repairability of wood siding versus substitute materials such as aluminum and vinyl. Although they 
can all be repaired, it is much easier to repair wood siding and the repair, after painting, is 
generally imperceptible. In addition, a major problem in the repairability of aluminum and vinyl 
siding, as mentioned above, is matching color since the factory finishes change with time. 
Matching the paint for wood siding has a greater likelihood of success. 
 
 
Adapted from the National Park Service: Preservation Brief 8 Aluminum and Vinyl Siding on 
Historic Buildings The Appropriateness of Substitute Materials for Resurfacing Historic Wood 
Frame Buildings by John H. Myers, revised by Gary L. Hume 


