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MAXIMIZING EXTERIOR COLOR RETENTION AND DURABILITY

Color is one of the most powerful design tools in exterior painting. It can highlight architectural details,
create contrast, and significantly influence the character of a home or commercial building. However,
beyond aesthetics, one of the most important considerations when choosing exterior colors is long-term
durability.

Even with modern advances in coatings technology, color selection continues to have a direct influence
on how well an exterior paint system performs over time. The amount of ultraviolet (UV) radiation and
heat a color absorbs or reflects plays a major role in how long the finish maintains its appearance.
Understanding these factors helps ensure that the selected color not only looks good initially but also
maintains its integrity for years.

Sunlight and Color Fade

Sunlight is the primary driver of exterior color fading. When paint colors absorb ultraviolet (UV)
radiation, the pigments and binders within the coating gradually break down. This degradation slowly
alters the appearance of the finish.

Lighter colors reflect more UV radiation, while darker colors absorb more. As a result, dark colors
generally fade faster and show more noticeable color change over time. Although dark trim or accent
colors can create strong architectural contrast, they are more susceptible to fading and often require
more maintenance. Because darker colors weather faster, touch-ups may also be more noticeable as
the surrounding coating ages.

Heat Absorption and Coating Stress

Heat absorption is another important factor affecting
exterior coating durability. Dark colors exposed to direct
sunlight can reach surface temperatures 20°F to 40°F
higher than lighter colors depending on climate and
orientation (Figure 1).

This elevated temperature can increase the expansion
and contraction of building materials. Over time,
repeated thermal movement can accelerate coating
deterioration and may contribute to cracking and film
stress, premature aging of the coating film, gloss loss,
and adhesion issues.

Heat buildup can also increase the risk of moisture-related problems, particularly on wood or other
porous substrates that expand and contract with temperature fluctuations. In general, lighter colors
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place less thermal stress on both the coating and the underlying substrate, which can contribute to
longer service life.

Understanding Light Reflectance Value (LRV)

A helpful tool when evaluating color performance is Light Reflectance Value (LRV). LRV is measured on
a scale from 0 to 100 and represents how much visible light a color reflects. Most paint manufacturers
provide the LRV for each color, typically printed directly on color chips and/or in the color fan deck,
making it easy to reference during color selection.

e Low LRV values (0-20) — very dark colors that absorb more light and heat
e Mid-range LRV values (20—60) — moderate light reflection
e High LRV values (60—100) — light colors that reflect more light and heat
For example, dark grays and navy colors may have LRVs below 10, while light tans and off-whites may

exceed 60 or 70. From a durability standpoint, lower-LRV colors tend to experience greater heat
buildup and faster weathering than lighter colors.

Special Considerations for Vinyl and Plastic Substrates

LRV becomes particularly important when working with heat-
sensitive substrates such as vinyl siding and architectural
plastic components.

These materials can distort or warp if surface temperatures
become too high. For this reason, many manufacturers
recommend avoiding colors below a certain LRV—commonly
around 55 or higher.

¢

Applying a very dark color to standard vinyl siding can lead
to permanent warping or buckling (Figure 2). Once this type
of heat distortion occurs, the siding typically cannot be
restored to its original shape—replacement is usually the
only practical remedy, and it can be an appreciable cost
depending on the scope of the affected area. Figure 2

Color Limitations and Substrate Conditions
The direction a building faces significantly influences how exterior colors weather over time.

e South- and west-facing elevations typically receive the most intense sunlight and heat exposure,
which can accelerate fading and surface wear.

o North-facing surfaces receive less direct sunlight but often remain damp longer, increasing the
potential for mildew or staining.

o East-facing elevations generally experience moderate morning sun exposure and milder
conditions.

Considering how each side of the building is exposed can help determine where darker colors may
perform well and where lighter, more reflective colors may provide better longevity.
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Pigment Stability and Color Retention

The type of pigment used to produce a color also influences fade resistance.

o Organic pigments, often used in bright reds, blues, greens, and yellows, tend to fade more
quickly when exposed to intense sunlight.

e Inorganic pigments, commonly found in earth tones such as beiges, browns, and tans, are
typically more stable under exterior conditions.

Vista Paint enhances color longevity by incorporating "high-performance" pigments in many of its
yellow and red formulations. These advanced pigments offer significantly improved stability compared
to the standard organic colorant options used by many other manufacturers, resulting in better
long-term color retention in demanding exterior environments.

This difference becomes especially noticeable in high-UV regions such as desert climates, where
sunlight intensity accelerates pigment degradation. Bright accent colors can still perform well, but they
are often best reserved for smaller architectural elements rather than large wall areas.

The Importance of High-Quality Exterior Paint

Product quality plays a major role in long-term color retention. Premium exterior coatings generally
contain higher-quality pigments and more durable resin systems, which improve resistance to UV
degradation and weathering.

Lower-quality paints may experience chalking, a process where the binder slowly breaks down and
releases pigment at the surface. This creates a faded, powdery appearance. Higher-quality coatings
resist this process more effectively and maintain color integrity longer under exterior exposure.

Key Takeaways

Exterior color selection is not only a design decision; it is also a performance decision. Factors such as
sunlight exposure, heat absorption, pigment stability, and substrate sensitivity all influence how well an
exterior color will maintain its appearance over time.

In general, lighter colors with higher LRVs provide greater durability, lower heat buildup, and improved
resistance to fading. Darker colors can create strong architectural impact but require careful
consideration of building orientation, substrate type, and long-term maintenance expectations.

By combining thoughtful color selection with high-quality exterior coatings and proper surface
preparation, contractors and specifiers can help ensure that exterior paint projects not only look good
on completion but continue to perform and retain their appearance for many years.
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The information contained in this bulletin is provided as a general guide based on commonly accepted industry knowledge and practices and is believed to be accurate at the
time of publication. Because project conditions, surface preparation, application methods, and site variables are beyond the control of Vista Paint Company, no responsibility

can be assumed for the results obtained. Users are responsible for determining the suitability of products, systems, and procedures for their specific project conditions.
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