
BY JOHN ROSS

PIPe In
nATURAL L IGhT
Locating a tubular skylight 
properly is key to getting 
the most light into your 
house. For best results, 
locate the dome on a south-
facing roof slope away from 
hips, valleys, chimneys, or 
other roof penetrations. 
Keep the tube as vertical 
as possible. Because the 
roof penetration and the 
hole in the ceiling are the 
same size, it is much easier 
to keep the tube vertical 
and still direct it past 
obstructions like framing 
elements and electrical, 
plumbing, or HVAC lines.
  For the most dramatic 
results, choose a small 
space like a bathroom or 
hallway. Interior and north-
facing rooms also are good 
candidates for the “piped-
in” sunlight that tubular 
skylights can provide. These 
rooms typically don’t have 
good lighting to begin with 
and are hard to retrofit with 
traditional skylights.

there’s no view 
of the sky and no 
direct sunlight, 
but they promise 
an easy installation 
and natural light 
for less than $200

Tubular 
Skylights: 

hey may cost a lot less than a traditional sky-
light, but if the product doesn’t deliver, I’m 
going to pay for it with a hole in my roof. That 
was my first reaction when I started looking 

into tubular skylights. To get a good understanding of how 
these skylights work, I knew I’d have to install one. So 
I poked my head into associate editor Brian Pontolilo’s 
office and asked him, “Ever thought of putting a skylight 
in your bathroom?” 

As luck would have it, he had. But Brian’s also been 
around for a while and knows some tricks of his own.

“You do all the research,” he said, “then we’ll talk.”
Tubular-skylight manufacturers like to think of their 

products as lighting systems rather than just skylights 
(drawing right). A dome on the roof gathers sunlight. An 
ultrareflective tube transports it inside the house. Then a 
diffuser spreads the light into a room. In the room, the sky-
light looks like a big recessed-can light fixture, which begs 
the question: If it looks just like a can light, then why not 
hire an electrician and skip putting a hole in the roof? 

health benefits and aesthetics outweigh 
energy savings
Energy savings might be the most obvious reason for 
installing a tubular skylight, but what you save won’t justify 
the cost. If a room can be lit without electricity, then you’re 
saving energy, right? Sure, but in a residential setting, that 
savings is marginal if no one is at home during the day. Say 
you work at home, though, and put a 10-in. tube in your 
home office. In that situation, you could expect to replace 
two 100w lightbulbs. If you use your office for six hours 
a day, including weekends, you probably won’t save more 
than $25 for an entire year. That’s eight years just to pay for 
the unit. 

Health benefits might be a better reason to install a 
tubular skylight. The dome blocks harmful UV-rays, but 
the reflective tube doesn’t make a significant change to the 

Gimmick or Good Idea?

T
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Tube diameters range from 10 in. to 22 in. Prices start at 
around $150 and top out at $500.

IT’S A SKYLIGhTInG SYSTeM, AnD eACh CoMPonenT hAS A JoB To Do

 The dome  takes the brunt of the weather and 
is made of one of two materials. acrylic won’t 
yellow or haze over time, but it’s brittle and 
prone to cracking under impact. Polycarbonate 
can take a hit and is required by codes in many 
hurricane-prone areas. it’s not uV-stable, though, 
so prolonged exposure to the sun can cause yellowing.

 Metal flashing  connects the dome to the tube. 
Manufacturers have flashing to handle a wide 
range of roof pitches. some companies use a shiny 
galvanized finish, and others have 
a brown powder coat on steel, 
which is less noticeable.

galvanized finish, and others have 
a brown powder coat on steel, 
which is less noticeable.

 The diffuser  is a plastic lens that 
spreads light inside the room.

 Tubing  transmits light 
from the dome to the 
diffuser. three different 
reflective coatings 
are used. a silver 
coating is industry 
standard. solatube 
uses a patented acrylic 
material that is more 
reflective, while some 
less expensive models 
use anodized aluminum. 
Most units come with a 
couple of elbows to turn 
the tube up to 30°.

from the dome to the 
diffuser. three different 

uses a patented acrylic 
material that is more 
reflective, while some 
less expensive models 
use anodized aluminum. 
Most units come with a 
couple of elbows to turn 
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light we see. There’s solid evidence to suggest that exposure to natu-
ral light can improve mood, short-term memory, and mental per-
formance (www.h-m-g.com). And according to Dr. Joan Roberts, a 
photobiologist at Fordham University, natural light’s long blue wave-
length helps to regulate the body’s internal clock and can counteract 
the effects of seasonal affective disorder (SAD).

But the most important benefit may be purely aesthetic. You might 
just like natural light. As it turned out, that was where Brian landed 
on the issue. His main reason for wanting a skylight was to provide 
natural light for the mirror above his bathroom sink. He also thought 
that natural light in the morning would help him to get going.  
Finally, his 5-year-old son kept leaving the bathroom light on, which 
irked him.

The one you choose depends on your needs
Brian’s situation has some details that are problematic when locat-
ing a traditional skylight but are just the kinds of challenges that 
tubular skylights are designed to overcome. His bathroom is small 
with limited ceiling space, and it’s on the north side of his house with 
a tall attic above it. 

My research involved taking a look at how tubular skylights work 
as a system and how different components fit together. There are 
more than 20 brands of these skylights, but I focused on manufac-
turers that are widely available and have a rating with the National 
Fenestration Rating Council (NFRC; see “Sources,” p. 54). A 10-year 
warranty and complete installation kits are standard, but manufac-

Locate the center of the light, and 
drive a screw through the ceiling. Get 
some reference points by measuring 
from an outside wall or ceiling light so 
that you can find the screw easily when 
you are in the attic.

Clear away the insulation and deal 
with any obstructions like wiring or 
ductwork. Use a tape to check angle 
and length. Before putting a hole in 
the roof, make sure you have enough 
tubing. Send a screw through the roof, 
and again, remember to get some  
reference points before you go on  
the roof.

16 Cut the hole to the outside of the line. I 
used the flashing as a template, tracing inside 
the hole with chalk. To a degree, a rough cut is 
fine as the flashing has a big footprint.

1

with tools on hand, installation             should take only a few hours
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Connect the 
tubes. The tube 
extensions fit 
together and are 
sealed with tape 
supplied with 
the kit. Once the 
tape goes on, 
the tube is fairly 
rigid, but most 
manufacturers 
supply machine 
screws to hold 
the tubing  
together.

You’re done. The diffuser on this unit just snaps in place. 

on The Roof
1. Start by using 
the flashing as 
a template, and 
trace around the 
inside with chalk. 
Cut the hole to 
the outside of the 
line. A rough cut 
is fine because 
the flashing has a 
big footprint.

2. After the 
hole is cut, care-
fully loosen the 
shingles, and 
remove any nails 
that are in the 
way. A cool, clear 
morning is the 
best time for this 
task because hot 
shingles are easy 
to damage. 

3. Once all the 
obstructions are 
out of the way, 
slip the flashing 
up under the 
shingles. Caulk 
under the top 
edge as a precau-
tion against leak-
age, but don’t 
caulk the bottom. 
Any water that 
does get under 
the flashing 
needs a place to 
drain out. I put 
just a daub of 
caulk to seal the 
spots where an 
exposed fastener 
would penetrate 
the shingles. 
4. The top sec-
tion of tubing 
slides in before 
the dome goes 
on. Tape this sec-
tion now because 
you won’t be able 
to get to the joint 
from down below. 

5. After the 
flashing and  
tube are in place,  
attach the dome, 
and get off the 
roof.

with tools on hand, installation             should take only a few hours
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turers have some differences that are good to keep in mind: tubing 
reflectivity, dome material, availability of extension tubes, and flash-
ing style (shiny galvanized or brown tone). Prices range from $150 to 
$500 or more, depending on the accessories (sidebar left).

I chose a Solatube model for two reasons. First, Solatube’s acrylic 
coating (photos above) has the highest reflectivity: 99.7%. The indus-
try standard is a silver coating inside the tube that reflects 97% to 98% 
of the light. Less expensive models use anodized aluminum, which is 
95% reflective. The difference between 95% and 99% may not seem 
like much, but that’s 4% for each time the light is reflected. Even if it 
bounces only four times before it exits 
the tube, that’s close to a 15% differ-
ence in the amount of light coming 
into a room.

The second reason was purely sub-
jective. Solatube’s system seemed 
to be the most thought out, and 
the parts seemed like they would 
fit together with the least hassle. 
That’s important because a big 
appeal of this type of skylight 
as advertised is that you can 
complete an installation in just 
two hours.

The instructions in the box 
didn’t tell the whole story

Two hours, really? I’m sure if I 
had installed 100 already I could 
hit that mark; but I planned on 
the afternoon, and that was about 

right. Add extra time if any re-
framing needs to be done. I read the 
instructions thoroughly, and while 
they were valuable, they seemed to 
gloss over the importance of taking 
your time when locating the holes 
you are going to cut through a per-
fectly good roof. 

In general, the skylight installed just 
the way it was supposed to. There was 
no nail-biting or head-scratching while trying to make sense of parts 
and pieces. When I finished, no pieces were left over, and no daylight 
was showing except through the tube.

The unit I chose cost about $300 with extension tubes, and although 
the 10-in. unit didn’t put out enough light in the morning or evening 
to replace an electric light, it certainly did have a pleasant blue cast 
to it during the day. When Brian’s son came home from school, he 
exclaimed, “That’s cool!” And he didn’t reach for the light switch.

John Ross is an assistant editor at Fine Homebuilding. Photos 
by Krysta S. Doerfler, except where noted.

Aluminum coating Acrylic coating

oPtions stretCh 
the BasiC systeM
accessories like lights, fans, and 
dimmers use the same ceiling 
penetration to keep clutter to 
a minimum. But be aware that 
wiring a switch or hiring an elec-
trician can mean a substantial 
increase in the cost of the proj-
ect and the time required to get 
it done.

SOURCES
These Web sites are for 
companies (except for Sun-
pipe) that have been evalu-
ated by the National Fen-
estration Rating Council, a 
good gauge by which con-
sumers can compare prod-
ucts. Sunpipe is widely con-
sidered to have invented 
the modern version of the 
tubular skylight. If you are 
considering a manufacturer 
not listed below, check to 
see where they stand in the 
rating process.

www.odl.com  866-635-4968

www.solarindustriesinc.com  
520-519-8258

www.solatube.com  
800-966-7652

www.sun-dome.com  
800-596-8414

www.sun-tek.com  
407-859-2117

www.sunpipe.com  
800-844-4786

www.veluxusa.com  
800-888-3589
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That’s important because a big 
appeal of this type of skylight 
as advertised is that you can 
complete an installation in just 
two hours.

The instructions in the box 
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fLeXIBLe-TUBInG UnIT

It transmits less light than a 
rigid tube, but the Velux flex-
ible-tubing unit is designed 
to get around obstructions 
and is easy to install. The 
14-in.-dia. kit is $260.

nIGhT L IGhT
Many companies put 
a light inside the tube 
that can use existing 
wiring. An electric light 
inside the tube cuts 
down on natural light 
by about 10%, depend-
ing on tube size. Sun-
Tek’s light kit (shown 
here) is $29.

nIGhT L IGhT
Many companies put 
a light inside the tube 
that can use existing 
wiring.
inside the tube cuts 
down on natural light 
by about 10%, depend-
ing on tube size. Sun-
Tek’s light kit (shown 
here) is $29.

DIMMeR
An “off” switch for natural 
light. Solatube offers a 
baffle-style dimmer ($190) 
that’s wired to its own 
switch to allow you to con-
trol the light level.

90°  f ITT InG
Elbows and tube 
extensions are 
sometimes 
required. Solatube 
has fittings for 90° 
turns. A 10-in.-dia. 
fitting costs $50.

LoW-PRofILe 
fLAShInG
If you want to avoid a 
protruding dome on the 
roof, Velux has a low-
profile flashing system 
that’s available at no 
additional cost.

VenT fAn
A vent fan is available 
as an option from some 
companies, but it requires 
a separate roof penetra-
tion. The Solatube model 
shown here costs $200.
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