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More about soffits
In 2012, I wrote an article titled ‘Soffits: The right way!’ outlining fundamental 

installation learnings from a market field study of problematic soffits. The quality 

of the install will dictate the performance and appearance over time but during 

hand over, the soffit must satisfy what is deemed to be a ‘reasonable’ level of 

finish in accordance to the project documentation. 

1. Design and install the right sub frame

 a.  Depending on the thickness of fibre cement 
sheeting, sub framing can be spaced 
between 450mm to 600mm apart, refer to the 
manufacturers wind design table for your project 
wind condition.

 b.  Ensure the sub frame is well braced and can’t 
be easily pushed up with your hands which may 
cause sheet joint cracking.

 c.  Villaboard lining should be battened out under 
trusses due to their induced cambers and 
expected movement. On small soffits <1200mm 
wide it may be possible to fix Villaboard direct 
but we recommend you have the project plans 
reviewed by the manufacturer.

 d.  Ensure frame edge support is installed around 
the soffit perimeter to provide soffit sheet edge 
support.

 e.  Ensure appropriate ventilation is designed to 
allow hot and moisture air to escape and dry out. 
Cross ventilation is ideal if it can be incorporated. 
I typically suggest around 5,000mm2 per perimeter 
soffit metre. 

    Example: Soffit side 1 is 5,000mm long, you would 
need 5 x 5,000mm2 = 25,000mm2 of ventilation for 
that vertical side of the soffit. Repeat the exercise 
for each side of the soffit. For large commercial 
soffits more ventilation is required. Alternate 
methods are also available.

2. Fibre cement linings suitable for external use

 a. A soffit is not an internal ceiling.

 b.  Even though it may be protected, wind driven 
rain, morning dew, roof material, colour, 
orientation and distance from roof to soffit lining, 
are examples that will test the durability of an 
external soffit. Typically products such as James 
Hardie Villaboard lining are used for a seamless 
finish. Expressed joint soffit linings such as 
James Hardie Versilux and ExoTec façade panel 
and fixing system can be used. They can add a 
unique feature to a soffit but also help alleviate 
the concerns of setting a soffit lining sheet. These 
are also ideal for soffits close to the marine 
environment, as there are no compounds or 
perforated paper tape in the joints.

3. Fasten right the first time

 a.  Don’t overdrive. Each 1mm of fastener head depth 
into the board can reduce the fastener strength by 
up to 30%.

 b.  Use class 3 fasteners as a minimum and class 
4 within 1 km of large bodies of water. Note: 
Stainless steel fasteners may be class 4 but react 
to galvanised frame members to cause galvanic 
corrosion, contact the fastener supplier for 
information regarding the suitability of fasteners. 
As a guide, the following fasteners may be used 
with Villaboard lining. 

  Frame Thickness (mm) Fastener Recommended
  0.55- 0.75 Buildex FibreZip screws
  0.75 to 1.6 Hardiedrive™ screws

4. Consider sheet joint design and control joints 

 a.  Ensure set sheet joints butt together with NO 
GAPS. Sheet gapping over 0.5mm can cause sheet 
joint cracking.

 b.  Use exterior grade joint setting compounds. James 
Hardie recommends James Hardie base and top 
coats with perforated paper tape or FibaFuse 
tapes.

 c.  At control joints, there must be total frame and 
sheet separation.

 d. Use the control joint summary table as a guide.

  
Roof Space Roof Insulation

 Control Joint 

  Spacing

  Less than 1m Yes 3.6m
 No 2.4m
  Greater than 1m Recommended 4.2m max

Alternate expressed joint soffit.  
Suitable for non-set soffit and close to coastal environment.



TIP: When roof spaces are <1m you may want to look 
at purchasing long sheets e.g. 3m or 3.6m to push the 
control joint spacing from 2.4m to the sheet length. 
Consider using expressed joint soffit systems like 
Versilux lining sheets or ExoTec facade panels.

Substrate preparation is key

  Ensure the joints are flush to the sheet in accordance 
with the Australian Standard.

  A good quality sealer undercoat is essential and 
backrolled, to prepare for the finishing coats. Exterior 
paints are recommended for soffits. 

Secondly, let’s ensure we achieve the desired level of 
finish.

  What was the agreed level of finish? 

  Refer to written communications including tender 
contractual obligations in regards to the level of 
finish. 

Know the answers to these questions? 

  What gloss level of paint will be used? 

  Low sheen is the preferred top coat paint finish. A 
general right balance between helping to hide surface 
variations and maintenance. Higher gloss levels (will 
require a Level 5 finish) may help with maintaining a 
cleaner surface but will have a tendency to show up 
any surface variations or irregularities.

  Will a dark tone or mid tone finial finish be used? 

  A Level 5 finish is required should glancing light 
conditions be present. Glancing light can be caused 
by light reflecting off walls, floors, bodies of water or 
any location where the surface is subjected to light 
being applied almost parallel to the drywall surface. 
This, unfortunately, is one of the most frequent call 
backs and disputed issues with soffits, in the early 
service life of a soffit, followed by poor sheet joint 
installation.

  This decision making process is well summarised 
in the table following, courtesy of AS/NZS 2589. 
Although it’s typically used for internal walls. It’s a 

good guide to use for soffits to help manage glancing 
light condition.

Anthony Milostic

Product and Solutions Innovation Manager,  

James Hardie

For more information regarding the above 

please contact the James Hardie Engineering 

solutions team on 13 11 03.
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Paint

Pastel/mid-tones Dark tones

Level 5 finish

Flat/matt/satin/low sheen 
paint

semi gloss/gloss 
paint

Critical and  
non-critical lighting

Non-critical 
lighting

Critical 
lighting


