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P
ennsylvania property owners face a critical decision that impacts their building's performance, maintenance needs, and

long-term value for decades to come: choosing between flat roof and steep slope roofing systems. While this choice

might seem straightforward at first glance, the reality involves balancing numerous factors including climate

considerations, building design, intended use, maintenance capabilities, and long-term objectives.

The diverse Pennsylvania climate presents unique challenges for roofing systems. From heavy winter snowfall in the northern

regions to ice damming concerns throughout the commonwealth, and from summer storms to the freeze-thaw cycles that

characterize our spring seasons, your roof must withstand considerable stress year-round. The roofing system you select will

either excel under these conditions or struggle against them.

Many property owners make roofing decisions based on initial impressions or outdated assumptions. Some believe flat roofs

are exclusively for commercial buildings while steep slopes suit only residential properties. Others think one system is

inherently superior to the other. The truth is more nuanced. Each roofing type offers distinct advantages and presents specific

challenges that make it ideal for certain situations.

This guide cuts through the confusion by providing you with comprehensive, practical information about both roofing systems

specifically tailored to Pennsylvania conditions. You'll discover how each system performs under our regional weather patterns,

learn which scenarios favor flat roofs versus steep slopes, understand the maintenance requirements for both options, and

gain insight into making the optimal choice for your specific needs.

Whether you're planning new construction, considering a complete roof replacement, or simply exploring your options for

future planning, this ebook equips you with the knowledge to make an informed decision. By understanding the technical,

practical, and financial implications of each roofing system, you'll be prepared to choose the solution that best serves your

property's requirements.

The Roofing Decision That Shapes Your

Property's Future
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B
efore diving into the decision-making process, it's essential to understand what truly distinguishes flat roofs from steep

slope systems beyond their obvious visual differences. Flat roofs, despite their name, aren't completely flat. They

feature a slight pitch, typically ranging from 1/4 inch to 1/2 inch per foot, designed to facilitate water drainage. This

minimal slope remains nearly imperceptible to the eye. Steep slope roofs feature pitches of 3:12 or greater.

The roofing system you select fundamentally affects your building's structural requirements and design possibilities. Flat roofs

create usable space above the building envelope, potentially serving as rooftop terraces, equipment platforms, or even green

roof installations. Steep slope roofs create substantial attic or cathedral ceiling spaces beneath them. They shed water and

snow rapidly through gravity alone.

Flat roofs typically utilize membrane systems including EPDM rubber, TPO, PVC, or built-up roofing materials. These

continuous sheets or layered systems create watertight barriers across the horizontal surface. Steep slope systems

accommodate shingle-based materials like asphalt, metal panels, slate, or tile, each piece overlapping the next to create a

drainage pathway that channels water downward throughout the entire roofing surface.

Understanding the Fundamental Differences

DEFINING THE ROOFING SYSTEMS

STRUCTURAL AND DESIGN IMPLICATIONS

MATERIAL AND INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

KEY INSIGHT

The fundamental difference between flat and steep slope roofs isn't just the angle—it's the entire approach to water

management. Flat roofs resist water through continuous waterproof barriers, while steep slopes shed water through

gravity-driven drainage systems. This distinction drives every other difference between the two systems.
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P
ennsylvania's varied climate zones and seasonal weather patterns create specific performance requirements that

significantly favor one roofing system over another depending on your exact location and building characteristics.

Pennsylvania's northern tier and mountainous regions regularly experience substantial snowfall, with some areas receiving

over 100 inches annually. Steep slope roofs excel in heavy snow regions because their angle facilitates natural snow shedding.

Flat roofs in high-snowfall areas must be engineered with stronger structural support.

Ice damming affects both systems differently. Steep slopes with proper insulation and ventilation generally resist ice damming

more effectively. Flat roofs face unique drainage challenges during freeze-thaw cycles. Quality flat roof installations include:

Multiple drainage points to prevent single-point failure

Heat tape around drains to maintain flow during freezing

Emergency overflow scuppers positioned above primary drains

Tapered insulation systems creating positive drainage

Pennsylvania experiences severe thunderstorms, occasional tornadoes, and nor'easters along eastern regions. Steep slope

roofs present larger surface areas to wind forces, making proper installation critical. Flat roofs offer lower profiles with reduced

wind exposure, but membrane systems require fully adhered or mechanically fastened installation to resist uplift forces that

can balloon membranes upward during storms.

Climate Performance in Pennsylvania

Conditions

SNOW LOAD AND WINTER PERFORMANCE

ICE DAMMING AND DRAINAGE CHALLENGES

WIND RESISTANCE AND STORM PERFORMANCE

KEY INSIGHT

Your property's specific location within Pennsylvania matters tremendously. A flat roof performing excellently in

Philadelphia might struggle in the Laurel Highlands, while a steep slope ideal for Pocono cabin conditions might

prove unnecessarily expensive and complex for a Pittsburgh urban warehouse.
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T
he ongoing maintenance demands of each roofing system significantly impact total ownership experience. Flat roofs

require consistent, proactive maintenance to achieve their full lifespan potential. Regular inspections should check for

membrane punctures, seam separation, and drainage function. Flat roof drains and scuppers need regular cleaning to

prevent clogs that cause water backup. During fall, leaf accumulation around drains can quickly overwhelm drainage systems.

Steep slope roofs generally require less frequent hands-on maintenance due to their self-cleaning nature. Rain and gravity

naturally clear most debris. Inspection focuses on individual component integrity. Property owners should monitor for missing

or damaged shingles and deteriorating flashing. Gutter maintenance becomes critical for steep slope systems, as all water

channels to these collection points.

Flat roofs offer safe, accessible surfaces for maintenance personnel, equipment inspection, and repairs. Workers can walk the

entire surface without specialized equipment, making problem identification straightforward. Steep slope roofs require safety

equipment including harnesses and rope systems. This accessibility challenge increases inspection and repair complexity,

potentially delaying maintenance and increasing service expenses for your property.

Maintenance Requirements and Long-Term

Considerations

FLAT ROOF MAINTENANCE ESSENTIALS

STEEP SLOPE MAINTENANCE REQUIREMENTS

ACCESSIBILITY AND SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS

KEY INSIGHT

Flat roofs demand more frequent maintenance but offer easier access, while steep slope roofs require less routine

attention but present accessibility challenges when service becomes necessary. Consider your capacity or

willingness to invest in ongoing maintenance when making your selection.
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T
he intended use and design of your building significantly influences which roofing system provides optimal

performance and value for your investment.

Flat roofs dominate commercial construction for compelling functional reasons. The horizontal surface provides ideal

mounting locations for:

HVAC systems and mechanical equipment

Solar panels and renewable energy installations

Communications equipment and satellite dishes

Rooftop terraces and employee amenity spaces

Modern commercial buildings throughout Pennsylvania routinely incorporate flat roofs with complete rooftop mechanical

systems. Large-span buildings benefit from flat roof structural efficiency. Creating steep slopes over warehouse spaces would

require extensive framing without functional advantage.

Traditional single-family homes throughout Pennsylvania predominantly feature steep slope roofs that complement regional

architectural styles. These slopes create attractive curb appeal, provide attic storage or living space, and align with buyer

expectations. However, modern residential architecture increasingly incorporates flat roof elements, particularly in

contemporary designs and urban rowhouse construction. Philadelphia and Pittsburgh neighborhoods feature numerous

residential properties successfully utilizing flat roof systems.

Mixed-use developments frequently employ both roofing systems in a single structure. Educational facilities, healthcare

buildings, and municipal structures evaluate roofing choices based on specific functional requirements. Schools often choose

steep slopes for community-appropriate aesthetics, while hospitals favor flat roofs accommodating extensive mechanical

systems and potential helicopter access for emergency medical services.

Building Type and Functional Requirements

COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL APPLICATIONS

RESIDENTIAL PROPERTY CONSIDERATIONS

MIXED-USE AND SPECIAL-PURPOSE BUILDINGS

KEY INSIGHT

Building function should drive roofing system selection, not the reverse. A warehouse doesn't need a steep slope's

aesthetic appeal, while a luxury home shouldn't sacrifice architectural character. Match your roofing system to your

building's primary purpose.
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A
rmed with foundational knowledge about both systems, you can now evaluate your specific situation. Consider

aesthetic requirements - does your property need to maintain specific architectural character? Functional space needs

- will your building benefit from rooftop equipment placement? Maintenance capacity - do you have resources for

regular roof maintenance? Organizations with facilities management departments can easily accommodate flat roof

requirements. Individual property owners without dedicated maintenance capacity may prefer steep slope systems requiring

less frequent attention throughout the year.

Many property owners make selections based on misconceptions. The "flat roofs always leak" belief persists despite modern

membrane technology providing excellent waterproofing. Another common error involves selecting systems based solely on

initial installation factors without considering lifetime performance. A system that seems economical initially may prove

expensive over its service life due to maintenance demands or early replacement needs.

Pennsylvania building codes establish minimum requirements for both roofing systems, but local jurisdictions may impose

additional restrictions. Historic districts often mandate steep slope roofs maintaining period-appropriate appearance. Some

municipalities restrict rooftop equipment visibility. Verify local requirements before finalizing your decision to avoid costly

redesigns or code violation issues that could delay your project and increase costs.

Making the Decision: Critical Evaluation

Factors

EVALUATING YOUR PRIORITIES

AVOIDING COMMON DECISION-MAKING MISTAKES

REGIONAL BUILDING CODE CONSIDERATIONS

KEY INSIGHT

The "best" roofing system doesn't exist in absolute terms—only the best system for your specific property, climate

location, functional requirements, maintenance capabilities, and long-term objectives. Resist one-size-fits-all

recommendations and evaluate your unique situation comprehensively.
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Y
ou now possess comprehensive knowledge about flat roof and steep slope roofing systems, their performance

characteristics in Pennsylvania conditions, maintenance requirements, and functional considerations. The path forward

requires applying this knowledge to your specific situation through a systematic approach.

Quality roofing decisions begin with quality information—which you now have—and progress through professional evaluation

of your specific circumstances. The roofing system protecting your property represents a significant investment that influences

building performance, occupant comfort, maintenance demands, and property value for decades. Don't navigate this

important decision alone. Professional roofing contractors bring essential expertise regarding regional climate considerations,

building code requirements, installation best practices, and system selection.

1. Evaluate your building's current conditions and future intentions

2. Document your property's location and climate exposure

3. Consider both immediate needs and long-term plans

4. Consult with qualified roofing professionals

5. Request evaluations of both roofing systems

6. Review complete lifecycle implications

Robison Roofing brings decades of experience installing and maintaining both flat roof and steep slope systems throughout

Pennsylvania. Our team understands the unique demands of our regional climate and can evaluate your property's specific

needs to recommend the optimal roofing solution.

Contact Robison Roofing today for a comprehensive property assessment. We'll evaluate your building, discuss your

priorities and functional requirements, and provide expert guidance on which roofing system best serves your needs. Call us or

visit our website to schedule your consultation and take the first step toward a roofing decision you'll be confident about for

years to come.

Visit www.rrs-inc.com or call (610) 754-1202

Moving Forward With Your Roofing Decision

IMMEDIATE NEXT STEPS

READY TO MAKE THE RIGHT ROOFING DECISION?
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