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Invisible ventilation
for a better bath
I

t bothers me to walk into a
nice bathroom and see a randomly placed exhaust grille on
the ceiling or wall. In a small
room full of fixtures and accessories, a sense of visual order is
important—and a haphazardly
positioned grille shouts for
attention. Thoughtfully placed
ventilation, on the other hand,
is virtually invisible.
Of course, aesthetics is not the
only consideration in positioning bathroom vents. Exhaust
grilles perform best when located high on the wall or in the
ceiling and as close as possible to
the source of water vapor (over
a shower, for example). Proper
installation of the system is also
essential (see illustration p. 100).

Different bathrooms,
different needs

Choosing the ventilation system
that is right for your bathroom
is important. Follow code
requirements and industry
recommendations, and consider
the frequency of use and the
source and amount of moisture
you expect will be generated.
Proper placement of the exhaust grille is critical in a bathroom with a steam shower, but
not so critical in a powder room
by the front entry. A powder
room or small bathroom could
meet code with just an operable
window consisting of a 3-sq.98
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T y p i c a l e x h au s t-v e n t l o c at i o n s
On sidewall of
skylight. A fan/
light combo
here will light
the well at
night.

Centered over
toilet in ceiling.
A fan/light
combo should be
placed slightly
in front of the
toilet to allow
for reading.

Inside solar tube
Fan/light combo
over shower

High on wall,
centered behind
toilet. This
option must be
coordinated with
plumbing.

Fan/light combo
centered on sink
and door
Side wall
behind door

C r e at i v e o p t i o n s
f o r e x h au s t-v e n t
l o c at i o n s
Behind a lowered ceiling with
custom vents. Instead of a plastic
vent grille, slotted boards in a cedar
ceiling can be used to evacuate
bathroom vapors. (For more detail
on this option, see my article “Small
Baths That Live Large” online at
FineHomebuilding.com).
In side panel of cabinet
Behind toilet. This option
must be coordinated with the
plumbing.
In toe kick
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The best
location for
ventilation

b at h  e x h au s t- fa n i n s ta l l at i o n
Short length of flex
duct absorbs sound.

All joints wrapped
tightly with foil tape

4-in. galvanized
or PVC duct
sloped toward
exhaust

4-in.
hood with
damper

Fan housing
caulked to drywall

Minimum 2
screws per joint

Vent hood
caulked to
duct
Duct supports
prevent sags.

This drawing illustrates a properly installed bath fan in a typical
setting. Guidelines for bathroom ventilation can be found on the
website for the Home Ventilating Institute (www.hvi.org/bguide.html).

ft. glass area with a minimum
1.5-sq.-ft. opening (IRC 2009,
303.3). If a window is not an
option and/or mechanical ventilation is used, the location of
the vent is worth some design
thought.
As a side note, it is important
to allow intake air into the
bathroom so the exhaust system
works properly. I usually specify that the door be undercut 1⁄2
in. to 3⁄4 in. above the finished
floor to provide space for this
make-up air.
There is usually no code
requirement governing grille
placement, so we can get creative here. If the room’s aesthetics are a priority—if it’s a
showpiece powder room, for
example—you can locate an ex100
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haust vent low on the wall, in a
cabinet side panel, in a toe-kick
space, behind the toilet tank, or
even in the floor (see drawing
on page 98).
Once you have a location
planned for the exhaust vent,
it’s vital that this be communicated to the builder and subcontractors so they can adjust the
framing, plumbing, and electrical layouts to accommodate the
vent where you want it. Too
often, the framing is completed
and the plumbing installed before the exhaust-vent location
is considered. At this point, the
extra labor and expense to move
the framing, plumbing, and
electrical is prohibitive, and the
exhaust-vent location is compromised.

If you are planning a bathroom remodel, seriously
consider upgrading the exhaust-ventilation system. There
are many “quiet” exhaust units
on the market now (look for
units with a sound rating of
1 sone or less). Additionally,
locating the fan motor away
from the grille will reduce fan
noise significantly. This is also
the time to consider the grille’s
placement in the room. If you
are opening up the ceiling or
walls, look for an opportunity
to locate the vent grille in the
best place possible.
Architect Russell Hamlet
(www.studiohamlet.com) lives
on Bainbridge Island, Wash.
Drawings by the author.

Here are some guidelines I
use when considering where
to locate a bathroom vent:
• Keep it subtle and out of
the way. Locate grilles
where they will receive
the least amount of visual
attention. Avoid a location
in the center of the bathroom, unless it is a small
bathroom and a fan/light
combination unit is used.
• Hide the vent by painting
the grille to match the
color it is against.
• Consider many grilledesign options. This may
take some research, but
there are different designs that can work with a
bathroom’s aesthetics and
style.
• Keep the grille away from
ceiling lights and other fixtures and devices so that
it doesn’t compete for attention. Incorporate lighting into the ventilation
system by installing a fan/
light combination unit.
• Locate the exhaust vent in
a skylight well, if possible.
Not only do vents perform
well there, but they are
largely hidden from view.
• Align the vent grille with
plumbing fixtures (sinks,
toilets, tub, shower), lighting fixtures, windows,
and/or doors.
• Consider locating the vent
over the toilet, typically a
good location.

