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Thule Roof Rack Fit Guide: A Complete Step �by �Step Manual

Whether you’re planning a weekend adventure, hauling a bulky kayak, or simply need extra cargo space for a 

moving day, a Thule roof rackcan transform your vehicle into a mobile storage solution. But before you order the

kit, you need to make sure it will fit your car’s roof and meet your load �bearing needs. This comprehensive fit guide

walks you through every detail—from measuring your vehicle to selecting the right accessories and installing the

rack safely. By the end, you’ll have all the knowledge to choose, install, and maintain a Thule roof rack that works

perfectly for your specific vehicle and lifestyle.

Why a Dedicated Fit Guide Matters

Roof racks are not one �size �fits �all. Each Thule model is engineered to work with specific roof types, mounting

systems, and weight limits. An improper fit can compromise vehicle safety, damage the roof, or reduce the rack’s

load capacity. A reliable fit guide ensures:

•  Safety: Correct mounting prevents roof sagging, detachment, or vehicle instability.

•  Performance: Properly installed racks maintain aerodynamic efficiency and reduce wind noise.

•  Longevity: Correct hardware and spacing protect the roof’s paint and structural integrity.

•  Compliance: Many jurisdictions require roof racks to meet specific mounting standards.

Let’s dive into the step �by �step process that will help you match the right Thule roof rack to your vehicle.

Step 1: Gather Vehicle Information

Before you even look at a rack, you need to know a few key facts about your car:

1.  Make, Model, Year: Thule’s catalog is organized by these parameters. A 2018 Ford F �150 will have different 

mounting requirements than a 2015 Subaru Outback.

2.  Roof Type:

    

      Flat Roof – Standard for most sedans and SUVs.

3.  Curved Roof – Common on many hatchbacks and some luxury vehicles.

4.  Roof Rack Rails – Many cars come with factory rails; you’ll need to know their spacing.

Write down these details or take a photo of the roof area. This information will be referenced throughout the guide.

Step 2: Determine Your Load Requirements

Every Thule rack has a specified maximum load. Understanding your cargo needs ensures you choose a system

that can handle the weight without exceeding limits.

•  Standard Load: Most Thule roof racks support 200–400 /lb (90–180 /kg) per side, depending on the model.

•  Heavy �Duty Load: For larger items like kayaks, surfboards, or multiple bicycles, look for heavy �duty racks that 

can handle up to 500 /lb (225 /kg) or more.

•  Dynamic Load: Wind and acceleration impose additional forces. Thule’s engineering guidelines recommend 

adding a safety factor of 1.5 to the static weight.



Calculate the combined weight of your gear, including any straps, covers, and accessories. If your cargo is near or

above the rack’s rating, consider a heavier �duty model or a different mounting approach.

Step 3: Locate Thule’s Compatibility Charts

Thule publishes detailed compatibility charts on their website. These charts list:

•  Vehicle models that match each rack series.

•  Required mounting hardware (e.g., 5 �inch, 6 �inch, or 8 �inch mounting kits).

•  Recommended accessories for specific vehicles.

Use the “Vehicle Compatibility” tool on Thule.com. Input your vehicle’s make, model, and year, and the tool will 

display the rack options that fit your roof. If your vehicle isn’t listed, consult the “Special Cases”section or contact

Thule support for advice.

Tip: Check for Updated Models

Car manufacturers sometimes change roof panel designs or add new features between model years. Thule

updates its compatibility data annually. Make sure you’re referencing the latest version to avoid mismatches.

Step 4: Measure Your Roof

Even when the rack is compatible, precise measurements ensure a snug fit and avoid gaps that can lead to wind

noise or structural stress.

1.  Roof Width: Measure from the inside edge of the roof to the inside edge on the opposite side. This 

determines the maximum width of the rack.

2.  Roof Height: Measure the distance from the roof’s top surface to the lowest point of any existing accessories 

(e.g., sunroof, roof rails). This ensures the rack won’t interfere with the vehicle’s silhouette.

3.  Rail Spacing: If your car has factory roof rails, measure the distance between the rail’s mounting points. 

Thule racks often align with these rails; mismatched spacing can require adapters.

Record the measurements in inches (or centimeters) and compare them with Thule’s rack dimensions. The rack’s 

“Maximum Width” and  values should be less than or equal to your roof’s measurements.

Step 5: Select the Correct Mounting Kit

Thule offers a range of mounting kits tailored to different roof types:

•  Standard Mounting Kit: For flat roofs with no existing rails.

•  Rail �Compatible Kit: For cars that already have factory rails. These kits often use 5 �inch or 6 �inch mounting 

brackets.

•  Curved �Roof Kit: Designed for vehicles with a pronounced roof curve. These brackets use adjustable arms to 

follow the roof’s contour.

•  Heavy �Duty Kit: Includes reinforced bolts and brackets for high �load scenarios.

Match the kit to your vehicle’s roof type and the rack model’s specifications. Using the wrong kit can lead to

excessive stress on the roof or a loose mounting that compromises safety.

Choosing the Right Bolt Size

Thule recommends specific bolt sizes (e.g., 1/4 �in. or 3/16 �in. diameter) for each mounting kit. Always use the exact 

size and thread pitch to ensure a secure fit. If you’re unsure, refer to the “Bolt Specifications”section of the rack’s



manual.

Step 6: Verify Roof Strength and Weight Capacity

Before installing the rack, confirm that your vehicle’s roof can handle the combined weight of the rack and your

cargo. Most modern car roofs can support 500–700 lb (225–320 kg) for standard racks, but the actual capacity

depends on:

•  Roof material (steel vs. aluminum).

•  Roof panel thickness.

•  Presence of structural reinforcements.

•  Manufacturer’s load rating.

Check the vehicle’s owner’s manual for the “Roof Load Rating”. If the rating is lower than your intended load, 

consider using a cross �bar system that distributes weight more evenly or reducing cargo weight.

Step 7: Prepare the Installation Area

Proper preparation minimizes damage and ensures a clean installation:

1.  Clean the Roof: Remove dirt, oil, and debris with a mild detergent and a microfiber towel. A clean surface 

improves bolt adhesion and reduces the risk of corrosion.

2.  Inspect for Damage: Look for dents, cracks, or rust. If you spot any issues, repair them before mounting the 

rack.

3.  Remove Existing Accessories: If you have a roof rack or cargo carrier, detach it. If you’re installing over 

factory rails, ensure the rails are free of paint or rust that could interfere with the new brackets.

4.  Gather Tools: You’ll need a torque wrench, a socket set, a drill with appropriate bits, and a level. Having a 

helper can also make the process smoother.

Step 8: Install the Mounting Brackets

Follow these steps to secure the brackets to the roof:

1.  Position the Brackets: Align the bracket holes with the pre �measured locations on the roof. Use a pencil to 

mark the drill points.

2.  Drill Pilot Holes: Drill small pilot holes to prevent the roof panel from cracking. Use a drill bit that’s slightly 

smaller than the bolt diameter.

3.  Screw in the Bolts: Insert the bolts through the bracket holes and tighten them to the manufacturer’s torque 

specification (usually around 20–25 /ft �lb). Over �torquing can strip threads; under �torquing can lead to a loose fit.

4.  Check Alignment: Use a level to ensure the brackets are straight. Misaligned brackets can cause uneven 

load distribution.

5.  Secure the Bracket Covers: If your mounting kit includes rubber or plastic covers, snap them into place to 

protect the roof and provide a finished look.

Repeat the process for each bracket, ensuring symmetry and consistency.

Step 9: Attach the Roof Rack Bars

Once the brackets are in place, you can install the rack’s main bars:

1.  Place the Bars: Slide the bars onto the brackets. For most Thule models, the bars have a locking mechanism 

that snaps into place.



2.  Secure the Bars: Tighten the bar bolts to the recommended torque. Some models use a 6 �inch bolt; others 

use a 5 �inch or 8 �inch bolt depending on the rack width.

3.  Check for Clearance: Ensure the bars do not touch the vehicle’s body or any existing accessories. There 

should be at least 1 /in. of clearance on all sides.

4.  Test Stability: Gently rock the rack back and forth. It should feel firm, with no wobble or play.

At this stage, the rack is ready for cargo, but you’ll still want to add the final
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