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The Ultimate
Home Sauna Guide
for Madison, WI
The research, the rules and the real costs of

owning a sauna in Dane County, from the

people who build them here.
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Everything you
need to know about
owning a sauna here.
What the science actually says, how to choose a sauna, what

every Dane County town requires, what it really costs, how it

handles a Wisconsin January, and how to keep it going for

decades. It's long because it's complete. Read it in pieces, or

take the PDF with you.
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Chapter 01

Why a sauna: what the research actually says.
Finland has more than 3 million saunas for 5.5 million people. Researchers there

have followed thousands of regular bathers for decades. The results are striking,

with real caveats. Here's the honest version.24

S T R O N G  A S S O C I AT I O N −40%

Living longer

In 2,315 Finnish men followed for about 20

years, those who used a sauna 4–7 times a

week had a 40% lower risk of death from any

cause, and 63% lower risk of sudden cardiac

death, than once-a-week bathers.1

S T R O N G  A S S O C I AT I O N −70%

Heart health, men and women

A follow-up study that included women

(1,688 adults, about half women) found 4–7

weekly sessions linked to 70% lower

cardiovascular death than once a week.2

S T R O N G  A S S O C I AT I O N −61%

Stroke

Over about 15 years, frequent bathers (4–

7×/week) had roughly 61% lower risk of

stroke.3

S T R O N G  A S S O C I AT I O N −65%

Memory

In the same Finnish cohort, 4–7 sessions a

week was linked to 66% lower risk of

dementia and 65% lower risk of Alzheimer's

disease.5

M E A S U R E D  I N  T R I A L S −7 mmHg

Blood pressure & arteries

After a 30-minute sauna, 102 adults saw

systolic pressure fall from 137 to 130 and

arteries become measurably less stiff.9 Over

25 years, frequent bathers were about half as

likely to develop high blood pressure.
4

M E A S U R E D  I N

T R I A L S ≈ a brisk walk

A workout for your heart

Your heart rate can climb to 120–150 bpm in

the heat, and cardiac output nearly doubles.

One study put the load on par with moderate

exercise.
7 ,10 ,23

E A R LY  B U T  P R O M I S I N G Mood

Depression & mood

In a small controlled trial, a single whole-body

heat session eased depression symptoms for

six weeks compared with a sham.11 The

device wasn't a sauna, and larger trials are

underway.

S E L F- R E P O R T E D 84%

Sleep

In a global survey of 482 regular bathers, 84%

said sauna helped them sleep. It's an

enthusiast survey, but anyone with a sauna

will tell you the same.12

S M A L L  S T U D I E S +7% blood

Endurance & recovery

Six runners who took a post-training sauna

for three weeks increased plasma volume

about 7% and ran longer to exhaustion.13

Heat also raises heat-shock proteins tied to

muscle maintenance.

S T R O N G  A S S O C I AT I O N −41%

Breathing

Frequent bathers had lower rates of

pneumonia, asthma and COPD over about 26

years.6 Small studies report easier breathing

for asthma and bronchitis.

S M A L L  S T U D I E S Skin

Skin & colds

Regular bathers show a more resilient skin

barrier,19 and in one small six-month study,

half as many colds.20

M I X E D  E V I D E N C E Cold

The cold plunge

Cold water spikes noradrenaline sharply.15

Hot-to-cold showers cut sick-leave days by

29% in a Dutch trial of 3,018 people, though

not the number of days people were ill.17
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The honest fine print

Association isn't proof. The big Finnish results come from one

observational cohort, the KIHD study. Frequent bathers may

differ in ways researchers couldn't fully adjust for. The authors

themselves call for randomized trials.7

It was a hot, traditional sauna. The research used Finnish saunas

around 175°F. Whether infrared or cooler heat does the same is

unknown.7 ,8

The "11 minutes of cold" rule is a myth. It's what seven young

Danish winter swimmers happened to do, not a tested

prescription.16 And a plunge right after lifting may blunt muscle

gains.18

Sauna isn't medicine. If you have a heart condition, are pregnant,

or take medication that affects heat tolerance, talk to your doctor

first. See chapter 09.
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Chapter 02

Sauna 101: what makes a real one.
A sauna is a small wooden room, heated to 160–200°F, where you throw water

on hot stones to make a soft wave of steam. Then you cool off and rest, and do

it again.

The Finns call that wave of steam löyly, a word that once

meant spirit or breath. It's what separates a sauna from a hot

box: the room is dry (10–20% humidity) until you ladle water

on the stones, and then the heat rolls over you. Typical Finnish

practice is 80–100°C (176–212°F) at head height, 5–20 minutes

at a time, a couple of times a week.7

The sauna has deep roots right here. Finnish immigrants

settled northern Wisconsin from the 1890s, and between

1900 and 1940 nearly half of the state's Finns lived in Douglas,

Iron and Bayfield counties.25 On many of those homesteads

the sauna was the first building raised, before the house. In

2020, UNESCO added Finnish sauna culture to its list of

humanity's intangible heritage.24

Traditional Infrared Steam

room

A I R  T E M P 160–200°F 110–150°F 110–120°F

H U M I D I T Y 10–20%, rising with löyly Low, no

steam

~100%

H E AT

S O U R C E
Wood stove or electric

heater with stones

Radiant

panels

Steam

generator

O U T D O O R S ? Yes, made for it Mostly

indoor

Indoor

R E S E A R C H

B A S E

The Finnish studies Small

studies

Little

01 · 10–15 min

Heat

Rinse, sit high, add löyly a ladle

at a time.

02 · 1–3 min

Cold

Plunge, shower, snowbank or

lake.

03 · 10–15 min

Rest

Wrap up, sit outside, drink

water.

04 · 2–4 rounds

Repeat

About ninety minutes, start to

finish.
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Chapter 03

Choosing your sauna.
Five decisions shape everything else: the shape, the size, the wood, the heater and

the little details that decide whether it feels like a real sauna.

Shape

Barrel

Round staves mean less air to heat and

no cold corners. Steam rolls along the

curve and snow slides off. Fast to heat,

easy to deliver whole. The trade-off:

solid 1.5–2" staves aren't insulated like a

framed wall.

Cube or cabin

Square rooms with flat or shed roofs,

often with big glass. More headroom

and a modern look. Often insulated, but

they need more heater for the same

bench length and sometimes more

foundation.

Indoor

A basement or garage room.

Convenient, but you need a vapor

barrier, ventilation, a floor drain and

often more permitting. You also lose the

walk outside, which is half the magic in

winter.

Size

Buy for the number of people who'll use it most

weeks, plus one. A bigger room takes longer to

heat, but a cramped one gets used less.

2– 4  P E O P L E

~6 ft barrel. Most weeknights,

a couple.

4 – 6  P E O P L E

~8 ft, ideally with a porch to

cool off on.

6 – 8  P E O P L E

~12 ft with a changing room.

For families and hosts.

H E A D R O O M

Upper bench ~40–47" below

the ceiling, feet above the

stones.

Wood

Thermally modified spruce

Spruce baked at high heat until it absorbs far less water. It's

dimensionally stable and rot-resistant without chemicals, and it

ages to a silvery brown. Excellent for freeze-thaw winters.

Western red cedar

The classic: aromatic, naturally rot-resistant, warm in color. It can

move and check more with humidity swings, and it's softer, so

benches dent.

Heater: wood or electric?

Wood-fired Electric

T H E  F E E L Crackle, smell of the fire, soft rolling löyly Clean, even, quiet
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Wood-fired Electric

H E AT- U P 45–75 min, tending the fire 45–60 min, on a timer or app

C O S T  P E R  S E S S I O N ~$4–$12 of firewood ~$1.30–$2.20 at MG&E rates

I N S TA L L Chimney and stove clearances. No electrician needed. Dedicated 240V circuit by a licensed

electrician

P E R M I T S Often an HVAC or stove permit. A red flag in Middleton, Oregon

and Stoughton.

Electrical permit everywhere

B E S T  F O R Weekends, purists, rural lots Weeknights, busy households, city lots

Sizing rule of thumb: about 1 kW of

heater per 35 ft³ of room, more if there's a

lot of glass.27 A 6-ft barrel holds about

170 ft³, so a 6 kW heater is about right.

Ventilation: fresh air in low near the

heater, out low on the far side, about six

air changes an hour. It keeps the air fresh

and the löyly soft.

Wisconsin note: some electric heaters

with mechanical controls can trip their

overheat protection in deep cold.

Choose a heater and controller rated for

cold outdoor installs.
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Chapter 04

Where it goes: siting a
sauna in a Madison yard.
The best spot is the one you'll actually walk to on a January night. Then check it

against your town's setbacks.

01 The path matters most

A short, lit, shovelable path from the back door. Twenty to forty

steps is perfect.

02 Respect the setbacks

3–10 ft from side and rear lot lines depending on the town, and

often 5–10 ft from the house. See chapter 05.

03 Firm, level, well drained

Low spots fill with meltwater and frost-heave. Choose a slightly

high spot or build the pad up.

04 Mind the smoke

For wood-fired, think about prevailing winds (westerlies in

Madison) and your neighbors' windows. Keep clear of

overhanging branches.

05 Frame a view

The rest between rounds is half the ritual. A window toward

trees, sky or water makes it.

06 Plan the cold

Room for a plunge tub or an outdoor shower, and somewhere

snow piles up.

07 Privacy

A fence panel or a few evergreens beats a perfect location in full

view of the street.

08 Delivery access

A whole barrel needs about an 8-ft-wide path from the driveway.

Count gates, steps and trees.
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Chapter 05

Permits, town by town.
The short version: plan on a permit. In 12 of the 15 Dane County jurisdictions we

researched, a backyard sauna needs a structure permit at any size, and every one

requires an electrical permit for an electric heater's 240V circuit.

A sauna isn't a shed. Shed exemptions

usually assume an unheated building.

Madison's says so outright, so a sauna

never qualifies.

Wood-fired red flags: Middleton, Oregon

and Stoughton have bans on outdoor

solid-fuel heaters whose wording could

reach a sauna stove. Get a written OK, or

go electric.

Fees are modest: typically $75–$350 all-

in for the structure and electrical permits

on a small sauna.

T O W N S T R U C T U R E  P E R M I T L O T  L I N E H O U S E W O O D - F I R E D

Cottage Grove

Village

Yes, $75 under 100 sq ft 3 ft 10 ft unclear

Cross Plains

Village

Yes, via the building inspector 10 ft — OK

DeForest

Village

Yes, $80 under 200 sq ft 5 ft 5 ft OK

Fitchburg

City

Under 64 sq ft: no structure permit 4 ft — OK

Madison

City

Yes, a building permit 3 ft — OK

McFarland

Village

Yes, any accessory building 3 ft — OK

Middleton

City

Yes, zoning + building permit 3 ft — red flag

Monona

City

Yes, building + zoning permit 3 ft 6 ft OK

Mount Horeb

Village

Yes, building + zoning permit 5 ft — OK

Oregon

Village

Yes, building + zoning permit 5 ft — red flag

Stoughton

City

Yes, building + zoning permit 4 ft 10 ft red flag

Sun Prairie

City

≤80 sq ft may be exempt 5 ft — OK

Verona

City

Yes, zoning approval always 5 ft 10 ft OK
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T O W N S T R U C T U R E  P E R M I T L O T  L I N E H O U S E W O O D - F I R E D

Waunakee

Village

Yes, and one accessory building per lot 3 ft — OK

Rural Dane County

Unincorporated towns

Often no structure permit, always electrical Varies — OK

Researched October 5, 2026 from each municipality's official code. Full details for every town at badgersauna.com/sauna-permits.

F U L L  G U I D E S  F O R  E V E RY  TO W N
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Chapter 06

Power & foundation.

Electrical

An electric sauna heater needs a dedicated

240V circuit, typically 30–50 amps for a 6–9 kW

heater. Your heater's manual sets the exact

breaker and wire size.

6  K W  H E AT E R

25 A draw · ~40 A circuit

8 – 9  K W  H E AT E R

33–38 A draw · ~50 A circuit

2 5  F T  R U N

~$750–$1,800 installed

1 0 0  F T  R U N

~$2,000–$4,500 installed

Trenching typically runs $5–$12 a foot. If your house has 100-

amp service without room to spare, a panel upgrade can add

$1,300–$6,500. Ask your electrician to check capacity first. A

licensed electrician pulls the electrical permit in every Dane

County town.

Foundation

Barrel saunas sit on cradles, so they need a firm,

level, well-drained base, not a frost footing.

C O M PA C T E D  G R AV E L

$4–$10 / sq ft installed. Our

default.

PAV E R S

~$15–$18 / sq ft in Madison

C O N C R E T E  S L A B

~$7–$13 / sq ft in Madison

E X I S T I N G  PAT I O

Often fine if level and sound

Wisconsin requires 48" frost footings for dwellings, but

detached accessory buildings are regulated locally, and

freestanding saunas almost always sit on gravel, pavers or a

slab. Good drainage is what prevents frost heave.

T H E  U LT I M AT E  H O M E  S A U N A G U I D E  ·  M A D I S O N ,  W I B A D G E R S A U N A . C O M  ·  11



Chapter 07

What it really costs.
Real 2026 numbers from Madison-area suppliers, electricians, fee schedules and

MG&E. Your site will move these, but not by much.

Budget DIY

$5.3k–$11k
A 2–4 person electric barrel kit you

assemble yourself, plus a gravel pad,

electrician and permits.

T Y P I C A L  ≈  $ 7,4 0 0

Installed electric

$10.6k–$22k
A quality 4-person barrel,

professionally assembled, wired and

permitted.

T Y P I C A L  ≈  $ 1 5 , 5 0 0

Premium wood + plunge

$15k–$44k
A 6-person sauna with porch, wood

stove and chimney, paver pad, cold

plunge, shower and path.

T Y P I C A L  ≈  $ 2 5 ,0 0 0

R U N N I N G  C O S T S ,  P E R  S E S S I O N

Electric, 6 kW

~7–9 kWh × MG&E $0.184/kWh

$1.29–$1.66

Electric, cold night worst case

Heater at full power for 2 hours

~$2.21

Wood-fired

Dane County firewood, $165–$249/face cord

~$4–$12

Upkeep per year

Stones, stain, heater reserve

~$250–$850

Residential electricity is exempt from Wisconsin sales tax November

through April, which is peak sauna season.26

H O W  I T  C O M P A R E S

Twice a week at a $55 bathhouse: about $5,700 a year

A hot tub runs all year, about 3,600 kWh in a cold climate,

whether you use it or not

A sauna only uses power when you're in it

A typical installed sauna used twice a week works out to

about $19 a session over 10 years in upfront and upkeep

costs, plus about $1.50 of power
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Chapter 08

A Wisconsin sauna year.
Madison averages 19°F in January and 52 inches of snow a year.30 That isn't a

problem for a sauna. It's the whole point.

December – March

Winter

Peak season. Snowbank

plunges, steam off your

shoulders, stars on the

rest. Lake Mendota

usually freezes around

Dec 20, lately closer to

Jan 1. See the record →

April – May

Spring

Cold rain on a hot roof.

Mud season goes easier

with somewhere warm at

the end of the path.

June – August

Summer

Go late, after the heat

breaks. Short, hot rounds

and a cool shower or a

swim.

September – November

Fall

Woodsmoke and

maples. The best time to

install, before the ground

freezes and the snow

flies.

Your cold plunge options

Snowbank

F R E E

December to March.

Thirty seconds in

fresh powder will

change your life.

Outdoor

shower

$ 1 0 0– $ 2 ,5 0 0

A hose-fed cedar

shower works three

seasons. Drain it

before the freeze.

Stock tank

~ $ 1 5 0– $ 1 6 5

A 100-gallon

galvanized tank

from Tractor Supply.

It will freeze solid in

a Madison January

without a de-icer.

Chilled plunge

$ 1,0 0 0– $ 8,0 0 0

From a DIY chiller kit

to an all-in unit. Use

a GFCI-protected

circuit.

The lake

—

Never alone, and

never on ice you

haven't checked.

The DNR doesn't

monitor ice

thickness. Respect

cold shock: a minute

to control your

breathing.29
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Chapter 09

Sauna safely.
Sauna is gentle and safe for most people, including many with stable heart

disease.7 These are the rules that matter.

01 No alcohol before or during

Half of the people who died in Finnish saunas over 13 years

had been drinking.21 Have a beer afterward, on the porch.

02 Hydrate

Drink water before and between rounds, and two to four

glasses after.23

03 Listen to your body

Dizzy or nauseous? Step out, sit down, cool off gently.

Sessions of 5–20 minutes are plenty.

04 Kids: low, short, supervised

Lower bench, cooler heat, shorter rounds, always with an

adult. Finnish kids rarely go in alone before age 7.31

05 A CO alarm for wood-fired

Mount one in the changing area or just outside the hot room,

rated for its location.

Talk to your doctor first if you have…

Unstable angina, a recent heart attack, severe aortic

stenosis or uncontrolled blood pressure7

Heart disease and plan to plunge. The hot-to-cold switch

can trigger arrhythmias.

A pregnancy, especially in the first trimester

Medications that affect sweating or blood pressure

A fever or acute illness (wait it out)

Trying for a baby? Regular sauna temporarily lowers sperm count and

motility. Levels fully recovered six months after stopping in one study.22
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Chapter 10

Care & maintenance.
A well-kept sauna lasts decades. It takes about an hour a season.

After every session Fall Winter Spring

Firewood rules: Dane County is under a

spongy moth quarantine. Buy firewood

locally or DATCP-certified, and never

bring uncertified wood onto state land

from more than 10 miles away.28

Insurance: tell your agent, especially

about a wood stove. Detached structures

usually fall under "other structures"

coverage, about 10% of your dwelling

limit.

Home value: buy a sauna to use it, not as

an investment. There's no reliable data on

resale premiums. A well-built, permitted

sauna is a lovely selling point.

Prop the door and vents open

to dry it out

Hang towels inside the house

Bring the bucket in before a

hard freeze

Check the roof and bands,

and clear leaves

Have the chimney inspected

(NFPA 211: yearly)

Stack seasoned, local or

certified firewood

Test the CO alarm

Brush snow off the roof and

door

Keep the path clear and

salted

Check creosote monthly with

heavy wood use

Rearrange the stones and

replace crumbled ones

(yearly, or every ~300 hours)

Lightly sand and clean the

benches

Re-stain the exterior every 1–

2 years
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Chapter 11

From first call to first fire.
Most backyard saunas take six to ten weeks from first conversation to first session.

To sauna by the first snow, start in late summer or early fall.

Week 1

Site visit
Walk the yard, pick the spot, check

delivery access and power, and

confirm your town's rules.

Weeks 1–3

Permits
Site plan and applications for the

structure, electrical and any stove

permit. Timing varies by town.

Weeks 2–6

Build & prep
The sauna is built while the pad

goes in and the electrician runs the

circuit.

Day 1

Install & first fire
Delivered whole, set level, wired

and inspected. Then we light it

with you.
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Chapter 12

Your home sauna checklist.
Print it, stick it on the fridge, and tick it off.

D E C I D E

How many people,

most weeks?

Wood-fired or

electric?

Barrel or cube?

Thermo-spruce or

cedar?

Plunge: snow, tank,

chiller or shower?

Budget range

(chapter 07)

C H E C K

Which municipality

your parcel is in

Setbacks from lot

lines and the house

Wood-stove rules in

your town

Existing outbuildings

vs. town limits

Panel capacity for a

240V circuit

An 8-ft delivery path

B O O K

Site visit

Permits: structure,

electrical, stove

Licensed electrician

Pad and path

A call to your

insurance agent

Firewood, if wood-

fired

F I R S T  F I R E

CO alarm installed

(wood)

Thermometer at

head height

Bucket, ladle, towels,

water

A lit, shoveled path

Friends invited

Phone left inside
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Q U E S T I O N S

Home sauna FAQ.

How much does a backyard sauna cost in Madison?

A DIY barrel kit with power and a permit typically lands around $5,000–$11,000. A

professionally installed four-person electric sauna typically runs $10,500–$22,000, and a

premium wood-fired sauna with a porch and cold plunge $15,000–$44,000. Running costs are

low: about $1.30–$2.20 of MG&E electricity per session for a 6 kW heater.

Do I need a permit for a backyard sauna in Dane County?

Almost always. In 12 of the 15 Dane County jurisdictions we researched, a sauna needs a

structure permit at any size, and every one requires an electrical permit for an electric heater.

Permit fees typically run $75–$350.

Is a sauna good for your health?

Large Finnish studies link frequent sauna use (4–7 times a week) with lower rates of

cardiovascular death, stroke, high blood pressure and dementia. These are observational

studies, so they show association rather than proof, and nearly all were done with traditional

Finnish saunas around 175°F. Smaller trials show short-term drops in blood pressure and arterial

stiffness after a session.

Can you use an outdoor sauna in a Wisconsin winter?

Yes. Winter is when a sauna shines. A properly sized wood stove or electric heater brings a

barrel sauna to 175°F even on a sub-zero night, and snow makes an excellent cold plunge.

Choose a heater and controller rated for cold outdoor installations.

Wood-fired or electric sauna: which is cheaper to run?

Electric is cheaper per session in Madison: roughly $1.30–$2.20 at MG&E's 2026 residential

rate, versus about $4–$12 of firewood. Wood-fired needs no electrician and gives softer steam

and the ritual of the fire, but in Middleton, Oregon and Stoughton you should get written

approval first.
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This guide is general information, not medical or legal advice. Costs are 2026 estimates from published

Madison-area prices, fee schedules and cost guides. Permit details were researched from official municipal

codes on October 5, 2026; confirm with your town before building. © Badger Sauna, Madison, Wisconsin.
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Ready for your first fire?
Badger Sauna builds handcrafted barrel saunas,

delivered whole and installed across Madison and Dane

County in a day. We handle the permits, coordinate the

electrician, and come back to light the first fire with you.

Book a free site visit

badgersauna.com/contact

Every sauna in Madison

badgersauna.com/madison-sauna-guide

Permits for your town

badgersauna.com/sauna-permits

hello@badgersauna.com · Serving Dane County, Wisconsin
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