
5 Things You Need to 
Know Before Starting a 

Van Conversion



Hi! We're Sara & Alex
We've been living van life for the last 1.5 years, 

and recently took a break from our travels to start 

van conversions in San Diego. We love sharing 

and creating content about van life, working 

remotely and designing a functional, beautiful 

home on wheels. 

 

There are a lot of lessons we've learned building 

out vans, so we hope to help you on your journey 

to vanlife. Be sure to connect with us on our 

Instagram and YouTube. 

https://instagram.com/40hoursoffreedom

https://youtube.com/40hoursoffreedom

https://instagram.com/40hoursoffreedom
https://youtube.com/40hoursoffreedom


5 Things You 
Should Know 
Before Starting 
Your Van Build

What van is best for you?1

2

3

We're going to break down each 

one of these, but here's a little 

preview of what's in this book. 

You can click on each number 

below to jump to that specific 

page for more details.

What's your budget?

What are your priorities?

How to plan your layout4

5 Shower and bathroom options



There are 3 main vans that are the most popular for #vanlife. Each one of these vans comes in a 

"high roof" which has ample room to stand up inside, but they each come in different lengths. For the 

sake of this book, we are referencing the high roof versions of each van. Let's break it down in 

detail... 

 

1. Mercedes Benz Sprinter 

The Sprinter van comes in three lengths - the 144" wheelbase, the 170" wheelbase and the 170" 

wheelbase extended. All three sizes of the van have an interior height of 77.8 inches. The biggest 

perk of a Sprinter van is the turbo diesel engine - these vans are known to last for 500,000+ miles. 

 

The specs of each van configuration is listed below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A common misconception  of a Sprinter van is that you have to take it to a dealer to get all of the 

maintenance done. This isn't the case, you can often find a great local Sprinter mechanic or someone 

who works on diesel engines, which will end up saving you thousands!  

What van is best for you?



2. Dodge Ram Promaster 

The Dodge Ram Promaster comes in 3 different lengths: the 136" wheelbase, the 159" wheelbase, 

and the wheelbase extended. Each one of these vans has 76 inches of interior height inside. 

 

One of the great things about the Promaster is that the walls are more square, which means if 

you're building out your own van you're going to have an easier time building in it. The promaster is 

the widest of all the vans as well so if you're planning on sleeping side to side, this is a great option. 

 

The specs for each configuration are listed below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Ford Transit  

The Ford Transit is great for those who are taller than 6'2" because it 

has the most interior height out of all of the cargo vans. 

It's a whopping 81.5" inches tall inside.  

 

There are two 147" wheelbases in different lengths. 

The shorter one is 235.5" long and the longer option is 263.9" long. 

 

 

Final Thoughts... 

Our recommendation is to test drive all three and decide which one fits your needs better. 

Remember that if you're going full time in your van, it's something you will be driving every day so 

make sure you pick the one you feel the most comfortable in.



Before starting your van build, it's important to know what 

your budget is. It's great to look on Instagram and Pinterest 

for inspiration from other's van builds, but you also have to 

be realistic on how much you want to spend. 

 

Van builds can be done as cheap as a few thousand and 

change range all the way up to $100,000 (not kidding!). It 

all depends on your solar/battery set up, size of your van, 

whether you have a bathroom or not, the finishes you 

choose, etc.  

 

To give you an idea of how much our van cost and the 

breakdown on everything we purchased, click the photo 

below to watch a video on how much our conversion cost: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our figure for the total cost of our conversion does not 

include our time for labor (we worked 40 hours per week 

for 9 weeks on our van conversion). If you are hiring 

someone to do your van build, know that their hourly rate 

will range from $50-$150 depending on their experience. 

Most builds take 8-12 weeks to complete. 

 

Remember, if you do your build with nice finishes and 

beautiful carpentry,  the resale value of the van will remain 

high. If you cut corners and rush your build, you're likely to 

own the van forever. That's why if you feel uncomfortable 

doing certain aspects of your build it's better to hire a 

professional... we'll talk about this later on in the "When to 

Hire a Professionals" section. 

 

What's your budget?

set a realistic 
budget for 
your needs 

but also know 
that 

unexpected 
expenses may 

come up!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SjkGy26AOKM&t=4s


Before starting to plan your layout, it's time to figure out your priorities! We laid out a list of 

questions to go through to help you decide on what to incorporate into your van. 

  

If you're doing van life with a partner, it's important to sit down and discuss these topics to get on 

the same page on what works best for your relationship.  

 

What are your priorities?

Are you going to be working while on the road? Will you want a space to sit and 

eat? 

Do you mind making your bed daily? If so, will you go for a full time bed?

Will you have a toilet in your van? If so and you plan on going #2 in it, are you 

okay with emptying it?

Will you have a shower in your van? If not, how will you shower?

Are you going to do an outdoor shower? If so, how realistic is it to shower in 

public places outside?

Is there a lot of clothing you'd like to take with you? If so, where will you store 

it?

Do you need extra storage for bigger gear like bikes, surf boards, snowboard 

equipment, etc? If so you'll probably need to opt for a full time bed (more on 

this in the next section...)

Do you have a dog? If so, how will you ensure the dog is safe in the van when 

you're not there?



The best thing to do before starting to plan your layout, is 

go see at least 5 van conversions in person! The van 

community is very collaborative.  We all share layout ideas, 

components and cool design features with each other. 

 Take advantage of that by seeing at least 5 different vans 

in person.  Meetups are a great way to see other van builds 

and cool layout designs. 

 

If you don’t have any meetups or vanlifers in your area then 

take a look at prefab models at your local RV dealerships. 

 There are some beautiful designs that can inspire you or 

maybe show you what you don’t like.  Try to get a feel for 

the space.  Moving around in your van is important so see 

what it’s like walking through the van, entering the 

bathroom or even picture yourself taking a shower. 

 

The biggest thing that will influence the overall layout of 

your van is whether you will be doing a full time bed or a 

convertible bed. If you know having storage for bikes and 

other gear is a must, then a full time bed is your best 

option. This will give you plenty of room underneath the bed 

for gear, water storage, battery storage, etc.  

 

If you don't care as much about having gear storage and 

having a place to sit and work is important, a convertible 

space is probably for you. We opted for the convertible bed 

& table area because we knew that we wanted a place to 

sit and work as well as be able to easily entertain others. All 

in all the bed takes about 3 minutes to convert each way - 

some see this as a drawback and others don't see it as a 

big deal. Just figure out which one will fit your overall 

lifestyle and habits better! 

 

Once you know which style of bed you're going to go with, 

next up is deciding on whether or not you'll include an 

indoor bathroom/shower...

How to Plan Your Layout



One of the most important (and often overlooked) elements of any van build is a shower and toilet. If 

you're planning on going full-time in your van, do you really want to search for a public bathroom 

daily or even multiple times per day? 

 

Guys may have it a little easier when it comes to this, but speaking from the female experience, 

there's no way we could have done full time van life without a shower and toilet in our van. It's your 

new home afterall, and you want to feel completely comfortable in it. After a hot day or long hike, it's 

the best feeling to shower in your own house on wheels. Maybe it's not a big deal and a bathroom 

isn't on your list of priorities, but just know going into it you will likely only shower once per week 

without a shower in your van.  

Shower & Bathroom Options

Planning a bathroom in your van definitely takes extra 

work and more money but it's SO worth it. There are 3 

main ways to do a bathroom in your van: 

    1. Fully Enclosed "Wet" Bath 

    Our bathroom is considered a "Wet" bath because the 

toilet and shower are in the same space. We went with 

this option so that we could have a private bathroom. 

We also believe it's a great use of space since both the 

shower and toilet are one. After we shower, we do a 

quick wipe down of the toilet and walls so no water sits 

in the bathroom. 

    2. Open Shower & Toilet 

    Our good friend Scott @comeswithaview opted for an 

open shower and toilet at the back of his van. If you're 

going solo this could be a great option for you, but if 

you're going with a partner be sure to talk about whether 

or not privacy is a big deal for you. Scott has a cabinet 

above his toilet that when opened hinges up and his 

 shower curtain pulls down and around from it. 

    3. Outdoor Shower & Cassette Toilet 

    Last but not least is an outdoor shower and a cassette 

toilet. This won't take up any extra space in your van so 

that's a pro for some. Remember that you may not 

shower as much as you think with an outdoor shower - 

it's easy to shower if you're out in nature but not very 

realistic if you plan on spending time in cities.  

@comeswithaview's bathroom



A van build can be tough, and if you don't have the spare time to figure out everything on your 

own - consider hiring someone for your van conversion. We do custom conversions starting at 

$35,000. Fill out the inquiry form by clicking here and we'll be in touch soon! 

Looking for more help?

Looking for dimensions on how tall our countertops are, what size our bathroom is, etc? Check 

out our Van Layout Guide by clicking here. You'll get lifetime access to the guide and all 

future updates! Every single van conversion we build, we add 3D renderings and layouts into the 

Van Layout Guide. 

 

Hopefully this guide helped you plan your layout and decide what's most important to you for 

your van build. Happy building and safe travels! 

 

 

xoxo, 

Sara & Alex 

and Bambi & Nugget

https://40hoursoffreedom.com/custom-van-build-inquiry-camper-conversion-sprinter
https://40hoursoffreedom.com/van-build-layout-guide

