
ontractors may encounter a variety
of problems when applying finish,
but the source of the problem is
often not the finish itself. Here are

just a few of the most common occurrences —
and some tips on how to solve the problem.

ALLIGATORING
This is a condition in which the finish

pulls away from itself, causing ridges in the
finish, similar to an alligator’s skin. This condi-

tion can occur in both water-based and oil-modi-
fied finishes. There are many possible causes,
including poor wetting of the finish, contamina-
tion of the finish, application under cold temper-
atures, application of a new coat before the pre-
vious coat has dried, application of a heavier
coat than is recommended, or the use of thin-
ners that cause the finish to dry too quickly. The
solution is to screen and recoat after the finish
has dried sufficiently.

APPLICATION STREAKS
This condition is usually associated

with water-based finishes. It often occurs when
an improper spread rate is used — too much or
too little finish is applied — or if the finish is
not applied evenly. Excessive air movement and
abnormally high temperatures can also be re-
sponsible for causing the finish to dry too
quickly, so that a wet edge of finish is pulled
over one that has already dried. The problem
can also be caused by applying a satin or semi-
gloss finish that has not been stirred properly.
The solution is to screen and recoat after the
finish has dried sufficiently.

BLEED-BACK
This condition, associated with stain ap-

plication, occurs when excess stain seeps
from the grain or from the spaces between
boards. The most obvious cause is excessive
stain application, but low-viscosity stain may
also be the culprit. The solution is to wipe off
the excess stain and let it dry thoroughly be-
fore applying another coat. If finish has already
been applied over bleed-back, a complete re-
sand is required.
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TROUBLE SOLVERS
Here’s a quick and easy checklist to identify and solve problems

related to finishes
By  Rick Berg

C



DISCOLORATION
Some finishes are amber in ap-

pearance and will yellow even fur-
ther over time. Wood lying in direct

sunlight will fade over time. These are
natural changes — the former condition
cannot be prevented, despite the perva-
sive myth that an oil-modified finish re-
coated with water-based finish will stop
ambering. The latter condition can be
prevented by shading the light source.
Erratic discoloration can also occur —
especially in white oak — if a good seal-
er is not used. This is called tannin pull.

EXCESSIVE 
AND EARLY WEAR

Often, the cause is improper
maintenance procedures that have

either failed to fully remove grit from
the floor’s surface, or the introduc-
tion of water or strong cleaners. Dog
nails, high heels and chair legs also
contribute to the problem. Make
sure the customer understands
proper maintenance procedures, in-
cluding regular dust-mopping with
an approved wood-floor cleaner.
(Some cleaners may leave a residue
that will prevent good adhesion on a
recoat.) If recoating is necessary, the
owner should pay for it.

ORANGE PEEL
If the surface of the finish has

a texture that resembles an or-
ange peel, the problem may have

been caused by rolling a finish, which
then dries too quickly. When that
happens, the texture is “frozen” into
place before the finish has a chance
to flow out and level. The solution is
to screen and recoat.

PEELING,
BUBBLES,

BLISTERS AND FISH-
EYES

Any of these conditions can mean
that the floor was not sufficiently
screened between coats of finish, or
that soap or some other contami-
nant substance was not removed
before coating. It’s also possible
that the affected coat is incompati-
ble with the finish or stain previous-
ly applied, or a contaminated appli-
cator may be responsible. Problems
in the top-most finish coat can be 
screened and recoated, although se-
vere problems may require com-
plete sanding and refinishing.
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AVOIDING
TROUBLE

The best problem solution is problem
prevention. Here are a few precautions
that will help contractors keep finish
trouble from their floors.

• Protect containers of finish from ex-
treme temperatures. In particular,
water-based finishes may be suscep-
tible to freezing. Some manufacturers
will specify that their products can
perform properly after a certain num-
ber of freeze-thaw cycles, but the
best product performance will come
from finishes that have been main-
tained at a moderate temperature.

• Maintain proper job-site conditions.
Temperature and humidity should be
within the recommended range, or
application procedures should be ad-
justed to account for conditions. For
example, extremely hot, dry condi-
tions may cause finishes to dry too
quickly. In such cases, approved re-
tarders can be used to slow the dry-
ing process. Similarly, cold and
humid conditions
may cause finishes
to dry more
slowly — 
requiring that
you allow
more time before
applying subse-
quent coats. The job
site should also be kept as clean as
possible to keep dust and dirt from
contaminating the finish.

• Document your jobs. This will help
maximize quality control and — in
the event a problem does occur —
make resolution of the problem more
efficient. You’ll want to note job-site
conditions (temperature and humidi-
ty, as well as whether heating or air-
conditioning systems were operat-
ing); the products used and the batch
numbers; and the floor-preparation
and application methods employed.

• The best advice in all cases is to
carefully follow manufacturers’ appli-
cation directions, including spread
rates and recommended applicators.
Finishes are formulated in many dif-
ferent ways, and an application for
one will not necessarily produce
good results with another.

ROUGHNESS
The cause is often contami-

nation of the finish during dry
time, although moisture beneath the
floor can also cause the wood grain
to rise. If a moisture problem is evi-
dent, this must be corrected before
rescreening and recoating.

STAINS
Spilled water and other liquids,

including the residue from incom-
patible cleaners, can stain finish.
Cloudy surface finish can be fixed by
lightly rubbing with a proper cleaner
and buffing, although some stains re-
quire screening and recoating. Strong
chemicals should not be used to re-
move stains.

STICKY BOARD
SYNDROME

This occurs when excessive tan-
nic acid in the wood prevents the
finish from adhering to the wood.
This is most common with oil-modi-
fied finishes and with white oak.
When one board or several boards
scattered throughout the floor will
not take stain or finish, the only so-
lution is to repair the floor by re-
placing the boards.

UNEVEN GLOSS 
OR SHEEN LEVELS

Insufficient stirring of finish prior
to application, a contaminated finish
applicator and uneven sanding or fin-
ish thickness are typical culprits. All
require rescreening and recoating.
Great care should be taken if using
different sheen levels. ●

Much of the information for this arti-
cle was adapted from Problems,
Causes and Cures, a publication of
the National Wood Flooring Associa-
tion. For more information, contact
NWFA, 16388 Westwoods Business
Park, Ellisville, MO 63021, phone
800/422-4556 (U.S.), 800/848-8824
(Canada), and 314/391-5161 (local
and international); fax 314/391-6137.
The following individuals also pro-
vided information for and/or re-
viewed the article: Woody Hilscher,
BonaKemi USA; John Mayers, Dura
Seal; Mel Hollis, Basic Coatings; Julie
Russell, Glitsa American; Janet Sulli-
van, Lenmar; and Brett  Wheeler,
Berger-Seidle America.


