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HOW TO REFINISH HARDWOOD
FLOORS: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO
RESTORING THEIR NATURAL
BEAUTY

Hardwood floors add timeless warmth
and value to any home. Over the years,
however, even the best-maintained
floors can show signs of
wear—scratches, dullness, water marks,
or fading. Instead of replacing them,
refinishing offers a cost-effective way to

bring back their original luster. Whether
you are a seasoned DIYer or a first-timer,
understanding how to refinish
hardwood floors properly can save you
thousands of dollars while giving your
rooms a fresh, new look. This guide
walks you through every step, from
assessment to final finishing, using
proven techniques and professional tips.

Before diving in, it is important to note
that refinishing is a labor-intensive
process that demands patience and
attention to detail. However, the results
are well worth the effort. In this article,


https://remodelicious.com/

we cover everything you need to know,
including tools, preparation, sanding,
staining, and applying the finish. By the
end, you’ll have the confidence to
transform your tired flooring into a
showstopper.

1. Assessing
Whether Your
Hardwood Floors
Need Refinishing

Not every worn floor requires full
refinishing. Start by evaluating the
condition of your hardwood. Look for
deep scratches, stains that have

penetrated the wood, or areas where the
finish has worn down to bare wood. If the
damage is only superficial—minor scuffs
or light wear—a simple screening and
recoat may suffice. However, if you see
signs of water damage, cupping, or
extensive scratches, a complete sand-
and-refinish job is necessary.

Also check the thickness of the wood.
Solid hardwood can usually be sanded
multiple times over its lifespan.
Engineered hardwood, on the other
hand, has a thin top veneer that may
only allow one or two refinishing passes.
Use a small pry tool near a vent to
measure the top layer. If it's less than
1/16 inch, refinishing might not be safe.
In that case, consider recoating or
replacing the boards.

Another critical factor is the age of the
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floor and the type of finish previously
used. Older floors often have wax,
shellac, or varnish that requires chemical
stripping before sanding. If you're
unsure, perform a small test in an
inconspicuous area. Rub denatured
alcohol on the surface: a softened finish
indicates shellac; a sticky residue
suggests wax. Modern polyurethane will
remain hard. Knowing the existing finish
helps you choose the right approach for
how to refinish hardwood floors
effectively.

2. Gathering the

Right Tools and
Materials

Having the correct equipment makes the
job smoother and safer. Below is a
comprehensive list of what you will
need:

e Drum sander (for the main floor
area) and an edger (for corners
and edges)

e A random orbital sander (for
finer sanding or for engineered
floors)

e Sanding belts in various grits:
36, 60, 80, and 100 (coarse to
fine)

e Sandpaper discs for the edger



(matching grits)

Shop vacuum with a HEPA filter
and a tack cloth for dust collection
Wood stain (if you want to
change the color) and
polyurethane finish (water-
based or oil-based)

Lambswool applicator or high-
quality brush for stain; a paint
tray and roller for finish

Safety gear: safety goggles, dust
mask or respirator, ear protection,
and work gloves

Wood filler or putty for gaps, nail
punch, putty knife, and
hammer

Measuring tape, chalk line, and
pry bar for removing baseboards
Protective sheets (plastic or
canvas) to isolate the work area

Renting equipment from a home
improvement store is cost-effective.
Many rental centers also provide basic
training on how to operate drum sanders
and edgers. If you're tackling a large
room, consider renting a floor buffer for
buffing between coats. Investing in high-
quality abrasives and finishes ensures a
professional result.

3. Preparing the
Room for
Sanding

Preparation is key to a successful
refinishing project. First, remove all
furniture, rugs, and decorations from the
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room. If large pieces are too heavy, slide
them onto a protected area in an
adjoining  room. Next, take off
baseboards or shoe molding using a pry
bar. This prevents damage and allows
the sander to reach the floor edges.
Label the pieces for easy reinstallation
later.

Once the room is empty, inspect the
floor closely. Use a hammer and nail
punch to drive any protruding nail heads
below the surface. Fill any cracks, gaps,
or nail holes with a good quality wood
filler that matches your wood species.
Allow the filler to dry completely, then
sand it flush with the surrounding floor.
Also check for loose boards and secure
them with finishing nails.

Finally, seal off the room with plastic
sheeting and tape to contain dust. Close

air vents and cover doorways. The
sanding process generates fine powder
that can travel throughout the house. A
shop vacuum with a HEPA filter will be
your best friend during and after
sanding. Thorough cleaning at this stage
prevents scratches in the final finish.

4. Sanding the
Hardwood Floors

Sanding is the most critical step when
learning how to refinish hardwood
floors. It removes the old finish and
levels the wood surface. Start with a
drum sander fitted with a coarse grit belt
(36 or 40). Move in the direction of the
wood grain at a steady, moderate pace.
Do not stop the sander in one spot, as it



creates dips. Overlap each pass by about
half the width of the drum. For the first
pass, angle the sander slightly (e.g., 45
degrees) to take down any unevenness,
then follow with passes parallel to the
grain.

After the coarse pass, switch to a 60-grit
belt and repeat the same pattern. This
intermediate sanding removes scratches
left by the coarse grit. Then use an 80-
grit belt for a smooth surface. Finally, a
100-grit belt gives a fine finish ready for
stain or sealer. Remember to empty the
dust bag frequently and change belts
when they become dull.

Edges and corners require an edger—a
handheld disc sander. Use the same
progression of grits: 36, 60, 80, then
100. Be careful not to gouge the wood;
keep the tool moving. For tight corners

and under radiators, a detail sander or
hand sanding with sandpaper will be
necessary. After sanding, vacuum the
entire floor thoroughly, then wipe down
with a tack cloth to remove every trace
of dust. For a flawless finish, you may
want to do a final sand with a random
orbital sander using 120-grit paper, then
vacuum again.

5. Staining Your
Hardwood Floors
(Optional)

If you wish to change the color of your
floor, now is the time to apply stain.
Choose a high-quality wood stain that
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penetrates evenly. Water-based stains
dry faster and have lower VOCs, while
oil-based stains offer richer colors but
require longer drying times. Test the
stain on a scrap piece of the same wood
or an inconspicuous area to verify the
hue.

Apply the stain using a lambswool
applicator, brush, or clean rag. Work in
manageable sections—about 3 to 4 feet
wide—and always follow the grain. Let
the stain sit for the manufacturer’s
recommended time (usually 5 to 15
minutes) then wipe off the excess with a
clean cloth. For a darker color, you can
apply a second coat after the first dries.
Allow the stain to dry completely (check
label instructions, often 24 hours) before
applying the finish. Proper staining not
only enhances the wood’s natural beauty

but also protects it.

6. Applying the
Finish

The finish seals the wood and provides
durability. The two most common
options for hardwood floors are oil-based
polyurethane and water-based
polyurethane. Oil-based polyurethane
gives a warm amber tone and is
extremely durable, but it has strong
fumes and takes longer to dry (12-24
hours between coats). Water-based
polyurethane dries clear, dries quickly
(2-4 hours), and has low odor, making it
a popular choice for modern homes.

Both types perform well when applied
correctly.



Before finishing, do a final vacuum and
tack cloth wipe. Use a high-quality roller
or lambswool applicator to apply a thin,
even coat of polyurethane. Start at the
farthest corner of the room and work
toward the exit. Avoid bubbles by not
overworking the finish. Allow the first
coat to dry fully according to the product
directions. Then lightly sand the surface
with 220-grit sandpaper (using a pole
sander or hand block) to remove any
dust nibs. Vacuum and tack again.

Apply a second coat in the same
manner. For best protection, a third coat
is recommended, especially in high-
traffic areas. Between coats, maintain a
dust-free environment by closing
windows and turning off fans if possible.
After the final coat, let the floor cure for
at least 72 hours (or as specified) before

walking on it with soft shoes. Wait a full
week before moving furniture back to
avoid damaging the new finish.

/. Final Steps
and Maintenance

Once the finish has fully cured, reinstall
the baseboards and shoe molding. Touch
up nail holes with filler and repaint if
needed. Carefully move furniture back
into the room using felt pads under legs
to prevent scratches. Place area rugs in
high-traffic zones.

To keep your newly refinished hardwood
floors looking great, follow a regular
maintenance routine. Sweep or dust
mop daily to remove grit that can
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scratch the surface. Use a microfiber
mop and a cleaner specifically designed
for hardwood. Avoid wet mopping or
using wax-based products. Place
doormats at entryways to trap dirt.
Every few months, consider applying a
refresher coat of polyurethane to high-
wear areas. With proper care, your floors
can stay beautiful for many years.

Conclusion

Learning how to refinish hardwood
floors is a rewarding skill that can
dramatically transform the look and feel
of your home. From assessing the

condition of your flooring to selecting the
right tools, sanding meticulously,
staining, and applying a durable finish,
each step contributes to a professional
result. While the process is time-
consuming and demands careful
attention, the outcome is a floor that
looks brand new—at a fraction of the
cost of replacement. Whether you
choose to do it yourself or hire a
professional, understanding the
techniques ensures you make informed
decisions. With the right preparation and
execution, you can enjoy the beauty of
your hardwood floors for decades to
come.



