
Door finishing guide
A door’s finish might be an afterthought, but it shouldn’t be. This guide provides instructions on how to 

properly finish your door, whether interior or exterior.
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A door’s finish is an integral part of its construction. A door can 
be made with the finest materials and the sturdiest joints, but 
if it is finished incorrectly, it can start causing trouble almost 
immediately.

Here is a look at finishing wood doors and painting both wood 
and metal doors. Fiberglass doors are finished differently 
and can vary between manufacturers; it is best to consult the 
manufacturers instructions.

Storage and Handling
Doors are very sensitive to moisture. If you are dealing with 
new construction, the doors should be delivered to your house 
after all the drywall, plaster or concrete work is done. As those 
elements cure, they evaporate huge amounts of moisture that 
can be absorbed by your doors. Likewise, the doors should be 
stored indoors and in a dry environment. They should not be 
near a heat source, nor exposed to layers of construction dust.

If the doors are not going to be finished within a few days, the 
edges should be sealed with an oil-based sealer. If they will not 
be finished for an extended period, the entire door should be 
sealed.

The doors also should be acclimated to the normal conditions 
before they are finished and hung; for instance, if they are 
delivered in frigid weather, they should acclimate in the heated 
house at least a couple of days.

Products
Sensitive as they are, doors want to be finished only with the 
best of products. Your door manufacturers will tell you that 
mass-produced, cheap sealers and topcoats just don’t hold 
up. Closely follow the manufacturer’s application instructions; 
don’t cut corners.
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Natural Wood 
The finishing process for both interior and exterior doors is 
similar, though your products may differ. Remove any hardware 
before beginning the process. If it is an exterior door, remove 
the weather stripping from its groove; if the weather stripping 
is attached permanently, mask it off.

The first rule of door finishing is that all sides should be 
finished the same; that means front, back, and all four edges. 
If you are putting three coats of finish on the exterior, then the 
sides, top, bottom and back also should get three coats.

After preliminary sanding — light sanding with 80- and 120-grit 
paper — coat the wood with an oil-base wood conditioner. 
The conditioner will harden the wood, readying it for final 
sanding and more importantly, promoting a uniform staining. 
Do not grind away with the sandpaper; it is very easy to sand 
through the thin veneer.

After the conditioner, give the door it’s final sanding with 220-
grit paper; wipe the dust with a tack cloth. Don’t sand after 
staining.

If you are staining the door, use a penetrating, oil-based stain. 
To avoid overlapped dark streaks, work swiftly so that an edge 
of the stain does not start to dry before you brush stain onto 
the adjoining area.

If you are staining a panel door, first stain the panels, followed 
by the mullions (vertical pieces separating the panels), then the 
rails (crosspieces) and finally the stiles (vertical pieces on the 
sides). Always make your final strokes with the grain.

Rub over the stained door with a clean, lint-free cloth while the 
stain is wet to smooth out the finish.
If you want a darker color, apply a second coat after the first 
coat is entirely dry, following the same progression as the first 
coat.

Clear Coat
Finish the door with a couple of coats of high-quality 
polyurethane. An oil-based urethane is preferred because it is 
more durable than water-based. But a water base can be used 
over the oil-based stain, if you like. A water-based urethane 
is easier to use and does not have the amber tint that an oil-
based product has, plus it does not off-gas volatile organic 
compounds. Commonly, gloss or semi-gloss finish is preferred 
to flat or satin.

A note of caution: do not shake a can of polyurethane; stir it 
gently to mix. Polyurethane will easily bubble, and the bubbles 
will transfer to the finish.

If you have glass inserts in the door, finish by putting a thin 
bead of clear caulking around the outside perimeter to 
prevent moisture penetration.
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Painting the Door
After preliminary sanding, prime the door with a quality, 
penetrating oil-based primer. You may need two coats. The 
primer’s purpose is three-fold.

1. It prevents oils in the wood from seeping through the final 
paint coat.

2. It provides a firm surface for final sanding.
3. It provides a better surface for your paint to adhere to.

As with the natural-finish door, put the same number of coats 
on all sides and edges of the door.

Use a high-quality, acrylic latex paint for your final coats. In the 
old days, door people would insist that you use an oil-based 
paint, but because of air-quality regulations, you may find it 
difficult to buy.
Use at least two coats of paint; three is better.

If you are painting a metal door, sand the door with 150-grit 
paper before priming. Sand between all coats with 150- or 
220-grit to improve adhesion.

Many do-it-yourselfers tend to over-brush paint, which leads to 
streaks and brush marks. As a rule, simply load the brush with 
paint by dipping the brush a couple inches into the paint can. 
Tap the brush on the edge of the can to shake off the excess, 
then pull the brush across the surface with a smooth motion 
until most of the free paint has flowed onto the surface. Then 
reload the brush and continue. You should not brush over a 
surface more than two or three times; a coat of fresh paint will 
self-level, and minor brush strokes disappear if you have not 
over-brushed.


