The Art of Wood Floor Sanding: What Every
Homeowner Should Know

When people ask me about the single most important step in restoring a tired hardwood floor, |
always say the same thing: wood floor sanding. It is the point where a floor either comes back
to life or gets pushed past the point of return. | have seen too many DIY projects where
someone rents a machine, feeds it with cheap abrasive paper, and ends up with a wavy surface
that no amount of varnish can hide. Proper sanding is not about speed. It is about patience, the
right tools, and knowing when to stop.

Why Sanding Matters More Than You Think

Every layer of old finish, every scratch, every dark water stain sits on top of the wood. Sanding
removes those layers evenly, exposing fresh timber that can accept a new floor finish. But if
you take off too much, you shorten the life of the floor. Solid wood and engineered wood
behave differently under a floor sanding machine. Solid wood can be sanded many times over
its lifetime. Engineered wood, with its thin top veneer, can only take one or two light passes
before you hit the core layer. That is why knowing what you are working with matters more than
the grit number on the paper.

In my years working with parquet flooring and Oak Flooring, | have learned that the dust
extraction system you use is just as critical as the sanding belts themselves. A good dust
extraction system pulls the fine particles away from the surface, preventing them from
clogging the abrasive paper and leaving swirl marks. It also keeps the air breathable. Old
parquet floors often hide decades of grime and old wax. Without proper extraction, you are just
pushing that grime deeper into the grain.

Choosing the Right Equipment

Not all floor sanding machines are built the same. For large open areas, a belt sander or a
planetary sander can cover ground quickly. For edges and corners, you need an edger that
matches the main machine. A mismatch between the two creates visible edge lines that stand
out under any floor finish. | prefer machines from manufacturers like Bona and Lagler because
they offer consistent drum speed and reliable dust collection. Bona machines, for example, use
a vibration-dampening system that reduces chatter marks. Lagler machines are heavier but
give you more control on uneven boards.



The choice of abrasive paper is where many people go wrong. Cheaper sanding belts wear out
faster and leave deeper scratches that require extra passes to remove. Good quality aluminium
oxide paper lasts longer and cuts cleaner. On a typical job, | start with a coarse grit around 36
or 40 to strip the old finish, then move to 60, then 80, and finish with 100 or 120. Each pass
removes the scratches from the previous grit. Skipping a grit means those scratches will show
through the varnish or lacquer. It is a simple rule, but | see it broken all the time.

Surface Preparation and Repairs

Before you even switch on the machine, the floor needs to be clean and dry. Nails need
punching down, loose boards need fixing, and gaps need filling. Wood filler comes in different
colours and consistencies. For parquet flooring, | mix fine sawdust from the first sanding pass
with a clear binder to create a filler that matches the wood exactly. For larger gaps around the
edges, a floor levelling compound works better, but only if the subfloor is stable.

Surface preparation also means checking for hidden damage. | once worked on a floor that
looked fine until the first pass revealed a large patch of black stain from a long-gone radiator
leak. That required spot treatment and a careful approach with the sanding machine to avoid



creating a dip. If you rush surface preparation, you will find out halfway through the job that the
floor needs more work than you planned. That is when budgets blow out.

The Role of Dust Extraction

A good dust extraction system is not optional. Fine wood dust is a health hazard and a fire risk.
It also settles on every surface in the room, including the freshly sanded floor, where it can get
trapped under the next coat of finish. | use a system that connects directly to the floor sanding
machine and captures more than 95 percent of the dust. For contract sanding jobs in occupied
commercial spaces, this is non-negotiable. Tenants and staff should not have to breathe
sanding dust for days.

The dust extraction system also affects the quality of the final surface. When dust sits on the
floor during sanding, the abrasive paper grinds it into the wood, creating fine scratches that
only show up after the first coat of lacquer is applied. By then, the only fix is to sand again.
That is wasted time and wasted material.

Finishing: The Payoff

Once the wood floor sanding is complete and the surface is smooth to the touch, the next step
is applying the floor finish. This is where products like Osmo and Bona come into play. Osmo

offers a hard wax oil that penetrates the wood and leaves a natural matte look. Bona makes
water-based varnishes that dry fast and have low odour. The choice depends on the traffic the
floor will see and the look the client wants. For a busy hallway, a tough lacquer is better. For a
quiet bedroom, a natural oil finish feels warmer underfoot.


https://www.londonfloorrestoration.co.uk/

| always apply the finish in thin, even coats. Thick coats dry unevenly and can peel. Between
coats, a light hand sand with fine grit paper, 220 or higher, knocks down any raised grain. That
step is often skipped, but it makes the difference between a floor that feels like glass and one

that feels rough to bare feet.

One of the most satisfying moments in my work is when a client walks onto a freshly finished
floor after the final coat has cured. The depth of the grain, the evenness of the colour, the way
the light plays across the boards. That is the result of careful wood floor sanding and good

finishing. It does not happen by accident.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Over the years, | have seen the same mistakes repeated. Here are the most common ones:

Using too coarse a grit at the start, which gouges the wood and creates deep
scratches that never fully come out.

Running the machine too slowly or too fast. Each machine has a recommended speed
for each grit. Ignoring it causes uneven removal.

Neglecting the edges. An edger that does not match the main machine leaves visible
lines that ruin the look of the whole floor.

Applying finish over dusty sanded wood. The dust sticks to the finish and creates a
gritty texture that feels awful.



¢ Not testing the finish on a scrap piece first. Colours and sheens look different on
different woods. Always test.

Avoiding these pitfalls is not hard once you know they exist. But without that knowledge, a floor
can go from salvageable to ruined in a single afternoon.

When to Call in a Professional

There is a limit to what a weekend rental can achieve. If the floor has deep scratches, uneven
boards, or a history of water damage, the odds of getting a good result with a hired machine
are low. Professionals like the team at London Floor Restoration have the experience and the
equipment to handle those challenges. They also have access to industrial-grade dust
extraction systems and a range of sanding belts that rental shops do not stock. For contract
sanding jobs in commercial settings, the scale alone demands professional gear.
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That said, if you have a small room with solid wood in good condition, and you are willing to
learn the technique, wood floor sanding can be a rewarding DIY project. Just take your time,
use good abrasive paper, and do not skip the surface preparation. The floor will thank you for it.

Final Thoughts



Wood floor sanding is a craft. It sits somewhere between carpentry and finishing, requiring
both mechanical skill and an eye for detail. The tools matter, but the person running them
matters more. Whether you are a homeowner tackling a single room or a contractor managing
a large commercial space, the principles are the same: prepare the surface, choose the right
grit sequence, control the dust, and apply the finish with care. Do that, and the floor will last for
decades. Rush it, and you will be sanding again in a year.



