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Guide to Buying 
Concrete Sealers

By Anne Balogh, The Concrete Network 

No decorative concrete installation is complete 
without the application of a sealer. Taking the 
time to put down this final layer of protection 
not only prolongs the life of your creative 
handiwork, but can also enhance and preserve 
its appearance. Continue >

Next  info

http://www.concretesherpa.com/email/sealers
http://www.concretesherpa.com


ConcreteSherpa

The benefits, depending on the product used, include:

• Enriching the color intensity of the concrete, whether the color is integral, a stain or 
dye, or obtained from a dry-shake hardener and antiquing release. 

• Adding sheen to the surface ranging from satin to high gloss. 

• Blocking the penetration of dirt, oil, grease, chemicals, and stains, making the 
concrete easier to clean and maintain. 

• Inhibiting dusting of the surface. 

• Preventing the intrusion of water and chlorides, which minimizes freeze-thaw 
damage. 

• Protecting against abrasion and wear. 

To obtain all these great perks, however, you must choose the right sealer for the job at
hand.

You’ll find hundreds of products on the market to suit just about every type of concrete
application, but no one sealer is perfect for all projects. Even worse, using the wrong
sealer or applying it improperly can ruin an otherwise flawless decorative concrete
installation.

With only half of this slab sealed, it’s obvious 
to see the color enriching benefits of a sealer.

Photo courtesy of Decorative Concrete Institute.
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To help you sort through the options and avoid making mistakes you’ll regret later,
here’s an overview of the basic types of sealers available, followed by a list of questions
to ask when shopping around for the best product for your needs.

Sealer types

Concrete sealers fall into two broad categories: penetrants and film formers.
Penetrating sealers, such as silanes, siloxanes, and silicates, react chemically within
the capillaries of the concrete to shield against moisture penetration and deicing
chemicals. Usually they provide invisible protection without changing the surface
appearance. They are most commonly used to improve the durability of exterior
concrete surfaces subject to corrosion and freeze-thaw damage.

Film-forming sealers are the type most often used for decorative concrete work, and
they do just what the name implies—form a protective film on the surface of the
concrete. Most of them also impart a sheen that highlights the beauty of colored or
exposed-aggregate concrete. In the category of film formers, you’ll find three primary
types, each possessing different advantages and limitations: 

Acrylics. Available in both solvent- and water-based formulations, acrylic sealers are
generally the easiest to apply and the most economical. They are widely used on
exterior surfaces because they are UV resistant, non-yellowing, and provide good
protection against water and chloride intrusion. However, they usually are much thinner
than polyurethanes and epoxies, so they wear faster and usually require reapplication
sooner.

Photo Courtesy of Decorative Concrete Institute.
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Polyurethanes. These sealers are also available in water- and solvent-based versions. They are
nearly twice as thick as an acrylic sealer and provide excellent resistance to abrasion and
chemicals. But most polyurethanes are moisture intolerant until they cure. That means if any
water is present on the surface when the sealer is applied, a chemical reaction will occur that
results in foaming and bubbling. 

Epoxies. Like urethanes, epoxies also produce a hard, long-wearing, abrasion-resistant finish.
They bond well to concrete and cement-based overlays and are available clear or pigmented if
you wish to add color. However, epoxies have a tendency to yellow with UV exposure, so they
generally are limited to interior applications.

In addition to straight sealers, which typically must be applied to concrete that has been allowed
to cure for at least 14 days, you’ll also find products on the market called “cure and seals”
hybrid formulations that will both cure and seal concrete in one application. Most cure and seals
are water- or solvent-based acrylic resins. These products can be applied to freshly placed
concrete in lieu of a curing membrane and as a sealer on concrete of any age. Be sure to use a
cure-and-seal product that meets the requirements of ASTM C1315, “Standard Specification for
Liquid Membrane-Forming Compounds Having Special Properties for Curing and Sealing
Concrete.”

Photo courtesy of Decorative Concrete Institute.
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Questions to ask before you buy

Is the sealer compatible with the decorative surface treatment you’re applying?
Always check with the sealer manufacturer to verify the compatibility of its product with
the decorative surface you plan to put it on. Some sealers may interact with certain
overlays or coloring agents, resulting in unwanted side effects such as blistering,
bubbling, or bleeding of color, according to Bob Harris, president of the Decorative
Concrete Institute and author of a collection of training guides on decorative concrete. If
you plan to apply sealer to an overlay or topping, Harris recommends checking with the
overlay manufacturer for recommendations as to the appropriate sealer to use. Or
better yet, take the “systems approach” and select the sealer the overlay manufacturer
sells specifically for use with its products.

Does the VOC content of the sealer meet current federal and local regulations?
If you plan to use a solvent-based sealer, be sure to check the volatile organic
compound, or VOC, content of the product to make sure it doesn’t exceed acceptable
levels in your area. The federal government as well as state and local agencies have
mandated certain maximum allowable levels of volatile VOCs that concrete sealers are
permitted to contain. Certain states default to the federal mandates while some set their
own. At the local level, some counties and air-management districts set their own
maximum VOC levels.

How to Determine the Amount of 
Sealer to Buy

Once you single out the right sealer 
for your needs, the next step is to 
decide how much to buy. Generally, 
coverage rates for sealers are 
calculated by square footage. For 
example, the technical data sheet 
for the sealer you plan to use says 
the product has a coverage rate of 
approximately 250 square feet per 
gallon. Take the overall square 
footage of your project (let’s use 
900 square feet for this example) 
and divide it by the coverage rate: 
900 sq. ft. ¸ 250 = 3.6, or 4 gallons 
of sealer. 
Money-saving tip: If the sealer is 
available in 5-gallon pails, it might 
be cheaper in this case to purchase 
the 5-gallon container rather than 
four 1-gallon units (often larger 
containers are more economical). 
And it won’t hurt to have some extra 
on hand in case you run into 
problems. 
Source: Bob Harris’ Guide to 
Concrete Overlays & Toppings
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Not all solvent-based sealers contain the same amount of VOCs, points out Chris
Sullivan, national technical director and regional sales manager for QC Construction
Products. For example, xylene is a common solvent found in concrete sealers and
produces VOCs, while acetone, another common solvent found in concrete sealers,
is considered an exempt solvent and produces no VOCs. The other key factor,
notes Sullivan, is the solids content. The higher the solids content, the lower the
liquid solvent and VOC content. You can find out the solids and VOC content for a
sealer by looking at the Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) or specification sheet
for the product. 

What conditions will the sealer be exposed to?
To keep maintenance to a minimum, it’s important to select a sealer that will protect
your concrete or decorative overlay from the traffic conditions and elements to
which it will be exposed. For example, for a stamped concrete driveway, you’ll need
a sealer that repels oil and grease stains, prevents penetration of water and deicing
chemicals, and resists abrasion. 

The primary type of sealer used for exterior concrete flatwork is a solvent- or water
based acrylic. If you don’t want a sheen on the surface and prefer a natural look, a
penetrating sealer is an alternative that provides excellent protection against
outdoor exposure conditions.

For a decorative interior floor, a high-build sealer with good resistance to scuffs and
staining, such as a polyurethane or epoxy, will generally provide the best protection
and be easier to maintain. On indoor surfaces, softer acrylic sealers usually require
regular maintenance with several coats of a sacrificial floor finish, or wax, to prevent
wear and black heel marks.

ConcreteSherpa

Photo courtesy of Decorative Concrete Institute.
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Is the sealer breathable?
One of the reasons acrylic sealers are commonly used for exterior applications is
because they are “breathable”—they provide good water repellence while allowing
moisture vapor within the slab to escape. Most penetrating sealers are also
breathable.

Epoxies offer excellent water repellence, but some products are impermeable and
can end up trapping moisture in the concrete. If you suspect that excess moisture is
present in the slab, whether indoors or out, make sure the sealer you use is
permeable and won’t restrict the ability of the concrete to release moisture vapor as
needed. Read this article by Robert Cain for more information on controlling
moisture-vapor transmission. 

What is the drying time?
How soon a sealer can be recoated or opened to traffic may be critical on fast-track
projects. Acrylic sealers dry the fastest, setting to the touch within 30 to 60 minutes
after application and ready for light traffic as soon as 12 hours after the final coat,
depending on air temperature, humidity levels, and other environmental conditions.
Polyurethanes and epoxies typically require longer curing times of at least 24 hours. 

Is the product safe to apply indoors?
When working indoors, it’s usually safer to use a water-based rather than solvent
based product, especially if the area can’t be ventilated. Solvent-based sealers are
extremely flammable and the fumes they emit can be hazardous to breathe.
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What type of finish and surface appearance do you want to achieve?
If you’re after a wet look to enhance the appearance of colored finishes, choose a
sealer with a medium- to high-gloss sheen. Most acrylic sealers are available in a
range of sheen levels. Solvent-based acrylics generally enhance color better than
water-based products. For an additional color boost, you can even create color
washes with some acrylic sealers by mixing in powdered or liquid tints. 

For applications where a shiny or wet look is not desirable, you can also find film
forming sealers with matte or low-gloss finishes. There are even “flattening agents”
available that can be mixed into some sealers to control the level of gloss. Another
option is to use a penetrating sealer that won’t leave a surface film.

In high-traffic areas, the slip resistance of a sealer may also be important. For these
surfaces, look for a sealer that exceeds ASTM D2047 slip-resistance requirements.

What is the life expectancy of the sealer, and does the manufacturer provide a
warranty?
The life expectancy of a sealer depends, in part, on exposure conditions and how
well the sealer is maintained. In general, however, epoxies and urethanes deliver
the best long-term performance and can last years before the need for reapplication.
Some manufacturers may even provide a warranty to back the performance claims
for their products. However, this warranty will be null and void if you don’t adhere to
the manufacturer’s guidelines when applying the sealer.
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Notice that cost is not one of the key considerations listed here. Certainly, you
should compare prices of similar products to get the best value, but don’t try to
pinch pennies. Sealer is too important to the overall appearance and longevity of
your work. Plus, you don’t want to give your clients a protective finish that will wear
away after only a year or so. “When it comes to sealers, you really do get what you
pay for. Save now, pay later is often the result of going cheap,” says Sullivan.

Photo courtesy of Concrete Solutions, Inc.
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HOW YOU CAN USE THIS DOCUMENT

You have unlimited right to print, distribute, and use this guide.  E-mail it to a friend, put it 
on your website, or any other ideas you see fit.  You can print it and post it on a job, at your 
favorite coffee shop, in your office, or get creative and engrave it in concrete.  Please 
share freely, the only things you may not do is alter it or charge for it.   

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

The copyright in this work belongs to the ConcreteNetwork.com.  Please direct questions 
regarding feedback, use, permission and screw-ups to dan@ConcreteNetwork.com.  

DOWNLOAD GUIDE

This guide is available on line at http://www.concretesherpa.com/sealers.

EMAIL TO A FRIEND

Click here to pass the guide along to someone cool.  
http://www.ConcreteSherpa.com/email/sealers

SUBSCRIBE

Learn about the latest Sherpa Guides and other concrete information available in the 
Concrete Network’s Newsletter.  http://www.ConcreteNetwork.com/newsletter.htm
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SUMMIT DATE 

This document reached the summit (was created) on March 10, 2006 and is based on the 
best information available to the Sherpa at that time.  To check for updates please click here
http://www.ConcreteSherpa.com/sealers.

NAVIGATION & USER TIPS

You can move around this guide by using your mouse or keyboard arrows.  Left  mouse 
button goes to the next page, right mouse button goes to previous page.  Click on the right 
arrow  ( → ) for the next page and the left arrow  ( ← )  to go the previous page.

KEYBOARD SHORT CUTS PC MAC

Zoom in (Larger) [Ctrl] [+] [ ] [+]

Zoom out [Ctrl] [-] [ ] [-]

Full screen/normal screen view                                  [Ctrl] [L] [ ] [L]

ABOUT THE CONCRETE SHERPA

The Concrete Sherpa is a team of people that represent the experience, teaching and 
learning of our team members and other industry leaders on a mission to make life better for 
the concrete contractor. We are an idea center striving to deliver thought provoking ideas 
based on “Concrete Advice for Business and Life” to stimulate you to reach new heights.  As 
a user, you should remember to consider all information you receive, here at the Concrete 
Sherpa or elsewhere, not as a cast in concrete recommendation, but rather as an idea for 
you to consider and ponder.
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THE JOURNEY LEADING TO THE CONCRETE SHERPA PROJECT

The Concrete Sherpa Project (A Sherpa is a “guide”)  was born at The Concrete Network in 
mid 2004.  Here is how it happened:

The biggest surprise, or gift, since starting The Concrete Network in 1999 has been the 
concrete contractor friends from around the country we’ve made and witnessing the passion 
they have for what they do. These people include Dave Pettigrew, up in the San Francisco
Bay Area, or the Verlennich brothers in Minnesota, or Bob Harris in Georgia, the list goes on
and on.  It’s quite inspiring. 

We were once asked,  “How are you so excited every day about concrete?” Well the answer
is simple, it is impossible to not be excited about concrete when you have the job we do-
interacting with hundreds of concrete contractors from every state in the country.

The thing we’ve learned about concrete contractors is that most are passionate craftsmen-
they are often less passionate and experienced in the “office stuff”. Human nature channels 
us to do what we are most comfortable with; learning how to use a new saw-cutting tool is 
comfortable; learning and implementing a new estimating strategy, or job management tool, 
is not so comfortable.
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THE JOURNEY CONTINUES…

So Sherpa was born to provide FREE and easy to use information on topics many 
contractors are not too comfortable with. 

• Concrete Sherpa is here to provide help to contractors who are often ‘Lone Rangers’
and don’t have anyone to get solid business advice from.

• Concrete Sherpa is here to provide help for contractors who have to work too hard 
and  too many hours in their business, and one day realize they need to work on their    
business, not in their business.

• Have fun with Concrete Sherpa and go faster towards reaching success than you 
might have on your own.

• To skeptics who think something free can’t be valuable, or there must be a trick- visit 
Concrete Sherpa and decide for yourself.

We hope you make great use of the Concrete Sherpa and it helps you to become an 
awesome success for yourself, your family, your church, and your community.

VISIT THE CONCRETE SHERPA

To visit the Concrete Sherpa click here  http://www.ConcreteSherpa.com.

info 13/13

http://www.concretesherpa.com/
http://www.concretesherpa.com
http://www.concretesherpa.com/email/sealers

	Guide to Buying Concrete Sealers

