
The Art of Wood Floor Sanding: Techniques, Tools,
and Trade Secrets
Wood floor sanding is one of those tasks that looks straightforward from the outside but
reveals a surprising depth once you get into it. I have spent the better part of two decades
working with hardwood flooring, parquet flooring, and engineered wood in homes, offices, and
commercial spaces across London. Over that time, I have learned that sanding is not just
about making a floor look new. It is about understanding the wood itself, choosing the right
abrasive paper, and knowing when to push the machine and when to pull back.

A lot of people think that sanding is simply a matter of running a floor sanding machine over
the surface until the old finish comes off. In reality, it is a careful process of surface
preparation that sets the stage for everything that follows. If you get the sanding wrong, no
amount of expensive varnish or lacquer will save the final look. Get it right, and the floor
becomes something you can be proud of for years.

Why Sanding Matters More Than You Think
The main goal of wood floor sanding is to create a flat, smooth surface that will accept a new
floor finish properly. But there is more to it than that. Sanding also removes minor scratches,
dents, and stains that have built up over time. It opens the pores of the wood, allowing stains
and oils to penetrate evenly. And it reveals the natural grain and colour of the wood, which is
often hidden under layers of old varnish or lacquer.

I remember working on a Victorian parquet floor in a flat near Marble Arch. The clients had
been told by another company that the floor needed replacing because the gaps between the
blocks were too wide and the surface was too uneven. But after careful wood floor sanding
with a heavy-duty floor sanding machine and the right grade of abrasive paper, we were able to
bring the surface back to level. We filled the gaps with wood filler, sanded again with a finer
grit, and finished with a clear lacquer. The floor looked better than new, and the clients saved
thousands of pounds.

Choosing the Right Equipment
Not all floor sanding machines are the same. For most domestic jobs, a belt sander or an
orbital sander is enough. But for larger areas or commercial contract sanding, you need
something heavier. I have used machines from Bona and Lägler for years, and they have never
let me down. Bona machines are particularly good for their dust extraction system, which is
essential if you are working in a space that people still use. Lägler machines, on the other
hand, are built for durability and can handle the toughest sanding belts without overheating.
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The dust extraction system is not a luxury. It is a necessity. Wood dust is a health hazard and a
fire risk, and it gets into everything. A good dust extraction system keeps the air clean and the
work area safe. It also helps you see what you are doing, which sounds obvious but is often
overlooked. Without proper extraction, the dust settles back onto the floor and clogs the
abrasive paper, making the work slower and less effective.

Abrasive Paper and Sanding Belts
The choice of abrasive paper and sanding belts is where experience really matters. Many
DIYers make the mistake of starting with too coarse a grit, thinking it will save time. In reality, it
often leaves deep scratches that are hard to remove later. I usually start with a 24 or 36 grit
belt for heavy stock removal, then move to 60 or 80 grit for smoothing, and finish with 100 or
120 grit for a fine surface. For engineered wood, which has a thinner wear layer, I start with a
finer grit to avoid sanding through the veneer.

Different woods also behave differently. Oak flooring, for example, is relatively hard and
forgiving. You can use a slightly coarser grit without worrying too much about scratching. But
solid wood like maple or beech is harder and requires a finer touch. Parquet flooring, with its
small blocks and complex patterns, demands careful attention to avoid sanding across the
grain and leaving visible marks.



Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them
One of the most common mistakes I see is moving the floor sanding machine too slowly or
pausing in one spot. This creates a dip in the floor that is almost impossible to fix without
sanding the whole area again. The trick is to keep the machine moving at a steady pace,
overlapping each pass by about half the width of the drum. Another mistake is using too much
pressure. The weight of the machine is usually enough. Pushing down only makes the machine
work harder and can cause the sanding belts to wear unevenly.

Another issue is not checking the floor for nails, screws, or staples before starting. A single
metal fastener can tear a sanding belt in seconds and leave a deep gouge in the floor. I always
do a thorough inspection and countersink any protruding fasteners before I switch on the
machine. It takes ten minutes but saves hours of frustration.

Surface Preparation and Fillers
Before you start sanding, you need to prepare the surface. This means removing any old wax or
grease with a suitable cleaner. I use a floor levelling compound for areas where the subfloor is
uneven, but for most jobs, a good sanding is enough to level out minor dips. After the first
pass, I fill any gaps or cracks with wood filler. The filler should be a shade darker than the
wood, because it will lighten slightly as it dries. I let the filler dry completely, then sand again
with a finer grit to blend it in.



The choice of floor finish depends on the use of the room. For high-traffic areas, I recommend
a hard-wearing lacquer or varnish. For floors that are going to be waxed or oiled, Osmo
products are excellent. Osmo oils penetrate the wood and harden from within, creating a
durable finish that is easy to repair. They do not chip or peel like some varnishes, and they are
more environmentally friendly.

Working with Different Types of Wood
Hardwood flooring is the most common material I work with. It is durable, beautiful, and
responds well to sanding. But each species has its quirks. Oak flooring, for instance, has open
pores that can trap dust and debris. You need to use a fine abrasive paper and a thorough
vacuum between coats of finish to avoid a rough surface. Parquet flooring, which is often
made from tropical hardwoods, can be brittle and prone to chipping. I use a slower speed on
the machine and a finer grit to avoid damaging the edges of the blocks.

Engineered wood is a different story. It has a thin layer of real wood on top of a plywood or
MDF core. You can only sand it once or twice before the veneer wears through. That is why I
always use a 100 grit or finer paper and take off as little material as possible. Solid wood, on
the other hand, can be sanded many times over its life. A well-maintained solid wood floor can
last for a hundred years or more with regular sanding and refinishing.

Contract Sanding: A Different Game
Contract sanding is a whole different level. The scale is larger, the deadlines are tighter, and the
expectations are higher. I have done contract sanding for offices, hotels, and retail spaces
where the floor had to be ready by the next morning. In those situations, you cannot afford to
make mistakes. You need a reliable dust extraction system, a fleet of machines from Bona or
Lägler, and a team that knows what it is doing.

One thing I have learned from contract work is the importance of communication. You need to
coordinate with the client, the site manager, and any other trades working in the space. You
need to plan the sanding schedule so that it does not interfere with other work. And you need
to be flexible. Sometimes the floor is worse than expected, and you have to adjust your
approach on the fly.

Finishing Touches
After the final pass of wood floor sanding, the surface should feel like glass. Run your hand
over it. If you feel any roughness, you need to go back with a finer grit. Once the surface is
smooth, vacuum thoroughly and wipe with a tack cloth to remove every speck of dust. Then
apply the floor finish. I usually apply two or three coats of varnish or lacquer, sanding lightly



with a 180 grit paper between coats. For oil finishes, I use a rag to apply the oil, let it soak in,
and wipe off the excess before buffing.

The result is a floor that looks natural and feels smooth underfoot. It is not just about
appearance. A well-sanded floor is easier to clean, more resistant to wear, and more
comfortable to walk on. It is an investment that pays off every time you walk into the room.

Wood floor sanding is a skill that takes time to master. It requires patience, attention to detail,
and a willingness to learn from mistakes. But the satisfaction of transforming a tired,
scratched floor into something beautiful is well worth the effort. Whether you are a homeowner
tackling a single room or a contractor managing a large project, the principles are the same.
Take your time, use the right tools, and respect the wood. The floor will thank you.


