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Explore Your

OPTIONS
The good, the bad and the ugly of exterior painting choices.

BY HARRY PETTIT

Director of Painting Programs, 
Ferrandino & Son, Inc.

Before I begin, let me tell you a 
little about myself. My career in the 
painting industry began more than 
24 years ago, and as I like to say I’ve 
“worked on both sides of the paint 
counter.” I have experience working 
for two major paint manufacturers 
and also worked for a nationwide 
painting contractor. In that time, 
I have experienced every scenario 
in the painting industry and have 
seen the “pitfalls” of customers and 
clients choosing the wrong coating 
when trying to protect their assets. 
From a homeowner painting their 
front door to a retailer painting 
hundreds of locations, the choice of 
saving a few dollars on the upfront 
costs of product is one of the worst 
decisions that can be made.

“So paint is paint, right?” Paint 
cans may look the same once you 
open them, but what actually goes 
into them makes the difference in 
how long they will last. Aside from 
the aesthetic values that paint 
brings, paint’s primary purpose is 
to protect the surface beneath it. A 
“cheap” gallon of paint will protect 
the surface as well as an “excellent” 
gallon of paint in the short term. 
But after a few years, the difference 
will become clearly evident.  The 
detailed makeup of paint can be 

extremely technical, a little boring 
and most likely more information 
than you need.  Although I would 
find that discussion interesting 
(yes, I’m a paint geek), everyone else 
would probably flip the page and go 
on to the next article. So let’s find 
the middle ground and review the 
basic elements that make up paint 
and how they relate to the end re-
sults that you experience. 

Paint is made up of three basic 
ingredients: 

1. A liquid base (most commonly 
water or another solvent)
2. Binders
3. Pigments

The liquid base (commonly re-
ferred to as the “vehicle” of the 
paint) is the part of the paint that 
allows you to apply it to the sur-
face. In water based paint, it would 
be the water portion. The binders 
portion of paint helps pigments at-
tach to each other and also affects 
the paint’s gloss level. The last basic 
ingredient would be the pigments 
part of the paint. It’s the actual color 
of the paint; it adds thickness to the 
coating and gives it more weather 
resistance. The more pigments and 
binders a product contains, the 
more likely your paint will be du-

rable and last longer. (See Figure 1.)
As you can see, a gallon of higher 

quality latex paint contains more 
of the binder and pigment than the 
other gallon, called ordinary latex 
paint. What’s also very interesting 
in this diagram is the representa-
tion of the wet and dry paint film. 
You can see that while the paint 
films are wet, they are the same 
thickness. Once they dry (notated 
as dry film thickness) the differ-
ences in the coatings are truly rep-
resented. This dry film thickness 
is the actual coating that is left to 
protect the substrate that you are 
painting (see Figure 2). During the 
“drying process” the liquids and/or 
solvents are dispersed by (in a la-

tex paint) evaporation, as they are 
removed from the wet paint film, 
turned into vapor and are absorbed 
into the air. When applied correctly, 
a coat of wet paint will be around 
4 millimeters in thickness; once dry, 
that can translate into less than 2 
millimeters of actual dry film thick-
ness for cheaper grades of paint. To 
give that some perspective, 2 mils 
isn’t that thick. In fact, it’s about the 
same thickness as toilet paper, and 
we are not even talking about 2-ply 
here! The same gallon of higher 
quality paint with greater amounts 
of binders and pigment will result 
in a dry film thickness of over 2.5 
millimeters and in some cases close 
to 3 millimeters.

“OK, so higher quality paint is a 
little thicker than a cheaper paint… 
Is that it?” No, there are a lot more 
benefits to making the right choice. 
Not only does the higher quality 
paint have a greater dry film thick-
ness (DFT), but it also has a num-
ber of other ingredients designed 
to increase its durability. With im-
proved binders and pigments, paint 
products will have better ultravio-
let protection from the sun’s rays, 
retain their color and gloss better 
than their cheaper competition, 
be more weather resistant to rain/
snow and salt damage and look 
more aesthetically pleasing to your 
customers. 

“Is there anything else that makes 
one can of paint better than anoth-
er?” Well, yes there is. To this point 
we have discussed only what’s in 
the gallon of paint when it comes 
off the assembly line. At that time 
most all products are produced in 
a base color that is intended to be 
a starting point which is modified 
by a tint or colorant. These are 
the products that ultimately pro-

How does a Clint Eastwood movie have anything to do with exterior painting? Well, it doesn’t, 

but one of his movie names made me think of the choices people are faced with when de-

veloping a program for painting the exterior of their facilities. In 1966, The Good, The Bad and The 

Ugly was released and starred Clint Eastwood. The comparison stops there, but the name can be 

associated with painting choices. “The Good” equates to choosing a high quality exterior paint; 

“The Bad” equals choosing an inferior quality, or cheaper grade of product; and “The Ugly” would 

basically be doing nothing at all to the exterior and allowing the elements to continue to cause 

damage to the exterior surfaces.

Figure 1.
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duce the finished color. The rela-
tively new “water borne” colorants 
that have arrived in the industry 
have been some of the best break-
throughs in paint technology. Be-
fore these new tints, the industry, 
for the most part, used universal 
colorants. These colorants were 
very thin and added no real value 
to the gallon of paint. I am sure you 
have experienced situations where 
bright yellows and reds paints have 
taken four, five and even six coats to 
cover. With the new colorant prod-
ucts available, the numbers of coats 
have been cut down to two, maybe 
three, coats maximum. The new 
water borne colorants are like add-
ing paint to your paint. Where the 
old universal colorants were like 
adding more water to your paint. 
Water borne colorants add better 
coverage, more UV resistance and 
extend the life cycle of the coatings 
they are added into.

“So by using high quality paint, 
I can just do one coat, right?” The 
answer is yes and no. With all of 
the advantages the higher qual-
ity paint has to offer, you could just 
paint one coat. However, two coats 
are always recommended. Remem-
ber, one of the primary functions of 
paint is to protect whatever sur-
face it is applied to; also remember 
that the DFT of paint can be only 
as thick as a sheet of one-ply toi-
let paper. Any way you look at it, 
that’s not much protection against 
everything that Mother Nature can 
throw at it. While a second coat of 
paint won’t double the cost of the 
project, it can double the life cycle 
of how long your paint job will last.

In the painting industry, a ‘life 
cycle’ is the time period a coat-
ing will last, protect and beautify 
your property until it needs to be 
painted again. The industry stan-
dard is 5 years. After this time, the 
cost of repainting will begin to rise 
exponentially if the painting is not 

done. Your building 
may still look great, 
but the coating will 
start to show signs of 
wear and tear from 
the constant attack of 
weather and the sun. 
Small breaks in the 
paint film will allow 
damage to occur and 
it’s important to stop 
this damage soon, 
before more prep 

(scraping, priming and caulking) 
is needed to correct the damage. A 
preventative maintenance program 
or yearly inspection can be utilized 
to take care of this issue.

With the economic downturn, 
we have seen many organizations 
adopt the philosophy of “don’t 
fix what isn’t broken” and proac-
tive painting programs have been 
among the most impacted. It is un-
derstandable why painting is one of 
the last things that facility manag-
ers want to do and why it’s one of the 
first things that are cut in a compa-
ny’s budget. While the mentality of 
“why paint my building while it still 
looks good” can create a short term 
savings, the money you save today 
will only cost you more in the long 
run. A building that is left unpro-
tected will take much more effort to 
return it to its former appearance. 
Replacing rotted or damaged sub-
strates, restoring surfaces, re-caulk-
ing every joint, priming all surfaces 
and applying two top coats of paint 
will be more expensive than doing 
a preventative maintenance paint 
program on a scheduled, recurring 
timeframe.

At the end of the day, your busi-
ness relies on your customer’s pur-
chases. Curb appeal is a huge fac-
tor in selling products or services 
to your customers. A location that 
is well maintained looks clean and 
inviting and will attract more cus-
tomers and make those customers 
repeat customers. Using the best 
products available is the correct 
choice when deciding what kind of 
paint to use on your buildings. The 
total cost of paint in a painting bid 
is (at most) 20% of the total costs. 
The labor charge is the most expen-
sive part of the job. And normally, 
the labor expense doesn’t go up or 
down with the use of either cheap 
or higher quality paint. Wouldn’t it 
make sense to use a product that 
will protect your asset longer and 

maintain the image that will en-
hance your customers’ experience?

Harry Pettit is director of painting 
programs for Ferrandino & Son, Inc. 

Email him at hpettit@
ferrandinoandson.com.
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