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ACRYLIC

PREPARE ¢ PRIME ¢ PAINT \’

How to Paint Acrylic Over Oil-Based
Paint

A practical 5-page guide for walls, trim, doors, cabinets, furniture, and other previously
painted surfaces

The short answer: Yes—but don't paint acrylic directly onto a slick oil-based finish. Clean the
surface, remove the gloss, use an appropriate bonding primer, then apply the acrylic topcoat.

This guide focuses on coating an existing, fully cured oil-based paint film with a water-based acrylic/latex topcoat. Always follow the
specific primer and paint manufacturer's label for drying, recoat, ventilation, and safety requirements.

Writer: Farhan Ejaj
For floorcoatinglab.com
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1. Identify the Existing Paint

Quick identification test

Alcohol on cotton

[ Paint transfers — likely water—}ase( No transfer - likely oil-based ]

Before you start, make sure the existing coating is sound and reasonably clean. If you are unsure whether the
old finish is oil-based, a small solvent test can provide a useful clue.

Quick test

1. Choose a small, inconspicuous area and clean it first. 2. Put a little denatured alcohol on a cotton ball or
cloth. 3. Rub the test spot. If paint transfers to the cotton, the coating is likely water-based. If it does not
transfer, it may be oil-based. This is a screening method—not a laboratory identification.

Important: If the existing coating is very old, damaged, or suspected to contain lead, do not
casually sand or disturb it. Follow applicable lead-safe practices and local regulations before
preparation.

Check the condition of the old paint

Do not coat over loose, peeling, blistered, chalky, or failing paint. Scrape and repair unstable areas, then
feather edges so the repaired surface transitions smoothly into the surrounding finish. If the old coating is
severely compromised, removal or a different coating system may be more appropriate.

Why this matters

Oil-based finishes can be hard, smooth, and glossy. Acrylic paint needs a surface it can grip. Proper
preparation changes the surface from a poor bonding base into a suitable base for the new coating.
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2. Clean, Scuff-Sand, and Prime

The preparation sequence

CLEAN SCUFF-SAND REMOVE DUST BONDING PRIMER

Goal: remove contamination + reduce gloss + create a relia

Do not try to remove every bit of old paint.

Surface preparation is the most important part of the project. A high-quality acrylic paint cannot compensate for
grease, dust, loose paint, or a slick surface underneath.

Step 1 — Clean thoroughly

Remove dust, grease, soap residue, fingerprints, and other contamination. A suitable cleaner or degreaser may
be needed on kitchens, doors, cabinets, and other high-touch surfaces. Rinse when required by the cleaner's
instructions and allow the surface to dry completely.

Step 2 — Reduce the gloss

Lightly sand the existing finish with approximately 180-220 grit sandpaper, or use the grit and method
recommended by your coating system. The goal is to remove the slick sheen and create a uniform, paintable
surface—not to strip the entire old coating.

Step 3 — Remove sanding dust

Vacuum and wipe the surface so loose sanding dust does not become trapped beneath the primer. Let the
surface dry before priming.

Step 4 — Apply bonding primer

Use a bonding primer specifically labeled for glossy, difficult-to-coat, or oil-painted surfaces. Apply it according
to the manufacturer's film thickness and drying instructions. Some systems may require one coat; others may
specify two.

Best-practice approach: Light scuff-sanding followed by a compatible bonding primer provides a
strong preparation system for many acrylic-over-oil projects.

How to Paint Acrylic Over Oil-Based Paint - Page 3



Y
@ Floorostinglab..

3. Understand the Coating System

Cross-section: why primer matters
Acrylic topcoat

Bonding primer
Strong

bond
Prepared oil-based paint

Primer bridges the adhesion challenge between a slick oil-based film and a\

Think of the job as a system rather than simply putting one paint on top of another. Each layer has a job.

Acrylic topcoat Provides the final color, sheen, appearance, and wear resistance.

Creates an adhesion-friendly bridge between the prepared old coating and the

Bonding primer .
ing pri acrylic topcoat.

Prepared oil-based paint The existing film that remains in place when it is sound and well bonded.

Substrate Wood, drywall, metal, or another underlying material.

Primer selection matters

Use the primer manufacturer's label as the authority. Modern bonding primers are designed for hard-to-paint
surfaces, but products differ. Some are intended for glossy surfaces; others are designed for specific substrates
or topcoats. Compatibility and recoat instructions matter more than a generic “oil vs. water” rule.

Dry is not always the same as cured

Do not rush the transition between layers. An oil-based coating or primer can continue curing after it feels dry to
the touch. Wait for the product's specified recoat window and use extra caution in cool, humid, or poorly
ventilated conditions.

Do not improvise with incompatible solvents, additives, or unapproved primers. When in doubt,
check the technical data sheet or contact the coating manufacturer.
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4. Apply the Acrylic Topcoat

Apply acrylic in controlled coats

THIN + EVEN LET DRY SECOND COAT

( Follow the paint label for recoat and cure time}.

Once the primer is properly dry and ready for recoat, you can apply the acrylic finish. The objective is even
coverage without overworking the paint.

Step 1 — Prepare the acrylic paint

Stir thoroughly and follow the label instructions for application temperature, thinning, roller/brush type, and
recommended film thickness. Avoid painting when conditions fall outside the product's stated range.

Step 2 — Apply the first coat

Use a quality brush, roller, or sprayer appropriate for the product. Work in manageable sections and maintain a
wet edge where possible. Apply a consistent coat rather than trying to achieve perfect coverage in one pass.

Step 3 — Allow the first coat to dry

Follow the manufacturer's minimum recoat time. Do not judge readiness only by how the surface feels;
temperature, humidity, ventilation, and film thickness can affect drying.

Step 4 — Apply the second coat

A second coat is commonly needed for uniform color and coverage. Apply it only after the first coat is ready for
recoating. A third coat may be necessary for difficult colors or specific products.

Final inspection checklist

N4 Surface is clean, sound, and free of loose paint

v Gloss was reduced where required
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v Dust was removed before priming
v Compatible bonding primer was used

v Primer and acrylic were allowed the required recoat time

v Final coat is even and fully cured before heavy use

Bottom line: Acrylic over oil-based paint can work well when the existing coating is sound and
fully cured and you use the correct preparation and primer system. Skipping preparation is the
most common route to peeling, chipping, or poor adhesion.

Sources consulted: Glidden; Bob Vila; Benjamin Moore; Sherwin-Williams; ECOS Paints. These sources support the general

preparation principles in this guide. Product labels and technical data sheets should always take precedence for a specific coating
system.
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