
We hear the term polished concrete all the 
time, but what does that really mean? Well, 
it depends on who you are talking to. To a 
seasoned professional, “polished concrete” 
refers to concrete that has been mechan-
ically ground and polished using various 
tools and equipment.

Polishing concrete is somewhat relatable 
to the process of sanding wood. The main 
difference is instead of using sandpaper, 
we use diamond tooling to grind down sur-
faces to the desired degree of shine and 
smoothness. There are three main types 
of diamond tooling: Metal Bond Diamonds, 
Transitional Diamonds, and Resin Bond 
Diamonds.

There are differences of appearance in 
polished fl oors based on levels of ag-
gregate exposure: Cream, Salt-Pepper, 
Medium Aggregate, or Large Aggregate 
exposure. A cream exposure (Class A) will 
not remove any existing blemishes or sur-
face defects in the existing concrete. On 
the other hand, large aggregate exposure 
(Class D) will ultimately be very attractive 
but will require very aggressive grinding. 
The refl ectivity of the concrete fl oor will 
also result in a different appearance: 
Ground, Honed, Semi-Polished, and High-
ly-Polished. A ground polish will appear 
somewhat hazy and have little refl ectivity, 

while highly-polished concrete produces 
a high-degree of shine to the point that 
if standing overtop it, you could see your 
refl ection as if in a mirror.

Basically, when we talk about polished 
concrete, it is concrete that has been treat-
ed with a chemical densifi er and ground 
with progressively fi ner grinding tools. The 
grinding tools are usually progressive grits 
that double each step. For example: if you 
start with a 30 grit metal cut your next step 
would be around a 70 grit metal cut. Typi-
cally, concrete is not considered polished 
before 400 grit and it is normally fi nished 
to either the 800, 1500, or 3000 grit level. 
Stains and dyes are often applied early on 
the process between 200 and 400 resin 
cuts to enhance the polished concrete.

The metal bond tools, which are used in 
the grinding phase of the process, consist 
of metal/diamond matrix blocks molded or 
brazed on trapezoidal type plates.

This stage of processing is referred to as 
the grinding stage. A set of grinding tools 
typically consists of 30, 50, 70 and 120 
grits. The hardness of the “diamond bond” 
needed for the job is determined by the 
hardness of the aggregate used in the con-
crete. The goal is to match the diamond 
bond opposite the concrete. This means if 
you have very hard concrete you want to 
use a softer bond diamond, otherwise you 
could glaze the diamonds over. In some 
circumstances, it is advantageous to use 
a wet grinding technique, such as on a 
surface that is causing excessive heat, or 
causing diamonds to glaze.

Wet grinding is sometimes a preferred 
method for environmentally sensitive job 
sites, to eliminate dust. Water is introduced 
to the concrete surface either manually 
or by a tank mounted on the grinding ma-
chine. During the grinding process, in addi-
tion to fl attening and removing undesirable 
residue from the fl oor surface, a properly 
used tool will establish a pattern of scratch-
es that in the fi nal stages of the process 
will produce a consistent refl ective quality 
that satisfi es, or surpasses our visual and 
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aesthetic expectation for a fi nished fl oor.

The standard rule for shifting from metal 
grinding to resin polishing bonds is to 
restart the grit process one step lower than 
the last metal grit used. However, as tech-
nology continues to advance we can use 
a transitional diamond to make this shift 
easier. Transitional diamonds are made 
up of either a ceramic or copper type bond 
that is very aggressive, but leaves a lighter 
scratch pattern. Look at your arsenal of 
tools: if you fi nish with a 120 grit metal you 
can move right into a 100 grit transitional 
diamond. From this point, we can move 
right into the resin process with confi dence 
that the fl oor has been properly refi ned. 
Resin bond tools are used in the polishing 
stage of the process. A full set of polish-
ing tools will consist of increments that 

approximate 50, 100, 200, 400, 800, 1500 
and 3000 grits.

We like to say that a polished concrete 
fl oor is low-maintenance not no-main-
tenance, as they are more durable and 
easier to clean than most fl ooring options. 
Its relatively high coeffi cient of friction 
makes it non-slippery. Polished concrete 
reduces dust mite and allergen problems, 
and does not support mold growth. Anec-
dotal evidence suggests highly refl ective 
polished concrete reduces lighting needs 
and improves natural lighting.

A concrete fl oor that has been hardened 
and polished will have an extremely 
long-life expectancy compared to other 
fl ooring. For example: tile may only last 
10-20 years, but a polished concrete fl oor 
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that has been properly maintained will give  
many more years of service.

Polished concrete is considered a good 
sustainable design fl ooring option because 
it makes use of the materials already pres-
ent. Most modern buildings are built on 
a concrete slab so nothing new is added 
to the building structure. It is something 
to consider when building or modernizing 
towards a greener solution.


