If a ceramic coating is the suit of armor, proper prep is the tailor that makes it fit. The coating only bonds to what
it touches, so it will cling to old wax, film, fallout, and micro-marring just as readily as it bonds to a surgically
clean, corrected finish. That is why every impressive ceramic result you have seen in person or online started long

before the applicator cracked open a bottle. It started with a thoughtful, disciplined prep.

What follows is a field-tested approach to paint prep that holds up on a compact daily, a black finicky coupe, a
work truck with heavy contamination, and even the tall flat planes of a Class A RV. It reads less like a recipe and
more like a workflow, because every car has a history in its clearcoat. The aim is to help you read that story and

make the right moves before any coating touches the surface.

What a coating can and cannot fix

Ceramic coatings give you chemical resistance, easier washing, strong UV protection, and long-term gloss
retention. They do not fill deep scratches. They do not stop rock chips. They will lock in whatever is there, good
or bad. If you trap bonded contaminants or compound haze under a coating, you will either live with it or polish

the coating off and start again.

Judgment matters. If you have 60 to 80 percent of the swirls removed but you are chasing the final 5 percent into
thin clear, back off. A well-prepped surface with minor, safe-to-leave defects outperforms an over-thinned finish
that takes a strong coating but fails prematurely. Professional car detailing is about managing risk as much as it is

chasing perfection.

Building the right workspace and mindset

You can complete prep in a driveway, a garage, or a shop. The quality comes from control. Aim for stable light,
minimal dust movement, and panels that are cool to the touch. In mobile detailing, adjust your schedule to wash
in the morning, polish midday into late afternoon, and coat toward evening when surfaces have cooled and
ambient dust drops. For shop work, clean the floor before polishing, then spray a fine mist of water into the air

and let particles drop before you open a coating bottle.

Pick an inspection light that shows color and defect truthfully. A 4000 to 5000 Kelvin handheld light with a tight,
adjustable beam is the most useful single tool you can buy for this stage. | keep two on hand, so one always

charges while | work with the other.

The decontamination ladder that prevents surprises

There is a sequence to wash and decon that shortens your time on the machine and gives you a clearer read on
what the paint actually needs. Think chemical, then mechanical. Strip what you can with surfactants and solvents

first, then touch the paint with clay only after the film is softened.
Here is a compact sequence that works on most vehicles:

® Pre-rinse thoroughly, foam with a high pH soap, and allow a few minutes of dwell before a contact wash.

® Use dedicated wheel and tire cleaners before you contact the paint, then switch to a fresh wash mitt for the
body.

* Apply an iron remover panel by panel, agitate lightly where safe, and rinse fully. Spot treat tar and sap with

targeted solvents, not brute force.



® (Clay with a fine or medium-grade media using a slick clay lube, working top to bottom in straight lines, then

rinse again.

* Dry with forced air where possible and a clean drying towel only as needed, then re-inspect under light.

On a neglected daily, | will often see 50 to 70 percent of the visible defects lighten just from thorough chemical

decon. That is a lot less polishing needed, and it tells you which areas truly need correction.

Inspecting the paint like you mean it

Once the vehicle is clean and dry, slow down. This is the moment that dictates the rest of your plan. Use cross-
lighting from different angles. Look for RIDS, clustered wash marring, DA sanding pigtails from previous work,
and repainted panels that may react differently to heat. Expect repainted bumpers to be softer and more prone
to edge burn. Expect German OEM clear to resist correction more than Japanese economy-car clear, with

exceptions.

A paint thickness gauge helps, especially on older vehicles or any car with a respray. Numbers in the 100 to 180
micron range are common on factory steel panels, with aluminum hoods and trunks often lower. If you see 80
microns or below, that is a flag. You can correct safely at that thickness, but full-wet sand rescues or aggressive
compounding are risky. For single-stage paint, the gauge will read total film build. You will also see color on your

pads during polish, which is normal but requires caution.

Product and tool choices that save time

A large throw dual action polisher in the 15 to 21 mm range will handle most flat panels quickly. Keep a smaller 3
inch machine ready for pillars and bumpers. Pads are consumables. If a foam cutting pad is not correcting
efficiently after several sections, switch to a fresh pad rather than overworking one that is loaded with spent
polish and paint dust.

For chemistry, match polish aggressiveness to the defect depth rather than habit. A microfiber cutting pad with a
diminishing compound removes moderate defects fast on harder clears, but it may add haze on softer paint. A
foam cutting pad with a mid-cut compound often leaves a finish that can be refined quickly, or even coated after

a careful panel wipe if the finish is already haze free.

You do not need ten products. You do need clean pads, sensible combinations, and the discipline to run a test

spot before scaling up.

The disciplined test spot

Pick the ugliest, most representative panel and do a three-step escalation. First, try a finishing polish and soft
pad. If it clears 70 percent of the swirls and leaves a beautiful finish, you just saved hours. If not, step to a
medium cut. If defects remain after two slow passes with correct pressure and arm speed, escalate to a true cut.
Once you find the least aggressive combo that achieves your target, lock those settings in and reproduce them

around the vehicle.



Keep notes. car detailing On a white truck with heavy oxidation, | once found that a medium foam and a medium
cut compound achieved 90 percent correction in one pass after decon, while microfiber just added unnecessary

haze. The test spot spared the entire vehicle from a longer, messier step.

The short, honest toolkit

For those who like a tidy bench, this is the small set that handles most ceramic coating prep without clutter:

* pH neutral and higher pH wash soaps, quality mitts, and separate buckets for wheels and paint

® |ron remover, tar remover, fine to medium clay media with a dedicated lube

e Dual action polishers in 15 to 21 mm and 3 inch sizes, with a spread of foam and microfiber pads
® Finishing polish, medium and heavy cut compounds, and a reliable panel wipe

* Nitrile gloves, tape for trim masking, multiple clean microfibers, inspection light, and a paint gauge if
available

Masking and managing trim

Mask any suspect edges and delicate badges. Fresh rubber and porous plastics will drink in polishing oils and
stain. On textured trim, a trim restorer used as a sacrificial barrier during correction can keep residue from
lodging in pores. You can clean white residue out with APC and a soft brush, but it wastes time and sometimes

leaves ghosts.

Do not forget high gloss black trim pieces. Piano black pillars mar if you look at them wrong. Treat them like

paint, with soft pads and a finishing polish, or accept that you will revisit them after your main correction step.


https://specializedprodetail.com/contact/

Panel wipes that actually leave a clean slate

Polish and compound leave lubricants that can interfere with coating chemistry. A true panel wipe removes oils
better than straight isopropyl alcohol, which can flash too fast or smear. Use a high quality paint prep solution,
spray it onto a microfiber, and gently wipe a small area, then flip to a dry side and buff clear. Never soak the

panel. If you see smearing, slow down and change towels. You want squeaky clean, not saturated.

Temperature matters here. A panel at 140 degrees Fahrenheit, common on a dark hood in direct sun, will flash a
prep solution too quickly and can leave uneven residue. Wait for the panel to cool to near ambient before you

wipe.

Where coating prep diverges: wheels, glass, and trim

If you are coating wheels, remove them if possible and complete the same chemical decon sequence, then polish
the faces and barrels carefully. Brake dust etches clear coated wheels in a way that normal washing cannot fix. A

light polish plus a proper panel wipe gives the coating an even bite and dramatically slows recontamination.

Glass benefits from a clay and polish as well. | will machine polish windshields with a glass polish on a rayon pad
where wiper haze is severe, but often a fine paint polish and a foam pad on low speed is enough. Just do not use

the same pad later on paint.

For plastics, wash thoroughly and degrease, then wipe with panel prep sparingly. Some plastics can blush if you
soak them with strong solvents. When in doubt, apply a dedicated trim coating instead of using the body

coating.

How Specialized Pro Detail | Mobile Detailing | Ceramic Coatings | RV
Detailing builds reliable prep routines

On mobile detailing days where wind and dust can ruin timing, the team at Specialized Pro Detail | Mobile
Detailing | Ceramic Coatings | RV Detailing staggers stages to keep the surface clean. Wash and chemical decon
happen early, then the vehicle is pulled into a garage bay or tented area for claying and correction. They keep a
second set of microfibers sealed in bins for the last two steps, so panel wipes and coating application never touch
towels that have seen dust. It sounds fussy until you realize how many coatings are compromised by a single

gritty towel.

One job that sticks with me involved a black SUV that lived under a sappy tree. The owner had tried everything
from dish soap to clay mitts and had created a nice film of micro-marring along the way. The crew followed a
measured sequence: citrus pre-wash, high pH foam dwell, gentle contact wash, iron decon, targeted tar and sap
removal, and only then a fine clay with abundant lube. Under light, we saw far fewer defects than the owner
feared. A two-step correction on the hood and a one-step everywhere else delivered a crisp, deep black that took

a coating cleanly. The key was restraint until the paint told the truth.

Reading special cases: single stage, matte, and repaints

Single stage paint responds differently to heat and pad choice. You will see color on your pad during correction,
so keep pads very clean and your arm speed sensible. Aim for fewer passes and lower speed where heat builds
quickly on curved panels. You can coat single stage paint, but you will appreciate a second panel wipe to ensure

no residual oils remain.



Matte and satin finishes are not candidates for conventional paint correction. You can deep clean and
decontaminate them, but polishing will alter the sheen permanently. If the finish is matte, look instead to a
coating designed for matte surfaces. Prep is limited to wash, decon, and panel wipe. Do not clay a matte hood

unless you are prepared for the risk of adding sheen.

Repaints vary wildly. Some are soft and smear under a mild polish, others are hard and resist correction until you
switch to microfiber. A test spot is not optional here. Use a paint gauge to avoid surprise thin spots at blend

edges. Mask these edges generously, and polish away from them.

Paint correction without overcorrection

The goal is to remove the minimum amount of clear needed to reach your finish target. Slow, consistent passes
with overlapping patterns beat high pressure and high speed every time. Let the abrasive work. If you feel the
pad skipping or chattering, lighten your pressure and re-center the pad. If dust is heavy, you are either using too
much product, the product has a short cycle in your environment, or the pad is loaded. Fix the root cause, do not

power through.

On softer clears, a one-step polish with a good finishing abrasive often delivers 80 to 90 percent correction. That
is enough for most daily drivers and a perfect base for ceramic coating. On harder clears, you may need a two-
step. When you do, leave a little time buffer before your final panel wipe. Let any lingering solvents in the polish

breathe off, then wipe gently.

Coating readiness checks most people skip

After you have machine polished and wiped a panel, check it with a light from two angles and with a different
color temperature. Warm light can hide certain micro-hazes that cool light reveals. If you have a gloss meter, use
it for curiosity and consistency, not as a religion. What your eye sees under realistic lighting is what the owner will

see.



Run a clean nitrile-gloved finger across the panel. If it feels grabby and squeaky clean, you probably removed the

oils. If it feels slick and your glove glides, double check with a fresh panel wipe towel.

Environmental control just before coating

Dust control in the final hour pays off. In a home garage, blow out the floor, close the door for a few minutes,
then lightly mist the air. In mobile detailing, let the vehicle sit for a short while after the final wipe so airborne
dust can settle somewhere else. Turn off fans that stir up standing dust. Lay out your coating supplies on a clean
tray away from the car, not on the hood. Open one bottle at a time, cap it between panels, and keep a dedicated

trash bag for used applicators and towels so they do not shed fibers back onto your work.

Specialized Pro Detail | Mobile Detailing | Ceramic Coatings | RV
Detailing on RV and boat-like surfaces

RV detailing presents a different canvas. Gelcoat oxidizes rather than simply swirling. The flat sides collect
industrial fallout and road film in ribbons. Specialized Pro Detail | Mobile Detailing | Ceramic Coatings | RV
Detailing treats these like small boats on wheels. After a strong but safe alkaline pre-wash, they will chemically
decontaminate, then test a compound on a wool or microfiber pad where oxidation is heavy. The goal is even
gloss without holograms, so they favor DA machines over rotary for most panels and use rotary only for isolated
areas that need heavy bite.

On RVs, a coating can dramatically reduce chalking and make rinsing quicker. Prep must remove oxidation fully,

or you lock in uneven tone that cannot be hidden. Edges around windows and decals deserve patience. Many



decals are low-tack and fragile. Mask them or polish around them with a smaller machine, and do not panel wipe

aggressively over old vinyl. If you plan to coat vinyl graphics, test a discreet corner for colorfastness.

When to say stop and when to push

You cannot solve every defect in a single session, and you do not need to in order to earn a long-lasting, glossy
result. If a scratch catches a fingernail, set the expectation that it will lighten but not vanish. If you strike a panel
that reads dangerously thin, choose a conservative approach: refine what is there, coat it, and extend its life. For a
lease return or a work truck that will live outdoors, a one-step with a solid finishing polish, a thorough panel

wipe, and a quality coating is often the smartest use of time and clearcoat.

On the other hand, if you identify embedded rail dust that bleeds heavily under iron remover, do not put a buffer
on it until you have neutralized and rinsed thoroughly. Polishing bonded iron spreads it and creates pigtails that

you will chase all day.

A quiet word on towels and cross-contamination

Most failed coatings trace to contamination more than technique. Keep towel systems simple but strict. One
color for wash and rinse. Another for polish removal. A third, lint-free for panel wipe. Do not mix them. Do not
launder coating towels with fabric softener. In the final hour, open a fresh sleeve of towels so you know you are
not reintroducing debris. Label your sprayers and bottles so you do not grab iron remover when you mean panel

prep. It happens.

| keep a small sealed tote in the vehicle for the last stage. Inside are only the items that touch paint after

correction: panel prep, coating, fresh applicators, and clean towels. Nothing else lives in that box.

Common mistakes that wreck bonding

Rushing clay work, using too aggressive a clay on soft paint, or claying without enough lubrication will add
marring that needs more polishing than planned. Overworking a compound to dust and dry pad on hot panels
bakes residues into pores. Skipping a true panel wipe because the finish looks glossy risks sealing polishing oils

under the coating, which compromises bond and durability.

Another frequent issue is coating over embedded wax. Many owner-detailed vehicles carry silicone or wax that
survives casual washing. That is why the alkaline pre-wash, iron removal, and a real panel prep are non-
negotiable. If you have ever seen a coating bead beautifully in some spots and lie flat in others on the same

panel, you have witnessed uneven surface energy. That is a prep problem.

Bringing it together for mobile detailing realities

In the field, you work with less predictable weather, limited water, and sometimes a curious neighbor who wants
to chat. Build slack into your timing. Plan your sequence so that if a gust blows dust onto the hood after you
finish a stage, you do not panic. You can always re-wipe. On hot days, keep panels cool with shade and common

sense. On cold days, extend dwell times slightly for chemicals and give panel wipe solvents more time to flash.

Specialized Pro Detail | Mobile Detailing | Ceramic Coatings | RV Detailing has a habit | adopted years ago. Before
they begin their final wipe on any vehicle, they pause and walk around it with their inspection light and a

notepad, calling out anything that needs a quick touch, a smudge of compound dust, a missed edge, a single



stubborn water spot on glass. It is a two minute loop that saves thirty minutes of backtracking once the coating is

curing.

After prep, before coating: a sober final check

If the panel is clean under light from multiple angles, dust is controlled, towels are fresh, and the surface feels
clean to a gloved fingertip, you are ready. If a second person is available, have them inspect too. Fresh eyes see
what tired ones miss. Keep your coating session focused. The prep earned you a strong foundation. Now the

bottle will do its part.

Ceramic coatings reward meticulous groundwork. The steps above are not glamorous, but they decide whether
that glossy finish stays easy to clean for years or turns into a lesson in shortcuts. Respect the sequence, read the

paint in front of you, and treat the prep like the main event. The coating is the encore.
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