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Colorless Coatings for Brick Masonry
Abstract: This Technical Note discusses common reasons for applying colorless coatings to above-grade brick masonry and 
the appropriateness of such actions. The types of products often used and the advantages and disadvantages of each are 
presented. Issues to consider prior to application of a clear coating to brick masonry are provided.
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General
Application of a water repellent coating is not necessary 
to achieve water resistance in brickwork subjected to 
normal exposures where proper material selection, 
detailing, construction and maintenance have been 
executed 
Application is not recommended on newly constructed 
brick veneer or cavity walls or on new or existing 
pavements using clay pavers
Correct conditions contributing to water penetration 
before applying a coating to brickwork
Consider providing vents at top of drainage spaces when 
a water repellent coating is applied

General Selection Criteria
Consult the brick manufacturer prior to the selection of a 
coating
Select only coatings intended for use on clay brickwork
Consider the effects of all coating properties on 
brickwork, not just the desired property
Select coatings that have demonstrated consistent 
performance on similar installations, materials and 
exposures for a minimum period of five years

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Except for anti-graffiti applications, use only breathable 
coatings with a water vapor permeability of 0.98 or 
greater as measured by ASTM E96
Consider the use of a siloxane or siloxane/silane pre-
blended coating
Use comparative testing of treated and untreated walls 
using ASTM E514 or ASTM C1601 to determine coating 
effectiveness
Do not apply film-forming coatings to brickwork located in 
freeze-thaw environments

Specific Selection Criteria
For exterior brickwork, consider a condensation analysis 
to determine whether coating affects the dew point 
location within the wall
For paving, consider the effects of coating on pavement 
slip resistance and the abrasion resistance of the coating

Application
Use a contractor with a minimum of five years experience 
installing selected coating on similar installations
Apply the coating according to the coating manufacturer 
directions

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

INTRODUCTION
Colorless coatings are available in many types and are designed for a variety of uses. When needed, colorless 
coatings for brick masonry should be selected based on their intended use, documented performance and 
chemical and physical properties [Refs. 4, 6, 10, 13]. Clear coatings formulated for use on other masonry materials 
may not be appropriate for brick masonry and may in fact be detrimental to brick. Clay brick masonry has physical 
and chemical properties that are different from stone, concrete or concrete masonry. Brick masonry has a different 
pore structure and is generally less absorptive, less permeable and less alkaline than concrete masonry. The 
recommendations included herein are applicable only to clay brick masonry.

The type of exposure the brickwork is subject to also plays an important role in coating selection. Coatings suitable 
for interior brick masonry may not be suitable for exterior exposures. Similarly, coatings applied to floors or 
pavements are subject to conditions different from those in brick walls. 

Specific recommendations regarding the reasons for, selection of and use of colorless coatings are found 
throughout this Technical Note. Opaque coatings, such as damp-proofing or waterproofing coatings, are not 
addressed. For further information about opaque coatings, refer to Technical Note 6, which covers painting of brick 
masonry.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS:
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REASONS FOR USE
Clear coatings may be applied to brick masonry in an effort to facilitate cleaning, to resist graffiti, to provide gloss 
or to reduce water absorption or penetration. Often, a single product is used to achieve several of these objectives. 
Selection of a coating should be based on the desired appearance, resistance to water penetration, application of 
brickwork, material substrate, economics, life span or other criteria set by the designer or user. The disadvantages 
of using colorless coatings should also be considered during selection.

Water Penetration Resistance
It is desirable to minimize the penetration and absorption of water in brickwork to avoid problems encountered in 
walls. Problems caused by excessive water penetration include freezing and thawing deterioration; corrosion of 
metal ties, metal studs and other items; rotting of wood members; mold growth; and damage to interior finishes.  

The most effective means of minimizing water penetration include exercising care during material selection, 
designing and detailing brick masonry properly, constructing high-quality brickwork, and performing proper 
maintenance. Detailed discussions of these issues are provided in the Technical Note 7 Series. Drainage-type 
walls, such as brick veneer and cavity walls, are designed to accommodate water penetration of the exterior 
brickwork without damage to the interior components of the wall system through its drainage system. 

Nonetheless, water-repellent coatings are sometimes suggested to reduce the amount of water that penetrates 
brickwork. Research indicates varied effectiveness of clear water repellents in reducing water leakage through a 
brick masonry wythe. [Refs. 3, 7, 11] Water-repellent coatings are most effective at reducing the amount of water 
absorbed by brick masonry. But water usually penetrates brick masonry at separations and cracks between brick 
and mortar or at junctures with other materials. Thus, a change in the absorption properties of brick masonry 
provided by a water-repellent coating may not significantly reduce water penetration through brickwork. Water-
repellent coatings cannot stop water penetration caused by design or construction deficiencies such as ineffective 
sills, caps or copings, or incompletely filled mortar joints. Penetrating water-repellent coatings seldom stop water 
penetration through cracks more than 0.02 in. (0.5 mm) wide, and their effectiveness under conditions of wind-
driven rain is limited. As a result, the use of water-repellent coatings to eliminate water penetration in a wall with 
existing defects can be futile.

Water repellents can be useful for barrier walls, chimneys, parapets and other brickwork that is particularly 
vulnerable to water absorption and penetration, especially in climates that receive large amounts of rain. When 
a water-repellent coating is considered for use on these elements, the benefits must be weighed against the 
possible disadvantages. Past successful performance of the proposed coating, for a number of years in the 
same exposure conditions and on the same type of brick and mortar, should be required. In climates that 
experience freezing and thawing cycles, the effect of a coating on the durability of the brickwork is of particular 
concern.

The age of construction and limitations of different types of water repellents are described in the sections that 
follow. Methods for evaluating the effectiveness of water repellents are discussed under Performance Criteria.

New Construction Use. Water repellents sometimes are specified for newly constructed brick masonry to protect 
against water penetration due to imperfections in construction. As discussed previously, water repellents have 
limited effectiveness and cannot compensate for poor construction or design. Furthermore, most brick masonry 
wall systems do not require a water repellent to effectively manage water and prevent water intrusion into the 
interior of a building. For these reasons, the use of water repellents on newly constructed drainage walls is not 
recommended.

Remedial Use. Water-repellent coatings most often are applied in an attempt to reduce or eliminate water 
penetration in existing brickwork experiencing water penetration problems. As noted previously, water repellents 
cannot prevent water from penetrating cracks wider than 0.02 in. (0.5 mm). Therefore, the source of water 
penetration should be determined and necessary repairs completed prior to the application of a water-repellent 
coating. Exterior walls should be inspected to determine the condition of caps and copings, flashing, weeps, 
sealant joints, mortar joints, brick units and general execution of details. Technical Note 46 provides an inspection 
checklist for areas of concern. Repair and replacement of missing, broken, failed or disintegrating items identified 
during the inspection and essential to the water resistance of the brickwork should be completed prior to 
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application of a water repellent. The application of a water repellent is rarely effective and is not recommended in 
lieu of the following common repairs:

1. Removal of failed sealant, and cleaning, priming and replacement with an appropriate grade of elastomeric 
sealant at all windows, copings, sills, expansion joints and between brick masonry and other materials.

2. Repointing of incompletely filled, cracked or disintegrated mortar joints.
3. Removal and replacement of brick with spalled faces or cracks extending through the face shell.
4. Surface grouting of separations between the brick units and the mortar.

These remedial measures are described in Technical Note 46.

Other repairs, which are generally more difficult and costly to complete, include the following:

1. Clearing of mortar blockage from weeps and the air space or cavity.
2. Removal and replacement of damaged, omitted or improperly installed flashing.

The latter repairs are considered by some to be unnecessary or uneconomical if a water repellent is applied. 
However, these repair techniques provide long-term solutions to water penetration problems. Not completing them 
may allow water within a wall to become trapped, resulting in failure of the coating or deterioration of brickwork. 

After remedial repairs have been completed and inspected, it is advisable to wait a period of several months to 
determine whether a water repellent is necessary. Moisture penetration problems often will be corrected by these 
initial repairs, and further consideration of coatings can be dismissed.

If water penetration remains a problem, or long-term solutions are judged to be too costly despite their benefits, the 
application of a water repellent can be considered. If water absorption appears to be the problem, a water repellent 
can be particularly effective. However, water repellents are not a permanent solution and will require reapplication. 
See the discussion under Durability of Coating for further information on the life span of coatings. 

Stain Resistance and Efflorescence Prevention
By reducing the amount of water absorbed by brickwork, colorless coatings may help reduce staining and 
efflorescence. As a result, colorless coatings are sometimes used on brickwork that is subject to severe exposures 
or on units that have a relatively high absorption. Brick manufacturers sometimes apply colorless coatings to units 
during manufacture to reduce staining or initial rate of absorption. ASTM standards for face brick require that 
the brick manufacturer report the presence of such coatings. Selection of a coating for any of these uses should 
be based on demonstrated successful performance on similar brick with comparable exposures. Staining and 
efflorescence may not be completely eliminated by application of a coating. If staining or efflorescence occur on 
masonry treated with a colorless coating, the stains and salts may be difficult or impossible to remove. Further, for 
film-forming coatings and water repellents with a vapor permeability less than 0.98, efflorescing salts may become 
trapped under the coating, causing damage to the brick.

Appearance Change
Another common reason for using a colorless coating 
is to achieve a darker, wet or glossy appearance. 
In some cases, a colorless coating may result in 
an undesired sheen or gloss. Such gloss may be 
an indication of an improperly applied coating or of 
poor coating selection (see Photo 1). Satisfactory 
appearance of a treated surface is best judged by 
examining a sample panel or test area of masonry 
before and after treatment. 

Graffiti Resistance
Resistance to graffiti and ease of cleaning can be 
important attributes for public structures such as 
schools, government buildings, libraries and noise 
barrier walls, where brick masonry is chosen for its 

Photo 1
Undesired Gloss Due to a Colorless Coating
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