
Walk into a busy lobby sometime mid-afternoon and you can almost read the building’s stress level. The lights are
on full tilt, people are moving, phones are out, and every surface is being judged in real time. A finish that looks
premium on a showroom sample can turn into a mirror, or a chalky patchwork, the moment it’s exposed to wear,
cleaning, and real lighting conditions.

High-gloss and matte finishes sit at opposite ends of the spectrum, but the real question in commercial spaces is
not “which is prettier.” It’s which finish performs well under glare, maintenance schedules, foot traffic patterns, and
the particular kind of damage a space is likely to see. I’ve specified both types in retail, office, healthcare-adjacent
environments, and hospitality projects, and the outcomes usually come down to surface control. Gloss changes
how light behaves. Matte changes how dirt behaves.

What gloss actually does in a commercial space
High-gloss finishes are engineered to reflect light strongly. That reflection can be beautiful, especially in controlled
lighting where you want crisp visual lines. In commercial areas, though, that same reflection becomes an
information channel. If there’s dust, smudges, fingerprints, or even minor surface imperfections, gloss makes them
more visible. A glossy corridor wall can start looking uneven long before the paint is “failing,” because the
reflections shift as the surface accumulates grime.

The other thing gloss does is amplify lighting problems. Recessed fixtures, exterior windows, and even motion
sensors can create hotspots. If a space has bright overhead lighting or direct sun, gloss can turn those into glare.
I’ve seen tenants complain that a reception area felt “too bright” after a switch to high-sheen sheens, even though
the lumens never changed. The finish was doing the reframing.

Still, there’s a reason gloss is used in commercial design: it hides certain wear patterns better. Scratches on a truly
glossy film can look less obvious than you might expect, because the surface is smooth and reflective. When the
film remains intact, cleaning can also be easier. Many gloss systems are also selected with washability in mind,
particularly when the wall needs to survive repeated wipe downs.

But gloss demands discipline. If a facility cannot reliably clean smudges promptly, gloss becomes a running diary of
daily life. Every touch leaves a trace, and those traces are not subtle.

Matte finishes, where “quiet” can become “fragile”
Matte finishes absorb light instead of reflecting it. The look is softer, more forgiving in photographs, and often
more aesthetic across different angles. In commercial areas, matte is popular for ceilings, feature walls, and spaces
where you want minimal glare. It also tends to make color feel more grounded.

The trade-off is that matte surfaces can show dirt in a different way. Instead of looking like “smudges under a
spotlight,” matte often reveals the uneven distribution of soil, moisture, or skin oils. It can look like a patchy
pattern that doesn’t align with how the wall was cleaned. You wipe in one direction, someone else cleans later, and
the sheen differences become visible.

Here’s the lived reality: matte finishes can tolerate ordinary scuffing, but they punish abrasive or inconsistent
cleaning. A gentle cleaner and a soft cloth can preserve the surface for a long time. A rough sponge, a high-
pressure wipe, or a cleaning product that is too aggressive can make “shiny spots” or rub marks. The wall doesn’t
need to be peeling for it to look worn. The sheen changes where you’ve cleaned.



Matte also interacts with application quality. Dry spray, uneven film thickness, or minor substrate variation often
becomes more apparent once the finish absorbs light. When the project is executed well, matte looks calm and
consistent. When the application is hurried, matte will highlight it because there is no gloss reflection to disguise
the texture.

The real decision: sheen versus cleaning reality
Commercial properties rarely fail because a finish cannot survive its theoretical workload. They fail because
maintenance practice, traffic patterns, and lighting conditions do not match the specification intent.

Gloss and matte each come with a maintenance “personality.”

A high-gloss or semi-gloss surface usually rewards prompt, even cleaning. Smudges are visible early, so staff notice
them and you can intervene before they become embedded. When cleaning is standardized, gloss can stay sharp
for years. If cleaning is delayed, gloss will show every missed touch point.

A matte surface rewards conservative cleaning technique. You can’t treat it like a wall that was built to handle
aggressive scrubbing. The cleaner matters, the cloth matters, and even the method matters. Wipe marks are not
always avoidable, but they can be minimized with a consistent approach and proper products.

In both cases, the cleaning product compatibility and the cleaning frequency often matter more than the
marketing label. Two “matte” paints can behave very differently depending on whether they are truly flat, have a
low-sheen vinyl feel, or are formulated for scuff resistance. The same applies to “gloss.” Not every glossy system
has equal abrasion resistance or stain release performance.

If you’ve ever seen a matte-painted hallway that looks fine until the first deep clean, you’ve watched this principle
in action.

How lighting changes everything
Lighting is not a background variable. It’s part of the finish system.

High-gloss surfaces reflect light, so the angle of view matters. In a restroom, a corridor, or a stairwell with reflective
surfaces, that reflection can be distracting. In office spaces with glare control concerns, gloss can worsen visual
comfort even if the room is technically well lit.

Matte surfaces reduce glare, which can be a major benefit in workplaces where screen use dominates. Less glare
also means fewer distractions for signage and wayfinding. People read better when the environment is not
bouncing bright light back into their line of sight.

But matte has its own lighting caveats. Under raking light, such as from sloped ceilings or wall washers, matte can
emphasize surface texture and patchiness. If the wall is roller-applied unevenly, matte will show it in a way that
gloss might mask.

Practical lesson from the field: before finalizing finish selection, I like to test in situ, not just at the manufacturer’s
spec board. A small test panel placed in the same wall section where work is likely to occur, under the same
lighting schedule, can settle a debate quickly.

Common commercial scenarios and what typically works
Different commercial areas experience different contact and cleaning cycles. Matching the finish to the scenario
reduces long-term dissatisfaction.



Lobbies and reception areas

These spaces are often photographed, inspected by clients, and walked by staff multiple times per day. They also
tend to be lit with strong overhead fixtures. High-gloss finishes can look striking here, especially on trim, doors, or
metallic accents. On broad wall expanses, though, gloss can make fingerprints and contact marks very visible.

Matte finishes can deliver a premium, calm look that photographs well without glare. The biggest risk with matte
in lobbies is uneven wear from daily touch points, such as near stanchions, entry doors, or areas where people
repeatedly lean or gesture. If those touch points are unavoidable, the finish should be paired with a cleaning plan
and potentially reinforced with a higher-scrub surface in those zones.

A practical approach I’ve used is zoning. Use a matte wall finish in most areas for glare control and aesthetics, then
apply a more durable semi-gloss or satin system to trim, door edges, and high-contact zones.

Corridors and high-traffic hallways

Hallways are where “small problems become big problems.” Scuffs, backpacks brushing walls, chair movement, and
cleaning crew variation all show up quickly.

In corridors, matte can look great for a while and then develop cleaning-related sheen variation. If your cleaning
staff uses different techniques across shifts, matte can become a patchwork of “recently cleaned” areas.

Glossy paint or higher sheen finishes can keep their look longer if the wall is cleaned consistently. The issue is that
gloss will make smudges visible immediately, so if cleaning schedules slip, the wall looks tired fast.

For many buildings, satin sits in the practical middle. While your question is high-gloss versus matte, the reality is
that commercial success often comes from choosing “the right amount of sheen,” not the extremes. Satin and
semi-gloss can provide durability without turning every fingerprint into a beacon.

Restrooms and kitchens

Moisture, frequent cleaning, and chemical exposure are common here. In these environments, the right paint
chemistry and film resilience matter heavily. Glossy and semi-gloss surfaces are often easier to keep clean,
particularly when cleaning involves wet wipes or frequent washdowns.

Matte finishes can be challenging in restrooms, not because they cannot be designed for durability, but because
the cleaning workflow tends to be more aggressive and the moisture changes how dirt deposits and spreads. If
the space has frequent splashes or water vapor, matte can develop visible marks that are difficult to even out.

When matte is chosen for aesthetic reasons, I typically recommend careful product selection, strict cleaning
protocols, and an acceptance of how frequently you might need re-coating in high moisture zones. Sometimes the
best solution is to use matte where the splash risk is low and a higher sheen where the cleaning is routine and
wet.

Conference rooms and training spaces

These rooms are cfdflooring.com judged by glare control. People look at screens, whiteboards, and projectors.
High-gloss walls can reflect light from projectors or screens in ways that create uncomfortable viewing. Matte
finishes usually help with visual comfort.

However, training spaces also get scuffs from chairs, frequent movement, and frequent marker use on adjacent
surfaces. The wall needs to be durable enough for the contact patterns, and the cleaning method needs to match
the finish.

https://cfdflooring.com/products/bolon/


If your team uses marker or gets frequent accidental contact with walls, you need a finish that resists staining and
can be cleaned without creating rub marks. Gloss can make cleanup easier, but it can also introduce glare. Matte
reduces glare but is sensitive to wipe technique.

This is where test panels under your actual lighting and cleaning routines can save months of frustration.

Retail back-of-house and storage

Back-of-house areas often get overlooked in design discussions, but they take the brunt of scuffs and routine
cleaning. Some teams prefer matte here because it hides minor imperfections and looks consistent across lighting
conditions. Others prefer higher sheen because it allows faster, more effective wipe downs.

The deciding factor is usually whether the space gets washed aggressively. If the cleaning crew is trained to use
gentle methods and appropriate cleaners, matte can work well. If they use tougher scrub pads by habit, higher
sheen finishes will generally hold up better aesthetically.

Trade-offs that show up later, not during the walk-through
The difference between gloss and matte reveals itself in the “second month,” not the grand opening.

Smudging and fingerprints

Gloss tends to show fingerprints quickly. That visibility can be helpful when you want fast correction, but it also
creates higher expectations. Staff may end up cleaning more often, or clients may notice marks that would be
subtle on matte.

Matte hides fingerprints better at first glance. But over time, it can show zones that look dirtier even when the
grime is not dramatically darker. The sheen differences from cleaning become part of the wall’s visual texture.

Surface marks and abrasion

Gloss is often more forgiving when it comes to the look of minor scuffs, especially if the coating is built for
abrasion resistance. That said, glossy coatings can show scratch patterns that are visible under certain lighting
angles. Matte can hide scratch lines but may highlight rub marks from wiping.

If your workflow includes heavy wipedowns, gloss and satin systems often maintain a more consistent appearance.
If your workflow is more about spot cleaning and quick responses, matte can stay attractive longer.

Color consistency and touch-ups

Commercial spaces get patchwork repairs. Even great projects need touch-up painting after move-in. High-gloss
finishes can show sheen mismatch at repair boundaries more clearly because reflections make differences obvious.
Matte can also show touch-up problems because low sheen depends on film thickness and application technique.

The difference is that gloss makes the mismatch “optically sharp,” while matte makes it “optically soft.” Either way,
touch-ups need to be planned. If you can’t afford frequent repainting, pick a system and sheen level that matches
how you will repair walls.

A simple, practical truth: if a building expects a lot of turnover and recurring repairs, you should budget for a
maintenance approach that accounts for sheen control, not just color matching.

Field-tested guidance for choosing the finish type



The easiest way to choose between high-gloss and matte is to anchor the decision to three things: lighting,
cleaning, and contact. When those align, either finish can perform well.

Here are the factors I treat as non-negotiable when advising project teams:

Lighting conditions in the actual room, including sun exposure and any wall-wash or raking light

Cleaning workflow, including frequency, products, cloth type, and who performs the cleaning on different
shifts

Expected contact zones, where people lean, brush, or where equipment moves repeatedly

Repair and touch-up frequency, including how soon repairs happen after scuffs or dents

Brand and client expectations, because glossy environments often feel “new” for longer and matte
environments often feel “calm” for longer

That list is short, but it forces the right conversations. Many teams focus on aesthetics only. The finish choice is
really an operations decision.

Where matte wins, where high-gloss wins
Sometimes the decision is straightforward.

Matte tends to win when glare control matters, when a space needs a calm visual field, and when cleaning is
gentle and consistent. It also tends to work well when you are prioritizing a design look that feels modern and
restrained, especially in offices, conference rooms, and lounge-like areas.

High-gloss tends to win when durability and cleanability are priorities, when surfaces are handled often, and when
the space can support frequent, consistent cleaning. It also works well for trim, doors, and architectural elements
where reflective accents are part of the design language.

The less talked-about truth is that many commercial projects succeed by combining the two. A mostly matte wall
can still include higher sheen elements that take impacts and wipedowns better. You can also use sheen changes
to guide wayfinding visually, which is a bonus in large facilities.

How to run an effective finish test (so you do not guess)
If you want confidence, treat finish selection like commissioning. You don’t just pick a finish, you validate the entire
experience under real conditions.

Here’s the way I approach tests so they answer the questions that matter:

Apply test swatches to the exact substrate type and finish preparation level, then verify prep quality before
painting

Test under real lighting, ideally with the same fixture schedule and any daytime window conditions

Simulate cleaning with your actual products and cloths, including the number of wipe passes that match your
maintenance plan

Check fingerprints, hand contact, and smudge behavior after normal traffic hours, not right after drying

Include touch-up scenarios, because repairs are inevitable and sheen mismatch is usually what people
complain about later

A test panel that only looks good on day one can lie to you. What you want is a panel that still looks acceptable
after realistic cleaning and real use.



Special cautions with high-gloss
High-gloss finishes can create discomfort quickly if the room has bright fixtures, reflective floors, or windows that
cast shifting light patterns. Even when the color is perfect, the sheen can make a space feel harsher. In offices, that
can translate to complaints about eye strain or glare off screens.

High-gloss can also make small surface defects easier to see. Patchiness from uneven application becomes obvious
when reflections pick up texture variations. If the goal is a flawless wall, the surface prep and application quality
have to be excellent. Otherwise, gloss will make the wall reveal every compromise.

Finally, high-gloss can be unforgiving during maintenance if the cleaning protocol is inconsistent. If one shift uses
a certain cleaner and another shift uses something else, the sheen might change across zones. Gloss can turn into
a map of cleaning habits.

Special cautions with matte
Matte finishes can look luxurious, but they require a maintenance mindset that treats walls as surfaces, not as
targets for aggressive scrubbing. If a cleaning crew uses abrasive pads or sprays and wipes in a way that changes
the surface appearance, matte can develop rub marks that are hard to “clean away.”

Matte also depends on even application and consistent dry film. If you have multiple painters, changes in
technique can create sheen variation even if everyone is “doing it right.” Those differences might not show at close
range, but they emerge under raking light or when the room is photographed at an angle.

Another caution is that matte finishes can make some types of stains look more stubborn because the surface is
not reflective. A stain might appear to be “spread” rather than simply visible.

The upside is that when matte is protected and cleaned gently, it maintains a stable, low-glare look that people
often prefer.

Choosing the right “middle ground” without losing the point
People ask about high-gloss versus matte as if it’s binary. In commercial practice, the spectrum is more nuanced.
Satin, eggshell, and semi-gloss often deliver a blend of advantages: reduced glare compared to high gloss, better
washability than flat finishes, and a more forgiving repair story than extremes.

If you want matte behavior but more forgiving cleaning, ask for a low-sheen or eggshell system rather than a true
flat. If you want gloss durability but lower glare, consider satin. The “right” sheen often depends on whether the
wall is primarily visual or primarily functional under contact and cleaning.

You can still achieve the design intent, without putting the operations team in an impossible position.

The maintenance plan is part of the specification
No finish survives a bad workflow, and no finish fails solely because it is glossy or matte. The best commercial finish
selections include a maintenance plan that is realistic for the property.

If you choose high-gloss, you plan for smudge visibility, you standardize cleaning so sheen stays even, and you
train staff on the right cloth and cleaner. If you choose matte, you plan for gentle cleaning and you accept that the
appearance will depend on technique and product compatibility.



When teams treat sheen selection like a one-time decision, problems start after occupancy. When teams treat it
like a system, with cleaning and repair built in, the finish holds up and the space stays “on brand.”

Final thoughts from the field
I’ve watched both glossy and matte finishes fail for the same reason: the finish was chosen for how it looked under
controlled conditions, not for how it behaves under real light and real cleaning.

High-gloss works when you want reflective clarity and durable wipeability, and when the building can keep up with
consistent maintenance. Matte works when you want low glare, a calm visual field, and a premium look that stays
flattering over time, as long as the cleaning approach remains gentle and consistent.

If you are deciding right now, do one thing that separates good outcomes from frustrating ones: test the finish in
the actual space under actual lighting, then simulate your cleaning routine. The best sheen choice will reveal itself
quickly, and you will avoid the expensive lesson of repainting a wall that was never a bad finish, just an
incompatible one.


