
If you're a professional detailer or serious enthusiast, you already know that quality pads are essential to 
achieving exceptional results. What you might not realise is that even with decades of experience, certain 
technical mistakes can dramatically shorten pad life and compromise performance.  

After testing over 160 brands and spending 30 years in the trenches of automotive detailing, I have 
identified five non-obvious mistakes that are silently destroying your pads and costing you money. These 
aren't the basic errors covered in detailing 101—these are the technical issues that even veteran detailers 
frequently overlook.  

Mistake #1: Overheating Your Pad.  Most detailers understand that heat buildup kills pads – more 
specifically the lower density pads which will soften faster. Few people grasp the specifics of thermal 
management across different foam compositions. With foam pads there are closed cell and open cell or 
even half open cell foams.  Closed cell ones do not dissipate heat like open cell foams so they'll degrade 
faster but will work more efficiently for you by keeping the polish on the surface of the pad rather than 
soaking into the pad like open cell foams can. But with open cell foams there comes a point when they 
soften, lose rebound effect (springiness of the pad to return back up) and their performance drops right 
off.  

The Solution: For closed cell foams: change to another clean closed cell foam pad of the same type more 
often to reduce the number of heat cycles and prevent premature wear. For open-cell polyurethane 
foams maintain lower RPMs on rotary of 400 to 1200 rpm, or do 1500 rpm for no more than 20 to 30 
seconds then lower the speed down to finish out the paint better. Use speed 2 to 4 on a DA polisher with 
short spells of speed 5 or 6 where needed, and use shorter polishing cycles of 20 to 60 seconds or 60 to 
90 seconds. Yes you can do 90 to 120 second cycles but I would only do those with diminishing abrasive 
based polishes as you need to work them all the way through their cycle to break them down fully and get 
that wet gloss and deep rich colour finish. 

For dual-density pads with closed cell interface layers (like our Gold Universal and Lone Star pads) you 
can sustain higher speeds for longer periods due to superior thermal dissipation and anti-foam flattening 
design. Advanced Tip: Monitor the temperature of your pad by periodically checking it with a 
temperature gun as well as doing the same with the backing plate (DA Polishers only) and try to keep the 
surface temperature of the panel to 35 to 45 celcius. 50 is okay.  

Mistake #2: Mismatched backing plate and pad velcro materials.  The combination of two different 
styles of hook and loop can cause slippage between them which creates friction and thus alot of heat and 
the loops on the back of the pad get burnt off from the heat and the pad goes flying off the machine 
potentially damaging a vehicle’s paintwork. (like micro, J type and mushroom hook and loop on 
pads/plates). The Problem: Most detailers choose backing plates based solely on diameter matching, 
completely ignoring the critical variables of plate and pad firmness but more importantly velcro styles.  

There are micro hook (DA), J Hook (rotary) , mushroom hook, extra grip and possibly other velcro types 
and if you put the wrong two together you can have the above stated issues. When the wrong 
combination is used, wear and tear is increased and pad lifespan can be diminished due to the shorter 
timeframe before the pad’s velcro simply loses all of it’s loops.  Using a thick soft backing plate with a 
thick super soft pad isn’t always the best combination just as a thin firm pad and a thin rock hard backing 
plate on a rotary isn’t always the right combination.  On a flat panel the last combo will work incredbly 
efficiently but put it on a panel that has some curvature to it and it will operate like a jack hammer.  

The Solution: On rotary polishers and non-flat panels, a very firm pad is best suited to a moderately soft 
thicker backing plate (10 to 16 mm thick minimum) so the firm pad can contour properly.  On flat panels 
you can get away with a combination of a firm pad and thin firm plate but on non-flat panels you need 
some flexibility to allow it to follow the panel's shape better. Pads with stiffer interface layers under the 
foam require backing plates that have some compressibility. Most plates will work fine with it, but a 25-
30mm thick flexible plate on a rotary is best with that pad. Conversely, pads with softer foam interfaces 
like our Frost Bite cutting pad as the foam is firm enough and only needs a softer interface to support it 
need a semi firm plate to prevent isuses. Advanced Tip: On complex contours, the backing plate/pad 
interface stiffness ratio matters far more than on flat panels. When working on heavily contoured 
surfaces, slightly softer backing plates with moderately firm pads create more consistent pressure 
distribution.  

 



Mistake #3: Compound/Polish overloading.  Using just the right amount of product is widely 
misunderstood even among experienced detailers. The conventional wisdom to "use more product” 
especially when cutting performance slows or stops can accelerate pad wear and hinder the pad’s ability 
to do it’s job of cutting, polishing or finishing by clogging the foam cells or pores and it does not improve 
performance.What's happening: Every foam pad has a specific cell size aka pore size that determines it’s 
level of aggression. The smaller the cells the better it finishes, the larger they are the more scrubbing 
action the pad has therefore it has more ability to cut out paint defects but may not finish well enough if 
the cell size is too large.  Besides that characteristic, the smaller the cells are, the easier it is for those 
cells to clog up when too much product is used or barely over the right amount.  When a pad is loaded up 
with too much product, several destructive mechanisms activate: 1. The foam cells and also the 
microfibre or wool strands aka fibers can become clogged, creating a "glazed" surface that reduces cut 
and can negatively impact finish quality 2. Heat dissipation efficiency drops dramatically, accelerating 
thermal degradation such as foam softening 3. The mechanical properties of the foam change and also 
the abrasive particles become unevenly distributed, creating hot and cold spots on the face of the pad. 
The real problem isn't using too much product initially—it's repeatedly adding more product without 
properly refreshing the pad by cleaning it. The Solution: Rather than adding more product when cutting 
effectiveness drops, implement a systematic pad refreshing protocol. After each polish cycle or even half 
way through it with microfiber pads (after the first pass or the second) clean the pad with either a pad 
washer, a few sprays of liquid and quick rub by hand or with a brush then blow it clean with compressed 
air on an angle.  This helps dramatically to retain performance, especially when cutting paint.  

Once you have cleaned that pad add new product and do the next section of a panel. If you’ve cleaned a 
microfiber pad half way through a cycle on one area of a panel, rework the residue still on the paint for 
one more pass.  

Mistake #4: Compromising Foam Integrity through improper cleaning: Some cleaning methods can 
make your pads look really clean but actually speed up pad degradation - silently destroying their 
performance characteristics and lifespan. The Problem: Cleaning pads using high pressure water runs too 
much water through the foam which will reduce foam’s firmness.  Water softens foam and it loses it’s 
ability to rebound or put simply to bounce back to it’s original shape and thickness the more it’s exposed 
to water.  Thus I do not recommend leaving foam pads soaking in a bucket or plastic tub.  Just like leaving 
a foam sponge in a big bucket of car wash shampoo and water all day every day – in a few days to a 
week the foam will feel like slime and have no ability to rebound back to it’s original thickness and 
firmness 

The other one is using some all purpose cleaners or harsher cleaning solutions that unless diluted down 
to a ratio that is gentle enough can make foam pads feel courser than they were when new – almost like 
washing a cotton bath towel with high PH soaps then hanging it out to dry in the blazing hot sun on a 
summers day. It feels like sandpaper just about.  Machine washing and spinning pads is not the best 
option for pad life but with wool pads it’s probably okay. The worst is washing with hot water that’s at 60 
degrees celcius or higher. This makes natural wool shrink and damages microfiber.  It also will soften foa 
but I don’t think it would do so permanently if the time that hot water is used was extremely short.  

The Solution: Implement material-specific cleaning protocols. For foams: Use a pad cleaner that removes 
the stains, polish residue and abraded clear coat but leaves the pad feeling like new or close. Definitely 
do not use dishwashing liquids, degreasers, thinners, solvents or most acids or even IPA alcohol as these 
are too aggressive or speed up pad breakdown. For microfibre pads use a dedicated microfibre wash, 
non fragranced plant based laundry liquid.  For wool pads wool wash is a great option as it's designed to 
get wool fibres clean and stay smelling nice and fresh rather than like a wet sheep Clean wool pads with 
cold or 30-degree warm water. Advanced Tip: The "clean until the water runs clear" approach is 
dangerously oversimplified. Microscopic compound residue often remains trapped in foam structures 
even when water runs clear. You'll be able to tell as once the pad is dry and you add polish to the pad—if 
there is residue left in there, the pad will shed a pile of dust all over the working area. If this happens, 
clean it again in a pad washer or by hand with alot of rinseless wash and compressed air then use the 
pad. If you did a good job cleaning it there will be no more dust/powder thrown all over the car. You can 
also use the "compression test"—after cleaning, compress the dry pad between white microfibre towels 
under moderate pressure. If any residue transfers, the pad needs additional targeted cleaning focusing on 
the specific areas where residue remains.  

 



Mistake #5: Using too much pressure and wringing out foam pads 

Adding additional pressure is fine if it’s just a little more but too much accellerates pad and machine wear 
and I have been told that it can push the paint defects down further. Now that one I have no idea if it’s 
true or not but pressure increases the heat of the panel so your effective polishing time is shortened 
before the paint becomes hot and softens which kills your ability to cut out defects.  Like trying to cut 
freshly baked bread – it just bends as it’s too flexible.   

One thing I learned from foam factories is that wringing foam pads out after cleaning them in the sink or 
with a pressure washer or pad washer can crush the foam cells and negatively effect their performance.  
Do it too many times and your pad is useless so instead of doing that put the pad between your two 
hands and squeeze – preferably with a microfiber towel between the pad and your hands to absorb the 
moisture.  Or spin the water out the pad with a rotary at maximum speed.  When using a rotary polisher to 
polish, the better polishing method is to use a little pressure on the head of the machine (push down 
lightly) with the pad tilted slightly then after the first few passes, take the pressure away altogether and 
polish with the pad perfectly flat.  

With DA polishers use a little pressure again placed on the head of the machine and that's it. Do not use 
zero pressure or a lot of it. There is a time and place for high machine speeds with both machines, but do 
it for a short cycle time of around thirty seconds maximum before slowing down or letting the paint cool, 
then go over it again to finish it at lower speeds.  

Conclusion Understanding more about what prematurely wears out pads can dramatically extend the life 
of your pads while maintaining consistent performance. In my testing lab, implementing these protocols 
has consistently doubled or tripled pad lifespan compared to standard approaches, regardless of the 
brand or foam technology. Remember: exceptional results come from both technical skill and proper tool 
and pad maintenance. By avoiding these critical mistakes, you'll not only save money on needing 
replacement pads as often but also deliver more consistent results to your customers or on your own 
vehicle. Looking for pads specifically engineered to overcome these common issues? The Pad King GEN II 
Nexus foam pad range has been developed with advanced foam technologies and intelligent interface 
designs that deliver superior durability and performance, even when pushed to their limits.  
 

Check out our blog posts for more helpful information 

 


