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STEP 1 
______________________________________ 

Deciding to spray 
Are you a decorator that’s never sprayed before?  

It’s something that you’ve heard a lot about but have not done 
yourself. You want to investigate spraying, but you don’t want to 
spend a fortune in money and time before you take it any further. 

If you decide that you want to explore spraying a little further, then you 
need to know which sprayer to buy and have a simple guide on how to 
use it. You have been on YouTube and Facebook but it’s all a bit 
confusing and there is a lot of conflicting information. 

Before you carry on you may be wondering who I am and why you 
should bother listening to me. I’ve been a decorator all my life and I 
have also taught painting and decorating at a local college to 
apprentices. I now run a private training company called “PaintTech 
Training Academy” and we specialise in training decorators to be 
sprayers.  

Our motto is “decorators teaching decorators” because we still carry 
out contracts and we know what kinds of problems that you will come 
across when spraying because we too have had to deal with them. 

I have a number of books on decorating and spraying on Amazon 
(search “Fast and Flawless”) if you need more information after reading 
this then check them out, or click here if this is an eBook – Fast and 
Flawless 

Right, back to making the decision. 
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You have heard about spraying, but you are undecided if it’s for you. 
You have heard good things about it (you can make more money) but 
you have also heard horror stories (overspray). 

I am not going to spend too long here on the horror stories, I cover all 
this in other books but what I do want to look at are the reasons that 
you should think about getting into spraying. 

There are a few reasons, but I will focus on three. 

First, it’s faster.  

Roughly translated this means that you will make more money. How 
much faster depends on the type of job that you are doing. If you are 
spraying out a warehouse and it is 10,000 m2 then it will be 10 times 
faster. 

If you are spraying a lounge ceiling, then it might only be twice as fast 
as using a brush and roller. 

I speak to a lot of decorators, so I know what the common objections to 
this are, things like “Is it worth setting a sprayer up just to paint a lounge 
ceiling?” or “does it not just use loads more paint when painting a 
warehouse?” or “what about the overspray!” but in the end, all of these 
are not issues once you get confident with a sprayer. 

When I was much younger, I was lucky enough to win a trip over to the 
States, while I was out there, I spoke to several painting contractors, 
and I found that the painters earn much more over there than we do 
over here.  

It took me a number of years to really fathom this out, but I now realise 
that a lot of the work over there is sprayed and therefore they turn out 
much more work per day than we do, and this means that they earn 
more money. 

How much more money? 
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Well, it depends of course on how experienced they are, what type of 
work they do and what kind of prices that they charge. 

But because I know that this is the question that you really want to 
answer then I will say that you could double what you currently earn. 
So, if you earn £600 a week then you could earn £1200 a week.  

I know a few decorators than have made the move from brushing and 
rolling over to spraying and that is the typical increase in earnings. 

What I will say is that it is a learning curve. You cannot buy a sprayer on 
Monday and be earning a grand a week on Tuesday. That is not how the 
world works.  

You will have to get your head around it and get comfortable with it. 
This may take a year, or it may take a month, it depends on what you 
are like at picking new skills up. 

I think that the main decision is “do I want to go down the spraying road 
or not?” You can start down the road, and it may take you ten years to 
get fully up to speed, it does not matter. You can still brush and roll stuff 
after you have bought a sprayer. 

Bear in mind though that I think this is the way the industry is going in 
this country and in ten years ’time if everyone is spraying and you are 
not then you will find it very difficult to compete and you may find your 
earnings drop.  

I think that over time the industry is going to split into two (much like 
most other countries) and there will be high earning sprayers and very 
low earning brush painters. 

 

Secondly the finish is amazing. 

This is the real reason that I love spraying, the finish. Customers love it 
too. When you spray the woodwork in someone’s house the finish is 
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perfect, the customer has never seen anything like it before and they 
will not stop talking about it. 

That means that you will find that you will get more work from your 
existing customers. It also means that it is easier to compete against 
other decorators because it is less likely that they will offer the same 
level of finish as you. 
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Finally, it’s fun. 
 
Yes, I know, work is not meant to be fun, you are there to make money. 
I have trained many decorators on site to spray and the one thing I 
notice is that I cannot get the gun back off them and they are loving to 
spray. They have a big grin on their face. 

This is the hidden benefit of spraying. I have been spraying 
commercially now for many years and I still get that fun factor. 

Hopefully you are still with me and you are thinking “mmm yeah I can 
see myself doing this”, if that is the case then let’s go to step 2. 
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STEP 2 
____________________________________________________ 

Why use airless? 
If you have started to look into spraying, then you will know that it’s a 
bit of a minefield. There are all sorts of sprayers out there. People will 
give you all sorts of advice too, usually based on what they’re doing. 

I am one of those people, I like airless sprayers and it is what I use 99% 
of the time when I am decorating. Let me explain why I like it so much 
and what kind of work that I do and then you can decide if it is for you. 

An airless sprayer is simply a paint pump. It pumps the paint (at very 
high pressure) to the spray gun. In the gun is a spray tip. The tip is a little 
tiny hole that causes the paint to turn into a mist. No air is used to 
atomise the paint. 

All other spray systems use air to atomise the paint, airless doesn’t, 
hence the name. 

The main advantage of an airless system is speed.  

You can buy various sizes of airless sprayer (more on this in step 3) and 
they are rated by how fast they deliver the paint. For example, 2.5 litres 
a minute. This means that if I pull the trigger on the gun after 1 minute, 
I have applied 2.5 litres of paint.  

Amazing eh? 

I will talk more about this when we look at which is the best sprayer for 
you to buy. 

When I spray out student apartments it usually takes me around 5 
minutes to spray the ceiling and walls in the apartments. This is pretty 
fast, and no other spraying system could achieve this speed. It means 
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that if you have a few to do then you will get through the work in double 
quick time. 

Another advantage is that the sprayer has a suction tube that draws the 
paint out of a big bucket. Typically, a 20-litre bucket. This means that 
you do not have to fill up the paint every couple of minutes.  

In fairness if you are in the zone and spraying out an apartment every 5 
or 6 minutes then you will have to fill the bucket up every 15 minutes 
however if you have a little paint pot attached to the gun then it would 
only last 2 minutes. This is a big advantage of airless. 

Another advantage is the gun. The gun is light and easy to hold. You can 
get in into some quite tight areas with ease. Because the paint container 
is not attached to the gun it is easy to work with. 

Finally, the biggest advantage to me is that you can spray any surface 
with any paint without thinning the paint. I will discuss paint thinning in 
later steps and where I do and don’t thin paint.  

For now, all you need to know that it will spray more or less any paint 
straight out of the tin. This is a big advantage if you are just working 
with standard decorative paints like Crown and Dulux.  

Any surface means just that, any surface. I can take my little airless 
sprayer onto a job and spray the ceiling and the walls with emulsion. 
Then clean out the sprayer and put it into acrylic satin and spray the 
skirtings, the doors, the staircase and the window cills. Amazing, all with 
one sprayer and at lightning speed. 

All this sounds a bit too good to be true and in fairness there is a slight 
drawback. Airless is quite a skill if you are going to do more than just 
mist coat. Learning to spray with an airless sprayer is a bit like learning 
to drive in a Ferrari. It’s fast and it’s hard to control when you are 
learning. However, once you get past the OMG stage and get it under 
control you just would not want to go back to driving a Ford Focus.  
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I would advise doing a course to get you on the right track, mind you I 
would say that because I teach spraying, if you are interested then email 
us at courses@painttechtrainingacademy.co.uk 

If you decide not to do a course and just get to grips with it yourself 
then of course you can do. Just expect the process to take some time 
and don’t try and run before you can walk.  

Some people take to it like a duck to water and others take more time 
to get their head around it. By the way I am one of those people that it 
took some time for, I am by no means “a natural”. 

One final word of caution is that airless can be dangerous and needs to 
be treated with respect. If you are careless then you can accidentally 
inject yourself with paint because of the very high 2000psi pressure.  

The problem with this is that paint is toxic and very difficult to get out 
of your hand or arm once that it is in there.  

It is an immediate surgery job because the paint will start to make it’s 
way through your system and while the surgeon can amputate your 
hand, they cannot amputate your heart or brain.  

Have a look on your YouTube and see what I mean. If this puts you off 
then maybe go down another road, check out HVLP as this is completely 
safe. 

Bear in mind that driving your van is pretty dangerous these days too, 
especially on the M6, but you drive with care so that you stay safe and 
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you can spray with care too, just make sure you know what you are 
doing, an airless sprayer is not a toy. 

If I have convinced you that airless is the way to go for you then we need 
to look at what sprayer we should buy to start us off on our spraying 
journey. Let us move onto to step 3.  
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STEP 3 
____________________________________________________ 

Which airless sprayer? 
When I teach decorators on our airless spraying course the most 
common question I am asked is “which sprayer shall I buy.” 

My usual reply to this is to ask what the decorator’s budget is. Before 
we look at this let me ask you a question. 

If you were buying a new van what would your budget be? £300? 

No that would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? You would probably be looking 
at spending £2,000 minimum and if you were feeling really flush maybe 
even a new van. Now I know what you are thinking, “I cannot run my 
business without a van, it’s essential, it makes me money.” 

Well, I can tell you that I cannot run my business without a sprayer and 
also it makes me more money that a van would. 

So why are we only prepared to spend £300? 

Because we are not completely convinced it is worth it, that’s why. 

Decorators really deliberate over what their first sprayer will be, and I 
get this because I was the same. Let me tell you a little secret, every 
decorator I know that is a sprayer has more than one. In most cases 
they have 5 or 6. 

Why? 

Well two reasons. First, you are making more money and you need to 
spend it on something right, buying new kit is great and buying new 
sprayers is no different. Secondly you realise that the sprayer is an 
investment and will actually pay for itself many times over. 
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Okay so I will answer the question properly now. 

First, decide your budget. If its £300 then I suggest you save up a bit 
more. The three budget bands I will look at are £1000, £1500 and 
£2,000. 

There are two types of airless sprayer out there, ones made for the DIY 
market and ones that are designed for the professional. The DIY ones 
are fine, but they are only designed for DIY and that means very little 
use. How can you tell if it is a DIY sprayer? Dead easy, it will be cheap. 
Less than £500. 

Next, we need to talk about brands of sprayer. There are a number of 
brands out there. In my opinion all the brands that make professional 
sprayers are good. So, find the brand that you like and maybe stick with 
them. 

To keep it really simple I am going to choose one brand and that is 
Graco. Why have I chosen Graco? They are the market leader, and they 
have sprayers in every category. To balance things off a bit at the end I 
will show you my own sprayer and explain why I bought it. 

Entry level budget £1,000 

The Graco GXFF 

This is the Graco GXFF and is very 
popular with decorators starting out 
into spraying. This will cost around £800 
- £1,000 with accessories.  

The advantages are that it is light and 
easy to carry. The hopper is really handy 
especially if you are spraying small 
amounts of paint.  

The disadvantage is that is only delivers 
1.5 litres a minute and therefore it is a 
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little underpowered. It will spray most paints, but you will need to thin 
them to get them to atomise properly, especially undercoats, satins and 
glosses. 

Mid-range budget - £1,500 

Personally, I would go for a sprayer that is a little more powerful and 
the Graco 390 hits the spot. It has a flow rate of 1.8 litres per minute 
and is still a handy sprayer.  

You can use it with the suction hose which means sprayer larger 
quantities is easier, but you can also add a hopper and this makes it a 
great woodwork sprayer.  

The great thing about this sprayer is that when you go and buy your 
second bigger sprayer then this still makes a great second machine that 
you will use alongside your bigger sprayer. 

The Graco 390 
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Bigger budget - £2,000 

The Graco 495 ST Max 

 

The Graco 495 ST Max. This sprayer will do everything that you would 
need as a decorator. It has a delivery rate of 2.3 litres a minute which is 
plenty, and it will work all day long spraying thousands of litres.  

This sprayer also has a “pro exchange” pump which means when the 
time comes for a service then you can just take out the old pump and 
replace it with a new one yourself easily and cheaply. This basically 
makes your sprayer brand new again. 

I hope this gives you a simple guide to what is out there. All brands make 
sprayers in the three price bands. If you look at the flow rate, then that 
will help you compare.  

Many sprayers will have a recommended tip size that they will go up to. 
Be careful with this because many are optimistic. I will talk about tip 
sizes later. 
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What sprayer do I have? 

Well even though it was a stretch I decided to break the bank and spend 
over £2,000 on a sprayer and I bought the Tritech T7.   

This sprayer is built like a tank, it has a flow rate of 2.9 litres a minute 
which is plenty, and it has never missed a beat. I have had this sprayer 
for 5 years and I still do not regret spending the money.  

I have used it on very large jobs, and it has sprayed 100’s of apartments. 
Tritech do not make an entry level machine so even though I 
recommend it to people many do not have the big budget needed to 
buy one.  

These decorators will look at manufacturers who make a wider range of 
airless sprayers such as Graco. 

The Tritech T7 
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Just to sum up, I am not going to say spend as much as you can.  

If you can comfortably afford £2,000 then I would spend that, if you 
can’t then buy a smaller machine and work your way up. A smaller 
machine will always get used and it will make you the money that you 
need to get a bigger one.  

Just as a side note, I have a little Qtech QT190 (see below) and it is my 
most used sprayer even though it is small it is very handy, and I use it a 
lot. These are only £600. Obviously if I had to choose just one sprayer 
to keep then it would be the T7. 

I have every brand of airless sprayer and they all have something that I 
like about them and something that bugs me, so my advice is to shop 
around and find a sprayer that suits you. 

The handy little QT190 
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STEP 4  
____________________________________________________ 

Setting the sprayer up 
“Is it really worth spraying that ceiling?  

By the time you have set up the sprayer I could have 
rolled it.’ 

If I had a pound each time that a decorator said this to me, I would have 
retired years ago. What they really mean is by the time they have set 
the sprayer up because I can set my sprayer up in around a minute.  

It just takes some practice to get there, it’s surprising though, set you 
your sprayer every day for a month and you have pretty much nailed it. 

What I suggest is that you write the steps on a bit of masking tape and 
stick it to the top of your sprayer as a crutch to help you as you learn. 

I am going to try and make this easy.  

First, I will give you the steps to setting up the sprayer and then I will 
give you a little more detail. I am assuming that you have taken the 
sprayer out of the box and connected the gun and hose.  

I also assume that if it is brand new that you have flushed out the oil 
that the sprayer is stored in with warm soapy water. 

I have a habit of trying the sprayer in water too if I have not used it for 
a while just to be sure that it is working fine before I put it into paint. I 
am going to assume that you have a hopper on the sprayer too although 
it makes no difference to the steps when setting up. 

A final word on tips and filters. You will most likely have a 50-mesh filter 
and a 517 tip so we will play with these to start with. If you want to find 
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out more about the nitty gritty of airless spraying, then I suggest 
checking out my first book “Fast and Flawless – a guide to airless 
spraying”. 

Here’s the steps to setting up the sprayer. 

STAGE 1 – Prime the sprayer 

Step 1 – Plug the sprayer in (obviously). 

Step 2 – Pour the paint into the hopper. 

Step 3 – Turn the “prime/spray” switch to “PRIME” and turn on the 
sprayer,    turn the pressure up.  

Step 4 – Once primed (it takes about 10 seconds) turn down the 
pressure to zero and switch off for a second to think. 

 

I am going to stop for a second.  

This next bit is not complicated but it may seem like it is.  

You will have water in the hose from when you cleaned it out. You need 
to clear the water from the hose and fill it with paint.   

To do this you will have to turn the sprayer to “SPRAY” but when you 
do this the pressure will build up. You do not want that at this stage 
because you want to run the water into a bucket and if it’s under 
pressure that will be very messy. 

Take the tip and tip guard off the gun, this will make this stage easier. 

You need to pull the trigger on the gun BEFORE you turn to “SPRAY” so 
that the pressure cannot build up.  

Then slowly turn the pressure up and the water will start to run out of 
the hose. I have outlined this on the next page. 
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STAGE 2 – Flush out the water until you get paint 

Step 5 – Turn the sprayer back on. 

Step 6 – Point the gun into an empty bucket and pull the trigger. 

Step 7 – Switch the “Primer/spray” switch to “SPRAY” and turn the 
pressure up slowly. 

Step 8 – The water will run out of the gun as the paint makes its way 
along the hose. This will take about 30 seconds. 

Step 9 – Once you see paint, turn the pressure down and switch off. 

 

STAGE 3 – Test the spray pattern 

Step 10 – Switch on the sprayer, switch to “SPRAY”, and turn the 
pressure up.  

This time the pressure will build up, the gauge will show this and once 
up to pressure the sprayer will go quiet. 

Step 11 – Spray a test area of wall to see what the spray pattern is like. 
You want it nice and solid. 

Step 12 – Turn up the pressure until the spray pattern is like a letter 
box. (See picture next page). 
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Above – Tails, not enough pressure 

 

Above - A nice spray pattern 
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The last stage is important. If the paint is not atomising enough then 
you can do two things. 

1. Turn the pressure up until the pattern is solid. 

2. If you are at full pressure and you still have tails, then you can 
thin the paint. 

Another top tip is that warm paint is better than freezing cold so if you 
can get the paint up to room temperature then this helps a lot. You can 
get heated hoses but that’s more advanced and more expense. 

To summarise… 

1. Prime the sprayer 

2. Flush the water out of the hose 

3. Test the spray pattern until correct. 

Easy. 

Don’t over think it. If it is your first time setting up, take your sprayer 
outside and practice with water first to get a feel for how the 
spray/prime swich works and how the sprayer feels when it is spraying. 
This will help take away the fear as well. Maybe spend all afternoon 
doing this.  

When you are under pressure to paint a job, this is not the time to start 
learning. Do it one Sunday afternoon when it does not matter if you 
struggle a little. 

I have a YouTube video setting up a Graco GXFF so maybe search “Pete 
Wilkinson Decorators” and check this out. 

Once you get to this stage you have got further than many decorators 
and from now on it gets more fun and easier. 
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I think the fear factor is what holds us all back from getting into spraying 
and once you get to this stage you will wonder what you were bothered 
about. 
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STEP 5  
____________________________________________________ 

What is a good surface to learn 
on? 
Okay; this is not really a step is it? I wanted to discuss this before we 
carry on because I think it is important. I know many decorators who 
buy a sprayer, have a go with it for one day, have a disaster of a day 
and then give up.  

The sprayer is thrown in the shed never to be seen again except in 
conversation, “Oh yes I have an airless sprayer somewhere in my shed, 
I have only used it once.” 

Why does this happen? 

Well, I think one of the reasons is that we can be a little too ambitious 
when we start off. Some surfaces are harder to spray than others and 
some are easy. Also, if you are spraying a combination of surfaces such 
as ceilings, walls, and woodwork it can complicate things even more. 

The easiest surface to spray is a bare one, because this is very absorbent 
and if you put a little too much paint on (beginners usually do) then it 
will not run. 

Ceilings are also very easy because they are flat and have very little 
masking, they will generally not run if you put too much paint on.  

I always recommend two surfaces to start off on, these are bare plaster 
(mist coating) and ceilings. The ceilings do not have to be bare plaster 
and I would start spraying every ceiling from now on.  

It’s great practice setting the sprayer up and cleaning it out, there is very 
little masking, and the finish is amazing on a ceiling. 
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Many decorators ask me how I would protect the carpet if I was 
spraying a ceiling in a carpeted room. My answer is always “How would 
YOU protect the carpet if you were rolling the ceiling?” 

“I would put a dust sheet down” they reply. 

“I would put a dust sheet down” I reply too. 

A roller is much messier than a sprayer. With a roller you get blobs and 
splatters of paint. With a sprayer you get dust. By the time the atomised 
emulsion reaches the floor it has dried to a dust. 

At first you will not feel like getting the sprayer out to paint just a ceiling 
and you will resist. But if you do this every time for a couple of months, 
I guarantee you that you will never want to go back to rolling a ceiling. 
You just have to power through. 

The other surface mentioned above is bare plaster. Ideally a full house 
with bare plaster walls and ceilings. You can thin the emulsion down 
and mist coat the lot.  

If you are lucky the electrician has not fitted the sockets and lights and 
you will have very little masking to do. Its great practice, you cannot go 
far wrong and its great fun. Fast too of course. 

It would be worth taking on a load of mist coating just for the practice 
with the sprayer. This is a fairly acceptable thing to do and builders 
would expect you will be paid so much per house to mist coat it. If you 
like you can then carry on with the decorating in the normal fashion 
using a brush and roller. 

You can spray woodwork too, you just need a smaller tip. This is a more 
advanced thing to do and unless you are very confident, I would get 
some experience spraying walls and ceilings first. 

However, if you do decide to have a go at spraying woodwork then I 
suggest you prime bare wood first. This is pretty easy and again because 
it is new wood it is very absorbent and will tend not to run. If it does 
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then it is only the prime coat so you can easily sand these runs out 
before you finish the woodwork off by brush. 

The next step is actually spraying so let’s hope you have a good surface 
to play on. Maybe a ceiling in your own house. 

A wall area sprayed with eggshell 
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Some oak doors ready to spray 
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STEP 6  
____________________________________________________ 

Actually spraying 
It’s took us 5 steps to get to this point, but we are finally here! The 
best bit. This is where the fun starts.  

Ideally you have plenty of area to play on. Maybe you have emptied a 
bedroom at home, and you are going to spray it out or maybe you are 
lucky enough to have got a full house of bare plaster that needs mist 
coating. Either way have plenty to go at so that you can practice 
properly. 

The fear 

Firstly, I know how you feel, I remember the first time I ever sprayed, 
and I was scared! I don’t know why, the worse than can happen is that 
you get loads of runs and that’s not the end of the world.  

Once you have pulled that trigger and done a bit you will be fine, don’t 
worry about it. In fact, make all your mistakes now and get them out of 
your system, experiment a little and see what happens. 

It is very important that you get your technique right at the beginning, 
so that as you improve you are doing it right. There are a number of 
things to bear in mind. 

Distance 

The distance the gun is from the surface is very important. You should 
be between 8” and 12” from the surface. I spray a hand span away from 
the wall. I know this means depending on how big your hands are it 
could vary but a handspan is a great measure to remember. 
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 The gun is a hand span from the surface 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The beginner error here is to be too far away from the surface. I see so 
many people do this.  

The problem is that although 18” from the surface does not seem much 
different to 12” it will make a big difference to your spraying.  

Too far away causes loads of overspray especially with airless. 
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Fanning 

 

 

Fanning is where you do not keep parallel to the surface and you start 
waving your gun about. There are a couple of problems with this, you 
will get more overspray because you are spraying into the air at either 
side of the surface and also you will not get an even coating on the 
surface. The paint will be thicker in the middle and thinner at the edges. 
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Fanning gives you an uneven finish 

 

It is so easy to spray like this because it “feels right” and your arm 
naturally arcs when you move it around.  

Keeping the gun, the same distance from the surface feels very robotic. 
Once you get into it though it gets easier and easier.  

Perfect technique 
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Overlap 

You need to overlap each stroke by 50%. This means that you spray a 
pass and then when you do the second pass you aim your gun at the 
edge of your first pass. 

Overlap each stroke 

 

Trigger on and trigger off 

You need to trigger off at the end of each stroke. This does two things; 
it gives you a minute to look at what you have done and also it stops 
build up off paint at the end of each pass.  

Some experienced sprayers will sometimes not trigger off (for various 
reasons) but if you are learning it is best not to try this. I would trigger 
on and trigger off until you get to the stage where you are really 
confident and then start trying the dodges.  
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Your speed 

If you are not putting enough paint onto the wall when you spray then 
you are moving your gun too fast, you need to sow down a little.  

If you are loading the paint on the wall and it is starting to run (more 
likely) then you need to speed up a little.  

Experiment with your speed and see what difference it makes to the 
amount of paint that is put on the surface.  

This will vary depending on the tip that you are using (more on this in a 
minute) but it’s worth getting a real feel for how the speed that you 
move your gun affects the paint delivery.  

Once you have chosen your tip then speed is the biggest way to control 
what you are doing. You will find that you settle into a “normal” speed 
for your style. 

Tips and filters 

I could write pages and pages about tips and filters, but I am not going 
to. At this stage you only need to know the basics.  

If you have a brand-new sprayer and you are getting it out of the box, 
then it will come with everything that you need. 

Usually, the sprayer will come with a 517 tip and a 50-mesh filter. The 
filter and the tip go together. I have found that people who have never 
sprayed before will struggle a little with a 517 tip, it is a bit fast. Before 
I go on let us quickly look at what the magic number means. 

5 – This first part of the number is the FAN WIDTH. This is how wide the 
spray pattern is. You double the number, so that 5 would give you a 10-
inch fan.  

17 – This is the SIZE OF THE HOLE. It is measured in thousandths of an 
inch. 17 thou is a small hole. Put the tip up to the light and have a look 
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at it. The bigger the hole the faster the paint comes out. The smaller the 
hole the slower it comes out. 

If you want to go a bit slower for your first try, then get a smaller tip. If 
you buy Wagner tips, they come with the correct filter too. You could 
buy a 515 tip with a yellow (100 mesh) filter.  

Pencil filters 

 

If you have a Graco sprayer then you are better sticking with Graco tips, 
just remember to get a 100-mesh filter if you get a smaller tip. 

Then have a day spraying, you will soon start to enjoy it. Experiment a 
little with speed and distance and get a feel for it. One last tip. It’s worth 
videoing yourself and then watching it back.  

What I found when teaching people how to spray is that they cannot 
see faults in their own technique while they are spraying but boy, they 
can spot the faults in everyone else. 

Watch a video of yourself spraying and it’s surprising what you will 
learn. 
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STEP 7  
____________________________________________________ 

Cleaning out the sprayer 
This is the step that puts most decorators off spraying. They say, “is it 
worth getting the sprayer out for one ceiling because it takes a long 
time to clean it” or they say, “it took me nearly an hour to clean my 
sprayer the last time that I used it”. 

Before I carry on just let me say that I would rather clean out my sprayer 
than a roller any day. It’s much easier and quicker, once you get used to 
it.  

That’s the thing, the first time that you clean out your sprayer it does 
seem like a big job, but the thousandth time will be a ten-minute doddle 
of a job. 

There are a few things that decorators do wrong when cleaning out the 
sprayer and I will talk about them here but the main one is simply 
expecting the sprayer to stay looking brand new forever. I can 
understand this because I am a bit OCD when it comes to cleaning.  

But I find now that when I clean the sprayer out on a job, I just do what 
is necessary and then once in a while (every year for me) I give the 
sprayer a really good spring clean to bring it back to its former glory. 

 

Here are the steps to cleaning. 

Step 1 – Organise a clean bucket, you will need these to make the 
process easier. Half fill the bucket with warm water.  

Not too hot and not cold, just as warm as you would have your bath. 
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Step 2 – Put the return tube into the paint and pump the paint out of 
the hopper. It is worth having a brush handy at this point to clean off 
the sides of the hopper. 

Step 3 – Pour warm water into the hopper. 

Step 4 – Turn the pressure down so that the sprayer stops. Get the gun 
and point it onto the side of the bucket, pull the trigger. Then turn the 
prime/spray switch to spray and then turn the pressure up.  

Notice that we pulled the trigger FIRST. This stops the pressure building 
up. Run the paint from the hose back into the paint tub. This usually 
takes about 30 seconds.  

Once you start to get water coming out of the gun, transfer the gun to 
the bucket with wastewater in and let it run until all the water has gone 
from the hopper.  

Turn the pressure down and switch back to prime, ready for the next 
step. 

Step 5 – Now you need to clean out the filters. There are three. There 
is one at the bottom of the hopper and the easiest way to clean this is 
to screw it off and take it to the sink to clean.  

Next is the manifold filter.  

Not all sprayers have one but if yours does then screw it out and go and 
clean it in the sink. It should be pretty clean already. Once clean replace 
it onto the sprayer.  

Finally take the pencil filter out of the gun and give it a good clean. Once 
clean replace it into the gun. 

Just pause for a second at this point. 

If you are going to be using the sprayer again the next day, then you can 
stop here.  
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The sprayer only has dirty water in it and all your filters are clean (this 
is important) so you can leave it overnight and put it back in paint the 
next day.  

I call this a “dirty flush” and it takes around 5 minutes. If you are going 
to put the sprayer into storage for a while, then you will need to do a 
further clean flush. 

This is the “clean flush” 

Step 6 – Clean out the bucket that you have been using and half fill one 
with clean warm water.  

Pour clean water into the hopper. 

Step 7 – Switch to prime (if it’s not already in prime), put the return 
tube into the empty clean bucket and turn the pressure up.  

Run this until clean water comes out of the return tube. It won’t take 
long, maybe a minute. Turn the pressure back down to zero. 

Step 8 – Take the gun and pull the trigger. (FIRST like last time). Point 
the gun into the wastewater bucket and switch the spray. Turn the 
pressure up. Run this until clean water comes out of the gun.  

This may take longer, maybe 2 or 3 minutes. Once clean, turn the 
pressure down and switch back to prime. 

Just pause for a second again. 

For most sprayers you will need to add pump guard at this point. This 
will stop the inside of the sprayer from rusting and also stop it freezing 
if the sprayer is kept in your van or the garage.  

You are better having some pump guard mixed up in a ten-litre bucket 
with the lid on.  
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Step 9 – Pour the pump guard mix into the hopper and run the pump, 
this will circulate the fluid into the pump, and you will see blue fluid 
coming out of the return tube.  

You should also circulate it through the hose too, but I never bother. 
See what is recommended for your sprayer. 

As a final note on pump guard, my sprayer is a Tritech and has 
aerospace grade alloys in the pump that will not rust. I also keep the 
sprayer in a nice centrally heated house.  

I never use pump guard. However, any other brand of sprayer will rust 
inside the pump if you do not use it. It’s up to you.  

Step 10 – Finally switch the sprayer off and 
put a couple of drops of throat seal liquid 
onto the piston to keep it lubricated.  

Throat seal liquid >  
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STEP 8  
____________________________________________________ 

Thinking about accessories 
We have come a long way. We have chosen a sprayer, bought one (I 
assume), set it up and sprayed with it. You feel a bit more confident 
spraying and now you are thinking about buying some extra 
“accessories” to make your spraying life a little easier. 

When you buy a sprayer, everything that you need is in the box. You 
can unack it, screw it all together and get spraying. However, you will 
soon find that there are a few accessories that are “essential” and some 
that are just handy to have. 

Essential accessories 

Whip hose 

The high-pressure hose is pretty stiff and inflexible. When you are 
spraying you can find yourself fighting with it a little, especially if you 
are spraying intricate areas.  

A whip hose is a short (usually a metre) 
length of flexible hose that goes between 
the main hose and the gun. You can 
actually get the whole hose in the same 
gauge as a whip hose and this would work 
fine in small workshop or domestic 
settings, but I don’t think it would be tough 
enough for a site environment. 

A whip hose is not expensive, and you can 
buy a standard one for between £20 and 
£30 depending on where you shop. 
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Extension pole 

When you first start spraying you will just use the gun without an 
extension on it. This helps you get used to the gun and how it handles. 
However, if you need to spray a higher ceiling then an extension pole is 
really handy. You will find that once you get used to using an extension 
pole you will find yourself using it more and more. 

I use a short (12”) extension pole when spraying walls, it makes the gun 
easier to use and you will not be doing as much bending and stretching. 
They are not expensive either and you can get cheap unbranded ones 
for around £20. 

Extension bars 

 

Shorter hose 

In most cases when you buy your sprayer it will come with a 15 metre 
(50 foot) hose. This is great when working in larger commercial 
properties but can get in the way a little on smaller jobs.  

When working in someone’s house I prefer a 7.5 metre hose. There are 
three advantages to this. The first one is that a shorter hose will hold 
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less paint, around half a litre so this means you have less paint tied up 
while you are spraying. The second advantage is that the sprayer is 
quicker to clean out.  

What most people don’t realise with an airless sprayer is that the hose 
is the thing that takes the longest to clean out. The longer the hose the 
longer it will take to clean. The final advantage is that in a smaller area 
the hose can get in its own way a bit. It needs to be tamed. A smaller 
hose is easier to control than a longer one. 

If you are working on a large site, you may find that you need a hose 
longer than 15 metres. You can easily connect two hoses together to 
make a 30-metre hose. All you need is a hose connector, and these are 
cheap, under a fiver. 

Smaller tips 

When you get your new sprayer, it will very likely come with a 517 tip. 
This is a great all rounder for spraying walls and ceilings. However, if 
you have never sprayed before it will be quite hard to handle as 
previously mentioned. 

If you decide that you want to have a go at spraying woodwork, then 
you will need to buy a much smaller tip. The best time to buy these extra 
tips is when you buy your sprayer because the supplier will give you 
more discount. Many suppliers will do you a “bundle” of accessories for 
a great price.  

I would get a 515 tip for starting off on walls and ceilings and a 310 tip 
for woodwork. Don’t forget to get a pack of 100 mesh filters (they are 
only cheap) to use with these smaller tips. 
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Accessories nice to have 

Cleanshot valve 

When you add an extension pole to your gun there is a danger of 
spitting, this is where the gun carries on spraying for a second after you 
trigger off and you get a blob of paint on the surface.  

It’s not a massive problem but the longer the extension bar the worse 
the problem is. 

The solution to this problem is the “Cleanshot” valve. This is a Graco 
accessory, but it will fit, and all makes of gun.  

The Cleanshot Valve 

 

Another advantage of the Cleanshot is that it is a swivel so that you can 
angle the tip any way you want. It can be very useful when spraying 
awkward areas. 

The Cleanshot is around £150 but you get a Graco tip guard and tip with 
this as well and these are handy to have. 
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Hopper 

Most sprayers come with a long suction tube connected to the pump 
on the sprayer. This is great for putting into large 20 litre buckets of 
paint. If you are spraying with smaller amounts though the suction tube 
can struggle.  

It needs a couple of litres in the bucket to work and will suck air into the 
pump once the paint level gets low. It is also harder to move your 
sprayer around with the suction tube in a big bucket because you find 
yourself trying to carry both the bucket of paint and the sprayer. 

The solution to this is a hopper. 

You can buy these for any sprayer and you just take off the suction pipe 
and put on the hopper. They are interchangeable so you can swap back 
if you want. I usually set two sprayers up when I am doing a job.  

One for the walls and ceiling and one for the woodwork. The woodwork 
sprayer will most likely use less than 5 litres of paint in the day. This 
sprayer is the one that I have a hopper fitted to. 

A Graco hopper 

 

It’s great because it comes with a 
lid which keeps dust and debris out 
if the paint and also its easy to pick 
up the sprayer and move it about, 
even from job to job. 

The price of a hopper will vary 
depending on the brand, but they 
are around £200. 
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A Tritech T5 with a hopper 

 

You can see from the picture that the tube from the hopper screws onto 
the bottom of the sprayer. If you remove the hopper you can screw the 
suction tube (the large pipe on the picture on the following page) back 
on and then you can use the sprayer for spraying larger quantities of 
paint. 

The return tube stays the same. 
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A Tritech with the suction tube attached 
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Spray roller 

The final accessory is a spray roller. These can be handy if you do a lot 
of large textured areas like blockwork. They can be a bit cumbersome 
and they are quite expensive, but they are out there and worth being 
aware of. 

The Graco jet roller 
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FINALLY  
____________________________________________________ 

What’s next? 
The main purpose for this guide is to keep it simple and to help you get 
started. I have included a list of the books I have written on various 
topics for you to check out below.  

Do you want to learn more in practice?  

We run a private training academy that teaches decorators a range of 
skills including airless spraying. You can claim CITB funding for courses. 
This is up to £5,000 for each year and the money can be used on any 
construction related courses for your business.  

If you want information about courses or funding, then please give us a 
call on 0800 246 1167 or email us at 

courses@painttechtrainingacademy.co.uk 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Books 
 

• Fast and Flawless - A guide to airless spraying - Amazon 

• Fast and Flawless Pricing - A guide to pricing and business for 
decorators - Amazon 

• Fast and Flawless Systems - A Decorators guide to planning 
and carrying out successful job - Amazon 
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Glossary of terms 
Airless sprayer 

This is a type of spray equipment that uses a high-pressure 
pump to spray paint. The paint is at 2000 psi when it comes 
out of the tip and this is enough to atomise it without the use 
of air. 

Atomise 

This is when paint is broken into a fine mist and can therefore 
be sprayed. 

Bounce back 

If you spray either too close to the surface or at too high a 
pressure then the paint can bounce back from the surface 
causing a type of overspray. 

Cleanshot valve 

A device made by Graco which fits on the end of your 
extension pole to prevent spitting. This is an extra valve in the 
end of the pole which shuts off the flow of paint when you 
release the trigger at the gun.  

Diaphragm pump 

A pump design, different from the piston pump (some would 
say better) which uses a flexible membrane and pulsating 
hydraulic fluid to produce pressure. Check out the Wagner 
Finish range. 
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Electronic pressure control 

This regulates the pressure electronically rather than 
mechanically to provide a more precise control. 

Fan size 

The spray fan is the width of the spray pattern on the wall 
when the gun is 12” from the wall. This is shown by the first 
number on the tip. For example, 517 would give a 10” fan 
pattern. (Multiply the first number by two). 

Fine finish tip 

This is a specially designed tip for better atomisation for use 
on surfaces where a better finish is needed such as doors and 
skirting. Wagner make a Fine Finish tip. Tritech make an 
Ultrafinish tip. 

GPM 

 Gallons per minute. 

Inlet ball 

The ball part of the inlet valve of the fluid section of the airless 
sprayer. This acts as a check valve when sucking in paint. This 
can sometimes stick when the sprayer has been in storage. 

Inlet tube 

This is the large tube that is put into the paint or material to be 
sprayed. 

Orifice 

The hole in the tip that the paint passes through. This is a very 
small hole and is measured in thousandths of an inch. This is 
shown by the second part of the number stamped on the tip.  
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For example 517 is a 17 thousandths of an inch orifice. The size 
of the hole controls the amount of paint that is put on the 
surface. The bigger the hole the more paint is put on. 

Overspray 

This is where the paint in the form of a mist goes beyond the 
surface you are spraying and settles on something you don’t 
want it too. Easily avoided by good technique and masking. 

Packings 

The material used to make the piston liquid tight and therefore 
build pressure. These need changing every couple of years 

Pole 

AKA extension pole, this screws on the end of your gun to give 
you more reach. Available in several sizes. These can be used 
to paint ceilings or to make spraying walls easier. These can be 
screwed together to give extra reach if needed. 

Pressure roller 

This is a roller that fits on the end of an extension pole and is 
fed paint by the airless sprayer. This eliminates the need to 
keep dipping the roller in paint and in theory creates less 
overspray. 

Priming 

This is where you charge the pump with paint and remove air 
from the system so that the pressure can be built up. Usually 
done when setting up but may need to be done if you run out 
of paint while spraying and draw in air. 

Pump armour 
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A liquid that is put into the pump that protects it from frost 
and rust while in storage. Similar to antifreeze in a car engine. 

Return tube 

The smaller tube that returns the material back into the paint 
container when the pump is in prime mode. 

Spray fan 

The pattern that the sprayer makes when spraying. Usually a 
sharp line. This will soften to an oval when worn. 

Spray tip 

This slots into the tip guard and is the business end of the 
airless sprayer. This controls the fan width and the amount of 
paint sprayed onto the surface. These wear and need to be 
changed when worn. 

Throat seal liquid 

AKA “TSL” This is a lubricant that is placed in a small cup at the 
top of the piston to keep the packings wet and lubricated. This 
needs to be done every four hours of continuous use. 

Viscosity 

This is how thick or thin the paint is and is measured with a 
viscosity cup which allows you to time the speed that paint 
flows. The faster it flows the thinner it is. 

Whip hose 

A thinner flexible piece of hose between the end of the high-
pressure hose and the gun. This is more flexible and makes for 
an easier day spraying
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