
Building codes describe portland cement plaster 
as a three-coat assembly consisting of scratch, 
brown and fi nish coats. In this document, the term 
“stucco” refers to a cement fi nish coat. Stucco can 
be integrally colored but offers a limited choice in 
color selection.  Acrylic fi nishes, created for Exterior 
Insulation and Finish Systems (EIFS), have become 
a popular alternative fi nish to the traditional stucco. 
Both fi nishes are suitable materials over cement 
base coats, can be integrally colored and are vapor 
permeable. Acrylic fi nishes offer a wider color choice 
selection than stucco fi nishes. 

Designers must choose which fi nish material is 
most appropriate for the project. A checklist of the 
properties of stucco and acrylic fi nishes is a good 
way to help decide which material is best suited for a 
project. Each product has its own characteristics to 
consider offering unique looks and performance. 

TEXTURE:
Stucco has wide variety of textures; Santa Barbara 
/ Mission, lace, skip-trowel, dash, sand, and comb 
to name a few. The stucco allows for a wide range 
of textures from heavy styles to smooth or polished.  
Because stucco fi nishes cure evenly, heavy textures 
are achievable.  Stucco can also be carved to replicate 
stone, brick or masonry. 

Acrylic fi nishes also have a variety of textures, 
from skip-trowel to smooth.  However, most acrylic 
fi nishes are applied to the thickness of the largest 
aggregate.  Because acrylics dry from the surface 
inward, forming a skin layer   as they dry, heavier 
textures can slump or take more time to become 
resistant to impact damage. For smooth applications, 
acrylic fi nishes may not achieve a polished look. 

Special attention to smooth fi nishes should be 
considered for both fi nish types. Smooth fi nishes can 
highlight minor imperfections as well as aesthetic 
cracking. Acrylic fi nishes are more resistant to 
aesthetic cracking but may not exhibit the very 
smooth-to-the-touch surface that stucco fi nish can 
achieve. 

Designers are encouraged to select a fi nish 
with some texture to hide minor hand applied 
characteristics and cracks that are inherent with 
stucco and acrylic fi nishes.

COLOR:
Stucco can only hold so much pigment thus limiting 
the bolder color tones. 

Dark color tones are not recommended as they 
can exhibit color fading and surface effl orescence 
commonly associated with all integral color cement 
materials. 

Stucco works best in light pastel shades, with skip 
trowel textures maintaining the most consistent color 
appearance. Stucco sand fi nish textures require a 
wet fl oat to bring the sand texture to the surface by 
removing the matrix surrounding the sand. The water 
that is required for fl oating sand textures could cause 
color variations, color inconsistency, and become 
more pronounced with darker colors. 

Stucco fi nishes allow for a variety of color aesthetic 
variations such as old-world or weathered to ancient 
fresco.  However, when a uniform color is desired, 
stucco can be “fog” coated to improve the color 
consistency in the overall appearance.

Acrylic fi nishes come in a variety of colors and can 
be matched to almost any shade. Because acrylics 
dry from the outside in, color consistency of acrylic 
fi nishes is easy to control.  Acrylic fi nishes are 
produced in large batches at a plant and loaded 
into buckets for distribution and application of jobs. 
The batches can be tinted in each bucket or as a 
whole during manufacturing.  The consistency in 
manufacturing allows for uniform color throughout 
the entire batch. 

Acrylic fi nishes do not have the same fl exibility 
for intended color variations like stucco fi nishes. 
They can however be tinted to very bold colors, 
not achievable in stucco, and maintain their color 
appearance for long periods of time (with proper 
maintenance).  There is little to no need to fog coat 
the fi nish to achieve color consistency.
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APPLICATION:
Stucco is a natural cement-based material, while 
acrylic finish is marble or quartz aggregate with acrylic 
binders and wet pigments. Stucco cures, to a hardened 
state while acrylics dry to a hardened state. 

Cement finish coats are a nominal 1/8 inch thick and 
can fill small imperfections in the base coat. Acrylic 
finish coats have thin film characteristics and have 
very little fill capability. The use of a primer (tinted) 
over the base coat is advisable.

For acrylics or stucco finish, the portland cement 
plaster base coat should be cured a minimum of seven 
days before applying the finish, but a longer cure time 
of fourteen to twenty one day is beneficial. 

Acrylic and stucco finishes should not be applied in 
temperatures below 40°F without artificial heat.

WATER REPELLENCY:
Traditional cement stucco, like all cement products 
will absorb surface moisture and darken when wet. 
Acrylics will repel surface moisture and do not change 
color when wet. Both allow moisture to pass through 
as a vapor. 

Acrylics should never be mistakenly used or marketed 
as a method to seal  the building from water intrusion. 
Properly applied portland cement plaster base coat  
over a water-resistive barrier will keep moisture 
out while remaining vapor permeable. It is advisable 
that all finish coat materials, including paint, be a 
breathable membrane. 

Many cement stucco manufacturers offer clear sealers 
that will provide the same water repellent benefit as 
acrylics. Some sealers may only last a year or two and 
may have to be reapplied. 

Both finishes should never be used on a horizontal (sky 
facing) surfaces or other areas susceptible to ponding 
water, as they can soften with prolonged exposure to 
moisture. 

FLEXIBLE:
Stucco finish coats are not flexible and hairline 
cracks may transfer through the finish. Acrylic finish 
coats are more flexible than stucco and minimize 
initial minor hairline cracking. However, acrylic 
finish coats are not considered an elastomeric paint 
coating. After exposure to the sun, the acrylics tend 
to harden slightly, and hairline cracks may appear at 
a later time.

Caution should be taken when elastomeric coatings 
are specified or applied over stucco as they can be 
vapor barriers and may hinder membrane drainage.

MAINTENANCE:
Both stucco and acrylic finishes are relatively low 
maintenance, and proven to perform as intended 
for years, even decades. When desired, both can be 
painted to change color. 


