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DRYWALL 
Drywall, also referred to as gypsum board, is one of 
the most widely used interior wall and ceiling 
materials in modern construction. It is manufactured 
by placing a gypsum core between layers of durable 
facing paper (Figure 1), with the core typically 
containing additives that help control properties such 
as strength, fire resistance, moisture resistance, and  
workability. Because of its uniform surface, ease of 
installation, and compatibility with a wide range of finish systems, drywall is commonly used as the 
substrate for painted interior walls and ceilings. 
 
Drywall finishing quality plays a critical role in the final appearance of painted interior surfaces. Even 
when high-quality coatings are applied correctly, surface irregularities in drywall finishing can become 
visible after painting, especially under certain lighting conditions or when specific sheen levels are 
used. Understanding the relationship between drywall finish levels and paint application helps 
architects, contractors, and painters coordinate expectations and avoid appearance-related issues after 
project completion. 
 
Understanding Drywall Finish levels 
Drywall finish levels are defined by industry standards developed by the Gypsum Association (GA) and 
the Association of the Wall and Ceiling Industry (AWCI). 
 
GA represents manufacturers of gypsum board and related products in North America. The 
organization develops industry standards, provides technical guidance, and promotes best practices to 
ensure safe, high-quality use of gypsum materials in construction. 
 
AWCI supports contractors, suppliers, and manufacturers involved in wall and ceiling systems. AWCI 
offers education, technical resources, and advocacy to advance craftsmanship, safety, and 
professionalism across the industry. 
 
These standards establish five levels of finish, ranging from basic treatment for concealed areas to 
high-quality finishes designed for critical lighting conditions and smooth painted surfaces. 
 
Level 0 represents unfinished drywall, with no taping, joint treatment, or surface preparation. It is 
typically used in temporary construction or in areas where the gypsum board will be covered by another 
finish material. Levels 1 through 5 describe progressively higher degrees of joint treatment, surface 
preparation, and surface smoothing applied to gypsum board prior to decoration (Figure 2). 
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How Drywall Finish Level Affects Paint Appearance 
Paint films do not create perfectly uniform surfaces; instead, they conform to the texture and 
smoothness of the substrate beneath them. As a result, variations in drywall finishing can become more 
noticeable once paint is applied. 
 
One common issue associated with insufficient drywall finishing is joint banding, where seams and 
fastener locations become visible after painting due to differences in surface texture or absorption 
between joint compound and paper-faced drywall. Even when the color is uniform, these areas may 
appear darker or lighter depending on lighting and viewing angles. 
 
Surface irregularities can also produce shadowing or flashing, particularly when semi-gloss or gloss 
paints are used. Higher-sheen coatings reflect light more directly, making minor surface imperfections 
more visible. 
 
These effects are especially pronounced under critical lighting conditions, such as when strong light 
sources run parallel to the wall surface. Windows, wall-washer lighting, and skylights can exaggerate 
subtle surface variations. 
 
The Role of Level 5 Finishes in Painted Surfaces 
Level 5 drywall finishes are often recommended for projects where appearance expectations are high 
or where lighting conditions may highlight surface irregularities. 
 
The skim coat applied in a Level 5 finish helps equalize the surface porosity and texture between 
drywall paper and joint compound. This reduces the likelihood of flashing and produces a more uniform 
appearance once paint is applied. Level 5 finishes are commonly specified for spaces such as lobbies 
and reception areas, high-end residential interiors, spaces with large wall surfaces and minimal visual 
interruption, and areas exposed to critical lighting conditions. 

 
Figure 2 
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Although Level 5 finishing increases installation cost, it can significantly reduce the likelihood of visible 
seams and appearance-related complaints after painting. 
 
Influence of Paint Sheen on Drywall Surfaces 
Paint sheen has a strong influence on how drywall surfaces appear after finishing. Lower sheen 
coatings such as flat or matte paints scatter light more diffusely, which helps reduce the visibility of 
minor surface irregularities. 
 
Higher sheen coatings (eggshell, satin, semi-gloss, and gloss) produce stronger light reflection and can 
accentuate surface imperfections. As sheen increases, the drywall finish quality becomes more 
important to achieving a uniform appearance. For this reason, specifications recommend Level 5 
finishes when higher sheen coatings are used on large wall surfaces. 
 
The Importance of Priming 
Proper priming is another critical step in achieving uniform paint appearance over drywall. Joint 
compound and drywall paper have different absorption characteristics, which can cause uneven sheen 
or color development if a suitable primer is not used. 
 
A high-quality drywall primer helps equalize surface porosity and creates a more uniform substrate for 
the finish coat. Without proper priming, differences in absorption can cause flashing even when the 
drywall finishing itself is adequate. 
 
Priming also improves adhesion and ensures that the topcoat develops its intended color and sheen 
characteristics. 
 
Coordination Between Trades 
Achieving a high-quality painted finish requires coordination between drywall contractors, painters, and 
project specifiers. If the drywall finish level does not align with the expected paint sheen or lighting 
conditions, the final result may fall short of expectations even when each trade performs its work 
correctly. 
 
For example, specifying semi-gloss paint over a Level 3 drywall finish may produce visible joint lines 
and surface inconsistencies. Similarly, critical lighting conditions may reveal imperfections that would 
otherwise go unnoticed under typical lighting. 
 
Clear communication during project planning helps ensure that drywall finishing standards and coating 
systems are compatible. 
 
Managing Expectations in the Field 
It is important for project teams to understand that paint cannot fully conceal substrate imperfections. 
Paint films are relatively thin and tend to follow the contours of the underlying surface. 
 
If the drywall finish level is insufficient for the desired appearance, painters may not be able to correct 
the issue through additional coats of paint. In some cases, improving the surface may require additional 
drywall finishing or skim coating before painting can proceed. 
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Establishing the appropriate finish level during the specification stage helps avoid costly corrections 
later in the project. 
  
Final Considerations 
The quality of a painted wall is heavily influenced by the drywall finishing beneath it. It is important to 
recognize that drywall finish levels 0–5 represent an industry-standard sequence of application steps—
not a rating of workmanship quality. Because these levels define process rather than craftsmanship, a 
well-executed Level 3 finish may outperform a poorly executed Level 5 in terms of visual uniformity and 
overall appearance. 
 
Selecting the appropriate drywall finish level, coordinating paint sheen with surface quality, and 
ensuring proper priming are all essential steps in achieving a consistent and visually acceptable result. 
When drywall finishing and paint application are aligned with project expectations, the final coating 
system performs as intended and delivers the desired aesthetic outcome. Understanding the 
relationship between these elements allows architects, contractors, and painters to reduce 
appearance-related issues and achieve better overall project results. 
 
In high-traffic environments, coating performance and maintenance practices should be viewed as an 
integrated system. Proper alignment between the two reduces premature wear, appearance issues, 
and unnecessary repaint cycles. 
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