Exposed aggregate concrete looks good when it is fresh, crisp, and tight. The pebbly surface catches light, and
the finish feels honest underfoot. But time has a way of softening texture. Foot traffic polishes the peaks,
weathering rounds the edges, and salts or moisture find their way into the pores. When the surface starts to look
dull and blotchy, people often assume the only options are demolition or patching. In reality, concrete
resurfacing can restore the look and the function, especially when the problem is primarily surface deterioration

rather than deep structural loss.

| have done concrete repair and structural concrete restoration on exposed aggregate slabs where the owners
thought the concrete was “done.” In several cases, the slab still had good strength, but the finish had turned gray,
rough spots were unraveling, and some areas were showing concrete spall. Once the failed material was removed
and a resurfacing system was chosen for the right bond and texture, the surface came back with a surprisingly

close match to the original character.

This article explains how resurfacing works on exposed aggregate surfaces, what needs to be checked before you

commit, and how to avoid the most common failures | have seen in the field.

What makes exposed aggregate surfaces tricky

Exposed aggregate is not just a decorative top layer. It is a specific finish created by removing surface mortar so
the coarse aggregate is exposed. That means the top of the slab contains a blend of smaller paste remnants and
exposed stone. The “texture” is partly the aggregate itself, and partly the way the surrounding cement paste was

retained during the original finishing and curing.

When resurfacing, you cannot treat the slab like a plain broom finish. A resurfacing layer has to do three things at

the same time:

1. Bind securely to the existing concrete.
2. Handle moisture movement without delaminating.

3. Replace the texture and appearance without becoming a smooth, uniform skin.

If the existing surface has weak paste, a resurfacing material that relies on chemical bonding alone will not hold
for long. If the surface is contaminated, sealed, or full of laitance, the new layer may stick initially and then fail

later during freeze thaw, hot sun, or repeated wetting and drying.

The usual causes of deterioration

Exposed aggregate surfaces tend to degrade in patterns that are easier to diagnose than people expect. You
might see random gray areas that look like abrasion. You might see darker patches where water sits. You might

see small pop outs that are classic concrete spall, especially along control joints, cracks, and edges.

Often the root cause is moisture movement combined with freeze thaw or deicing salts, sometimes coupled with
poor drainage. Cracks can start as shrinkage and then widen from repeated thermal cycling. When water gets
into cracks, it can carry chlorides. Over time, rebar corrosion can begin even if the crack looks modest. The
concrete spall becomes both a symptom and a driver of further deterioration because spalled material sheds and

leaves edges vulnerable.

That is why a good concrete repair plan begins with an honest assessment: surface only, or something deeper.



Start with assessment, not material selection

The most expensive mistake is choosing a resurfacing system before you understand what is failing. A slab that

needs structural concrete restoration is not the same job as a slab that needs concrete resurfacing.

In practice, assessment means a combination of visual checks and simple tests you can justify on site. You look
for:

® Soundness, meaning hollow spots, loose paste, and delaminating patches

* Signs of rebar corrosion, like widespread rust staining near cracks or spalls

* Crack behavior, like whether cracks are static or active

* Surface contamination, like sealers, curing compounds, paint overspray, or heavy efflorescence

® Thickness assumptions, especially on slabs with unknown overlays

once worked on a patio where the surface looked “bad,” so the crew planned to skim coat it. A quick chain-drag
and hammer soundings showed a pattern of hollow spots. Once those areas were exposed, the depth of
deterioration was greater than expected, and the project became structural concrete restoration rather than just

resurfacing. The change in scope cost time but prevented a repeat failure.

Surface preparation: where resurfacing succeeds or fails

For exposed aggregate resurfacing, preparation is not optional. It is the job. The goal is to remove weak concrete

and any material that prevents a durable bond, then create a profile that the resurfacing layer can key into.

Typically, that means mechanical removal. Hydrodemolition can work well on larger areas when you need
controlled removal without introducing excessive vibration, while scarification and surface grinding are common
for smaller zones. The chosen method matters because you are not only chasing texture, you are trying to avoid

creating a loose boundary layer.
Here are practical preparation details | recommend discussing before work begins:

* Define removal limits. If you see rust staining or cracking that suggests deeper problems, do not stop at the

top layer just because the surface “looks fine.”
* Pay attention to edges and corners. Resurfacing often fails first at boundaries where movement concentrates.
® Remove all loose material. Even a thin layer of deteriorated paste can compromise bond.

* Clean properly after removal. Dust, slurry residue, and curing byproducts can block adhesion.

For crack repair areas, preparation also includes chasing the crack and removing any unsound edges. Depending
on crack width and movement potential, you might fill with a compatible crack repair product or use a system

designed for active cracks. Crack repair is where matching material behavior becomes important, not just

matching appearance.

Matching the bond system to the existing concrete

Concrete repair on exposed aggregate surfaces often uses either polymer-modified cementitious overlays or
cementitious patch and resurfacing systems formulated to bond to sound substrate. The bond behavior depends

on the existing concrete surface condition.

If the existing surface has been sealed in the past, many overlays will not bond consistently. If salts and

efflorescence are present, they must be removed, and the substrate should be allowed to dry appropriately. If



you trap moisture, even the best resurfacing material can blister or delaminate.

Bond is also influenced by surface profile. A profile that is too smooth reduces mechanical keying. A profile that is
too aggressive can create voids or uneven thickness, which affects texture and increases the chance of air

pockets.

In the field, | have seen projects fail after an aggressive preparation attempt because the installers did not
reprofile evenly and the overlay thickness varied widely. Texture resembled the original in some areas and looked
blotchy in others. That is not just cosmetic. Uneven thickness can change freezing performance and shrinkage

behavior across the slab.

Recreating texture without making a uniform skin

Restoring exposed aggregate texture requires control. The resurfacing system has to be placed and worked so

the aggregate pattern emerges or is simulated in a way that looks natural. There are two common approaches.

One approach is to use a resurfacing material that has a coarse aggregate or a texture profile designed to expose

stone or create a micro-rough surface. The installer shapes the surface so the texture is visible and consistent.

Another approach is to apply a cementitious resurfacer and then create texture through controlled surface
brushing, etching, or mechanical working. This can work, but you need strong workmanship to avoid creating a

patchwork of different grain sizes.

The key trade-off is the balance between slip resistance and durability. Very fine textures can look good initially
but polish too quickly. Too rough a finish can trap debris and look worn faster. The best look is one that feels

right underfoot and holds up to traffic.

If you are trying to match an older exposed aggregate finish, consider that the original likely included a specific
aggregate size, gradation, and removal depth. Even when you cannot reproduce that exact mix, you can aim for a
similar “scale” of texture. You can usually see the difference immediately by looking at how light reflects off the

peaks.

Tackling concrete spall before overlay work

Concrete spall cannot be ignored. If spalled concrete exists, you need to remove all loose material and repair the
underlying loss. A resurfacing layer laid over spall areas without proper preparation often creates a thin bridge.

That bridge eventually breaks, and the failure is visible as a hollow spot, a debonded patch, or an edge lifting.

The best spalling repair is not only about filling the cavity. It is about restoring a stable substrate and managing

the transition between old and new.

For exposed aggregate slabs, spalls often appear at edges, corners, and along crack paths. That means the repair
has to blend in aesthetically and also handle movement. If the spall is near reinforcing steel and rebar corrosion is
suspected, you may need to remove contaminated concrete and address corrosion at the source. Structural
concrete restoration in those scenarios might include rebar cleaning, suitable protective treatment, and

rebuilding the cover to its required thickness.

This is where judgment matters. A small spall might be surface only. A cluster of spalls near a crack could mean
water has penetrated deeper. If you patch aggressively without investigating, the overlay can fail again and again

in the same zones.



Crack repair: don’t just fill and cover

Cracks are part of concrete’s normal life, but cracks behave differently depending on location and cause.
Shrinkage cracks can be relatively stable. Cracks influenced by settlement, thermal movement, or restraint can

keep moving.

For resurfacing, crack repair decisions affect both durability and appearance. If you simply fill a crack with a rigid
patch and the crack continues to move, the overlay can transfer stresses and crack along the same line. That

creates a visible reflection of the movement and can lead to moisture pathways that undermine the overlay.

A practical approach is to evaluate crack width, length, and whether the edges are spalling or delaminating. If a
crack shows active movement, your crack repair system should be compatible with that movement. In some

cases, that means using a joint sealing strategy rather than a traditional rigid patch.

| have seen overlays look “great” for a season only to show early cracking because the underlying crack repair
was mismatched to the slab’s movement. The fix is often to re-open and redo the crack line properly, then rework

the texture around it so the repair line disappears visually.

Moisture control and curing considerations

Moisture is the invisible variable that drives many resurfacing outcomes. Exposed aggregate slabs are exposed to
rain, sprinkler systems, and dew. If the slab surface is damp during overlay application, bond can be
compromised and curing can be uneven. If the slab is too dry, cementitious materials can lose water quickly and

develop a weaker surface layer or shrinkage issues.

Moisture issues show up later too. If the overlay traps moisture and the system is not breathable enough, you can
get blistering or staining. If deicing salts are involved, moisture movement can bring chlorides into the interface

and accelerate deterioration, especially near cracks and edges.

Curing is also essential. Cementitious resurfacing needs adequate moisture and time to develop strength. | prefer
specifying curing practices that match the product data and local conditions, not just “keep it wet for a day.” Real
outdoor conditions vary wildly, especially with wind, sun angle, and temperature swings between morning and

afternoon.

Color and appearance: restoring without lying about it

Texture restoration is only half the story. Exposed aggregate surfaces often show color unevenness because of
aging, mineral leaching, and abrasion. When you place a resurfacing layer, you may see the contrast between

new material and old concrete if the color is not handled thoughtfully.

A resurfacing system can be blended with integral pigments or colored through surface treatments depending on
the manufacturer. But even with color matching, some mismatch is normal due to the age of the existing slab and

the history of weathering.

In my experience, the most effective way to manage appearance is to prepare a consistent substrate texture and
thickness and to plan for realistic blending. Trying to “patch” tiny spots without feathering transitions often
highlights the work. A larger, properly edged overlay zone tends to look more uniform because the texture and

color are consistent across a footprint.

When resurfacing becomes structural concrete restoration



A resurfacing job can quickly change scope. Signs that point to deeper work include:

® Rust staining that persists after cleaning
* Widespread spalls along crack networks
® Deep cracking with fractured edges

* Honeycombing or delamination planes

® Areas where the substrate loses material during preparation

In those conditions, removing all unsound concrete and rebuilding cover thickness may be necessary. Structural
concrete restoration typically includes more than overlay placement. It can involve rebar corrosion repair steps,

rebuilding, and careful curing. The “resurface” part might still happen later, but only after the substrate is stable.

The difference between these scopes is not just complexity. It affects schedule, cost, and the sequence of work.
You do not want to cover structural repairs prematurely and then discover later that the deeper issue was never

fully addressed.

Practical sequencing for exposed aggregate resurfacing
Every site is different, but the sequence that tends to work is straightforward when you keep the logic intact.

First, you assess and map defects. You identify cracked regions, spalls, and any suspect areas where the substrate
is unsound. Next, you open and remove deterioration where needed. You complete crack repair and spalling
repair, including any rebar corrosion-related work if present. After that, you prepare the surface uniformly, clean

thoroughly, and apply the resurfacing layer according to its bond requirements.

Texture work comes after placement and initial set. If the product allows exposure of aggregate or requires
specific working steps, you have to follow those steps consistently. Finally, curing and protection are handled so

the surface develops strength and stays intact in the first weeks.

This sequence avoids a common error: applying resurfacing before crack repair and spalling repair are

completed. It looks efficient in the short term, but it traps failures under the overlay.

Field checklist before you commit to resurfacing

If you are planning concrete resurfacing on an exposed aggregate surface, use a quick reality check to reduce

surprises. Here is what | would confirm on site:

® |s the deterioration limited to the surface, or do you see rust staining, active cracking, or hollow sounding

concrete?
* Have sealers, coatings, or curing compounds been identified and addressed during preparation?
® Are crack repair and spalling repair areas fully exposed and cleaned back to sound concrete?
® Can the resurfacing system create the required bond profile for the substrate condition?

* |s moisture control and curing protection planned for the forecasted weather window?

That short list prevents most “looks good today, fails later” outcomes.

Edge cases that require extra care

Exposed aggregate slabs are full of small situations that change the details of the job.



One common edge case is control joints. Joints are designed to move. If you bury them under a rigid overlay
without respecting the joint function, the joint edges can debond or crack through the resurfacing. In some cases

you might treat the joint as a joint system, meaning you keep it functional and seal or detail it accordingly.

Another edge case is drainage. If water flows to one low point, that spot might show accelerated wear even after
resurfacing. Sometimes you need to correct the slope or address downspouts and landscaping. Otherwise, the

new surface takes the same abuse, just with fresh texture.

A third edge case is previous patchwork. Many slabs have older repairs that were done with different materials.
Those patches can be sound or can be the weak link. When preparation reveals delamination around old patches,
you have to decide whether to remove only the loose areas or to remove the entire patch zone for a clean

transition.

How to judge workmanship in the texture finish

People often focus on color and forget that texture is the performance layer. Here is what good workmanship

looks like on an exposed aggregate resurfacing job.

The surface should have consistent texture density. You should not see areas where the surface is smoother
because the working steps or timing differed. The peaks should not be so thin that they break off quickly. You
should be able to see Mersco Miami concrete a clear but not overly dramatic difference between shadow lines
and highlights.

If the texture looks like it has been randomly “scrubbed,” it may be due to uneven application thickness or
inconsistent working technique. Over time that kind of texture tends to polish unevenly and show blotches. On
the other hand, if the surface is too uniform and smooth, it can lose the slip resistant character that exposed

aggregate is known for.

A practical test after curing is to observe the surface under oblique light. That is where differences in texture and
thickness reveal themselves. Early detection allows corrective work while the material is still within its workable

lifecycle.

Weather timing and temperature swings

Outdoor resurfacing depends on the weather window. Temperature affects set time, workability, and curing.

Humidity affects drying rate. Wind can accelerate surface water loss and cause early shrinkage or surface issues.

In the summer, rapid set can reduce your ability to shape texture. If the product starts to firm quickly, the installer
has less time to achieve a consistent finish. In the shoulder seasons, slower set might increase the risk of surface

damage from foot traffic or rain before cure.

| have learned to treat the day after placement as part of the job, not just the placement day. Protection

measures after application can determine whether the first texture week stays intact.

Common failure patterns and what they usually mean
When resurfacing fails, it rarely fails randomly. The failure pattern can tell you what went wrong.

If you see debonding across large patches, it usually points to bond preparation issues, contamination, or sealers.
If you see the resurfacing cracking in lines that mirror existing cracks, the crack repair strategy was mismatched. If

you see spall-like pops at edges and corners, the slab movement or moisture saturation at those boundaries was
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not handled properly. If you see isolated defects right after application, it might be premature exposure to rain,

improper curing, or entrapped air at textured peaks.

Understanding these patterns helps you avoid repeating the same mistakes on the next slab.

Resurfacing vs replacement: choosing based on what the slab can still
do

There is a point where resurfacing is not worth it, even if the concrete looks salvageable. Replacement becomes
the safer option when the slab’s structure is compromised or when extensive rebar corrosion and widespread
spalling are present. In those cases, resurfacing can hide the damage for a short time but does not rebuild the

lost capacity.

A reasonable decision is based on the extent of deterioration, the cost and feasibility of preparing to sound
concrete, and the risk tolerance for long term performance. Some slabs need concrete repair with a limited scope.

Others need structural concrete restoration before any texture overlay makes sense.

The key is to align the repair depth with the actual defect depth.

Making the restored surface stay restored

Once the resurfacing is complete, the long term outcome depends on maintenance habits and environment.
Exposed aggregate surfaces can handle routine washing, but harsh chemical cleaners and abrasive pads can
degrade texture and bring back a dull look. Salts from winter road treatment can accelerate surface degradation

and contribute to moisture movement.

If the surface is in an area with regular use, keep an eye on hairline cracks near repaired zones. Minor changes

can be corrected early with appropriate crack repair strategies before they become moisture pathways.

Also consider drainage and vegetation. Overhanging plants keep surfaces damp. Dirt from landscaping can lodge

in textured peaks and hold moisture. Simple adjustments can reduce the load on the new finish.

A realistic expectation for “restoration”

Restoring exposed aggregate texture is not about making the slab look brand new forever. It is about bringing

the surface back into a stable, durable condition so it can age in a controlled way.

You can often recover the look by removing failed material, performing concrete repair and spalling repair where
needed, addressing crack repair thoughtfully, and applying concrete resurfacing with proper bond and texture
control. Where rebar corrosion or deeper deterioration is present, structural concrete restoration must come first,
then resurfacing can make the appearance coherent again.

In the end, the best resurfacing jobs feel like a return of the original intent. The texture holds up, the surface
sheds water better, and defects stop spreading. When workmanship and preparation are done carefully, the

restored surface looks right and behaves right, not just on the day it is finished.



