Someone finishes painting a room, steps back to look at the finished product, and
then sees the label on the can. Paint for the outside. A lot of people don’t want to
admit it, but it happens more often than they think. The first reaction is usually a
mix of panic and denial. Is the room messed up? Is it risky? Do we have to take
everything apart and put it back together?

The open response is complicated. Using exterior paint inside is not always a
disaster, but it's never the best choice, and in some cases, it can cause real
problems that you should take seriously. If you’'re a homeowner, it’'s really helpful to
know why exterior and interior paints are made differently, what those differences
mean in a living space, and what you can do if you’'ve already used them.

Why Exterior and Interior Paints Are Different

There is more than one kind of paint. Because the needs of each are so different,
manufacturers make interior and exterior paints in completely different ways.

Exterior paint is made to last through conditions that would ruin most indoor paints
in a season. It needs to be able to expand and contract with changes in
temperature, resist UV damage, keep out moisture, and stand up to wind-driven
rain, mold, mildew, and physical wear and tear from the weather. Exterior paints
have additives that interior paints don’t, like fungicides, mildewcides, and
plasticizers that keep the film flexible even after it goes through a lot of thermal
cycling.

Paint for the inside of a house is made with a very different set of goals in mind. It
should be easy to clean, not show dirt from everyday use, easy to touch up without
changing the sheen, and safe to breathe around once it’s dry. Interior paints use
binders and additives that give off gases quickly and at low levels, which means
they meet strict standards for indoor air quality. In the past few years, the amount
of VOCs in high-quality interior paints has gone down a lot. Many high-end lines are
now sold as having no VOCs or almost no VOCs.

The Main Issue: VOCs and the Quality of Indoor
Air

VOCs, or volatile organic compounds, are the main reason why using exterior paint
on interior walls is a bad idea. These are the chemicals that paint gives off as it



dries and hardens. They spread out into the open air when they are outside. They
build up inside, in a small space with not much airflow.

Exterior paints usually have more VOCs than interior paints because the additives
that make exterior paint weatherproof and flexible, like fungicides, mildewcides,
and plasticizers, also add to the VOC content. Some of these additives keep off-
gassing long after the paint feels and smells dry, especially in rooms with bad air
flow.

Being in a small space with high levels of VOCs for a short time can give you
headaches, make you feel dizzy, nauseous, and irritate your eyes and throat. Being
around these things for a long time in places with bad air flow is even worse for
your health. This is why building codes and paint companies always say not to use
exterior paint inside, especially in bedrooms, children’s rooms, and other places
where people spend a lot of time.

The practical meaning is clear. If you accidentally painted the outside of a room
with paint, your first priority should be to get some air in there. While the paint
dries, open all the windows, turn on fans to create cross-ventilation, and keep the
room as fresh as possible. Don’t sleep in the room until the paint smell has
completely gone away.

What Should | Do Now That | Used Outside Paint
Inside?

This is one of the most common questions people ask about this topic. The answer
depends on how much paint was used and where it was used.

If the paint is still wet

If you see the mistake before the paint dries, the best thing to do is to take off as
much of it as you can while it is still wet. Pick up extra paint with a roller, then wipe
the surface with a damp cloth. You won’t be able to get rid of it completely, but
making the film thinner will significantly lower the VOC load. As soon as the surface
is dry enough to paint over again, which is usually four to six hours for most exterior
latex paints, open the windows and let the air in.



If the paint has already dried

A single coat of exterior latex paint on an inside wall is not an emergency once it
has dried completely. Once the paint film has formed, the rate at which VOCs are
released drops a lot. The main worry now is that the plasticizers and biocides in the
formula are still off-gassing at a low level. Once the outside paint has dried enough
to accept another coat, usually 24 hours for most products, open the windows and
doors to let in fresh air. You might also want to put a good coat of interior paint over
the top.

Don’t freak out and try to peel the paint off the wall. That process exposes people to
a lot more airborne particles and chemicals than just painting over it. A coat of paint
on the inside covers the paint on the outside and stops any real off-gassing worries.

Specific rooms to treat more carefully

Some rooms need more care than others. Homeowners need to quickly take care of
bedrooms, especially those for kids or people with breathing problems, allergies, or
chemical sensitivities. Below, we go into more detail about the more complicated
calculation of using exterior paint inside a bathroom or garage.

Can | Use Exterior Paint Inside My Bathroom?

When homeowners think about exterior paint, they most often do so in the
bathroom. It makes sense: bathrooms are wet and humid, and paint for the outside
is made to resist moisture. That must make it a better fit than regular paint for the
inside, right?

The argument that moisture resistance makes sense on the surface doesn’t hold up
when you look at it more closely. Modern paints for bathrooms are made to work
well in places with a lot of moisture. They have finishes that can be scrubbed clean
and resist mold and mildew, as well as binders that keep moisture out. A good
interior paint that says it’s safe for use in the bathroom or kitchen works just as well
as exterior paint for keeping out moisture, but without the VOC worries.

Like any other room in the house, painting the outside of a bathroom can cause off-
gassing. This is even worse in bathrooms because they usually don’t have as much
natural ventilation as living areas. When you take a hot shower, the temperature
and humidity go up, which can reactivate off-gassing from some exterior paint



additives long after the paint has dried.

No matter how wet your bathroom gets, the best advice is to use a special paint for
the inside of the bathroom instead of paint for the outside. The products are made
just for this purpose, and they do the job without any problems.

Can | Use Exterior Paint Inside My Garage?

The garage is a real gray area. Air from the inside of a house can move into
attached garages that are connected to the living space. This means that VOCs
from the garage walls and floors can get into living areas through gaps around
doors and HVAC ducts. In this case, paint on the outside of garage walls can cause
the same problems with indoor air quality as any other room.

A garage that is not connected to the house by air is a different story. It is open to
the weather outside, can get wet from cars and equipment, and is usually well-
ventilated when the doors are open. The paint on the outside of the house works
pretty well in this setting, and the VOC issue isn’t as big of a deal since the space
isn't always occupied.

Even in a detached garage, though, an epoxy coating made for floors is better than
exterior paint on the floor, and an interior latex with good scrubbability is better
than most exterior paints on the walls in a garage setting. The purpose of exterior
paint is to be used on outdoor surfaces. It's a good compromise for a garage, but
not the best one.

Interior vs Exterior Paint: Key Differences at a
Glance

Factor Interior Paint Exterior Paint
VOC content Low to very low Moderate to higher
Flexibility Less flexible Highly flexible for temperature cycling
UV resistance Minimal High
Biocides and fungicides Minimal or none Present
Scrubbability High Moderate

Safe for enclosed spaces Yes Not recommended



Factor Interior Paint Exterior Paint
Finish options Wide range Typically satin to gloss
Touch-up ease Excellent Moderate

Can you paint the trim inside with paint for the
outside?

People often ask about trim in particular. Baseboards, door frames, and window
casings are all parts of the interior trim that get more wear and tear than walls. It
gets hit, scratched, and cleaned more often, which makes durability a good reason
to use exterior paint.

Trim has the same VOC problems as walls, but there’s a difference: trim covers a
much smaller area than walls, so the total VOC load from a coat of exterior paint on
interior trim is lower. The emissions are still there, but they are less harmful.

Quality interior trim paint is the best way to get high-durability interior trim. This
paint is made to be more resistant to impacts and scrubbing than regular wall paint,
but it doesn’t have the biocides and high VOC levels that exterior paint does.
Interior trim paints like Sherwin-Williams Duration Interior and Benjamin Moore
Advance, which are alkyd-modified, last a long time without the problems that come
with exterior paints. These items are a much better option than using exterior paint
to fix a problem with durability.

What the Manufacturer Says About Sherwin-
Williams Exterior Paint for Interior

Sherwin-Williams, like all other big paint companies, says clearly that you shouldn’t
use their exterior paint products inside. All of their exterior lines, like Emerald
Exterior, SuperPaint Exterior, and Duration Exterior, are marked for outdoor use
only. They also have biocide packages and plasticizers that are safe for outdoor use.

Sherwin-Williams makes special interior versions of all of their exterior products.
Emerald Interior is a zero-VOC formula that is very easy to wash and lasts a long
time. It solves every real performance issue that someone might have with using
exterior paint indoors. Any Sherwin-Williams store can match the color of an
exterior paint that you like and want to use inside. You can choose the color and the



formula separately.

For a broader look at how paint and finish choices affect interior design outcomes,
the interior design guides at Home Narratives cover color selection, sheen choices,
and finish decisions across every room in the home.

The Environmental Protection Agency’s indoor air quality guidance provides
authoritative information on VOC exposure and its effects on indoor air quality for
homeowners who want to understand the science in more detail.

Frequently Asked Questions

What happens if | use outdoor paint inside?

When you use outdoor paint inside, the people in the room are exposed to more
VOCs than they would be if they used interior paint. Headaches, nausea, and
irritation of the eyes or throat can happen in the short term during and after
application. When the paint is completely dry and cured, the risk goes down a lot.
However, some biocides and plasticizers in exterior formulations still give off gas at
low levels. Make sure the room is well-ventilated, and think about painting the
outside again with a good interior paint after the first coat has dried.

Can you paint Marvin Elevate windows with interior paint?

A good interior trim paint is the best choice if you are painting the wood parts inside
Marvin Elevate windows. When you paint the outside of your window trim, you have
the same VOC concerns as when you paint the inside of your house. Before painting
or finishing any of Marvin’s Elevate products, always check their specific finishing
instructions to make sure you don’t void the warranty.

Is there really any difference between interior and exterior
paint?

Yes, and the differences are big. Exterior paint has more VOCs, fungicides,
mildewcides, and plasticizers that are meant to last outside. Interior paint is made
to have low emissions, be easy to scrub, and be easy to touch up in small spaces.
Using them interchangeably doesn’t take into account the reasons why each one
was made. There are real differences in performance in both directions: using
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exterior paint inside can make the air quality worse, and using interior paint outside
makes it break down much faster than an exterior paint would.

Can you use exterior paint on internal walls?

You can, in that it will stick and make a colored surface. You shouldn’t do that
because exterior paint has more VOCs and biocides than indoor paint, which is not
needed indoors and can make the air quality worse. Using exterior paint on interior
walls won’t make them look or feel any better than using good interior paint. Some
people say that the only exception is the walls of an interior garage in a detached
building, where the space isn’t always occupied and the temperature changes call
for a more flexible coating.

Technically, yes, you can use exterior paint on interior walls, but practically, no. It
will stick, it will change the color of the wall, and in most cases, one accidental coat
won’t cause a long-term problem. But it's never the right tool for the job; it makes
the air quality worse, which interior paint is designed to avoid, and there’s no
interior application where a good interior paint doesn’t work just as well.

If you've already used it, open a window, let it dry completely, and then paint over
it with an interior product. When you have to choose what to use next time, always
go with the product made for the type of environment you’re painting in.



