
 

How to remove scratches and swirls  
 

Scratches, swirls, scuff marks and holograms—while they go by many names, the end result is 
that they make your car look dull, dated and old.  
 
Most owners think of scratches as automotive wrinkles: an inevitable part of their car's aging 
process. But with recent advancements in paint care technologies, it’s now safe and easy for 
anyone to dramatically improve their car’s appearance.  
 

What you’ll need: 
 Soft foam applicator pad 

 Clean 100% cotton terry towel 

 Premium microfiber towel 

 Premium scratch remover 

 Scratch compound 

 Premium polish 

 Premium durable, water-repellent wax 

 Carnauba wax 
 

Scratches, swirls and scuff marks 
Scratches, swirls, holograms, spider webs and towel marks are all below-surface defects, 
meaning that something has removed a small amount of paint material or film.  
 
Swirls: Also referred to as holograms, spider webs or towel marks, these terms describe the 
shallowest type of scratch possible. Typically, these defects just lightly mar the surface of the 
paint or clear coat enough to dull the reflection and add circular lines around reflections of the 
sun. 
Scratches: Generally deeper than swirls, scratches can be removed so long as you can't feel the 
scratch with your fingernail. If you are able to feel the scratch, you might need a professional to 
correct it. 
Scuff marks: These occur when something like a pole, garage opening or another car rubs 
against your car at a specific point, like along your bumper. Scuffs often transfer some paint 
color to your car. 
 

Steps for removing defects 
There are several safe and easy ways that you can use to remove these defects on your own. 
Follow these steps, and then choose the right solution for your needs: 
 
Step 1: Start with a clean surface. 
Clean your vehicle with a quality wash made specifically for cars. Dish-washing detergents are 
very harsh and can actually dry out your car's paint, leading to oxidation and premature aging. 



 

 
Step 2: Remove any above-surface contaminants. 
Use a clay bar to remove anything that sticks to your paint after you finish washing your car.  
 
Step 3: Determine the severity of the defect. 
Using the following chart, identify the defect, and then select the appropriate product to 
correct the condition: 
 

Defect/Condition Recommended product 

Paint is generally clear and reflective, with just 
an isolated scratch, blemish or scuff mark. 

Since you are trying to correct a defined area, a 
scratch remover is a good choice here, as you 
will only be working on the targeted area. 

Swirls, holograms or light towel marks. (Look 
for multiple fine, circular marks that ring the 
sun's reflection in your paint.) 

Light swirls and scratches are best managed 
with a polish instead of a compound. Polish 
tends to be less aggressive than compounds 
and will leave a bright polished finish. You can 
apply polish by hand or with a polishing tool. 

Heavier scratches, oxidation, stains, water 
spots and blemishes. Long, straight marks from 
automatic car wash brushes. 

This type of defect will require a compound in 
order to effectively remove the scratches and 
oxidation. Compound can be applied by hand 
or with a polishing tool. Once the compound 
step is completed, the finish should be 
evaluated, and you can decide if you want to 
then apply a polish to achieve an even more 
brilliant finish. 

 
What to do if you have clear coat 
There are a variety of products that are marked as safe for clear coats. Before purchasing, check 
the label to be sure you're buying products that are safe on all paint finishes, including clear 
coats.   
 
Step 4: Apply the appropriate product as directed. 
Now that you've identified the type of defect and selected the appropriate product, simply 
follow the directions on the label. These four tips will also help you correctly apply any of the 
products mentioned in step 3: 
 

1. Work one 2' x 2' section at a time, making 3–5 medium-pressure passes.  
2. Apply and remove product using a soft foam applicator pad or a clean, high-quality 

microfiber towel.  
3. Unlike waxes, compounds and polishes do not require the product to dry before 

removing. In fact, it’s easier to work on small sections and wipe the surface clean before 
the compund or polish dries. If the product does dry, it will not cause any damage; it just 
makes removal more difficult. Erring on the side of using a little more product than 
necessary will make removal easier. 
 



 

Step 5: Protect. 
The last step is to protect that killer finish with a high-quality wax. Not sure which type to use? 
Read How to wax your car for information on choosing and applying wax. 
 
Shop our full selection of car washing tools and accessories at your local Walmart store or at 
Walmart.com/Auto 
 
Important Wal-Mart Disclaimer: Proper service and repair procedures are vital to the safe, reliable operation of all 

motor vehicles as well as the personal safety of those performing the repairs and those riding in the motor vehicles. 
Standard safety procedures and precautions (including use of safety goggles and other safety equipment, proper 
tools and equipment) should be followed at all times to limit the possibility of personal injury or improper service which 
could damage the vehicle or compromise its safety. Personal injury could result from the failure to take adequate 
safety precautions when repairing or maintaining your vehicle. Although this material has been prepared with the 
intent to provide reliable information, no warranty or representation (express or implied), including the warranties of 
merchantability and fitness for a particular purpose, is made as to its accuracy or completeness. Neither is any 
liability assumed for loss or damage of any kind resulting from reliance on this material and Wal-Mart shall not be 
liable for any loss or damage of any kind resulting from reliance on this material. Users employ the information 
contained in this material at their own risk. This material is provided only as a helpful guide and does not replace the 
information and instructions contained in the motor vehicle’s owner’s manual and product manufacturer’s 
recommendations. Users are cautioned to consult the motor vehicle’s owner’s manual and product manufacturer’s 
recommendations for additional information and instructions. Failure to follow the motor vehicle’s owner’s manual and 
the product manufacturer’s recommendations could result in damage to your vehicle or personal injury.  
 


