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Unless your woodworking 
projects are limited to 
knockdown furniture and 
timber-frame barns, you are 
already quite familiar with a 
variety of tubes, bottles, bags 
and jugs of this sticky stuff. 
Over the years, you’ve probably 
grown used to working with 
a few favorites, and even 
learned some tricks to deal 
with less-desirable qualities.

Eventually, you’ll start 
in on a project only to �ind 
that your go-to glue may not 
satisfy the bonding needs of 
the materials or task at hand. 
When that happens, you’ll 
�ind yourself at the mercy of 
catalogs and home centers 
looking for the perfect product.

There are dozens of choices, 
but selecting a suitable adhesive 
needn’t be dizzying. I’ve divided 
the woodworking glues into a few 
basic categories and provided 
a side-by-side comparison to 
help you quickly weigh your 
options. In addition to the 
quick-reference chart on page 
40, you’ll �ind adhesive advice 
focusing on common problems, 
as well as valuable suggestions 
destined to stick with you.

Complete Guide to 
Woodworking Glues
Use the match-maker chart 
for all of your glue-up needs
By Joe Hurst-Wajszczuk
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Glue Simple (uncompounded)
Polyvinyl Acetate (PVA)

Compound
PVA

Compound
PVA

Compound
PVA

Dry Hide Glue Liquid Hide Glue Polyurethane Epoxy Urea Formaldehyde Cyanoacrylate

Pot Life N/A N/A N/A N/A Several days N/A N/A 4-50 minutes+ 2-4 hours+ N/A

Open Time 10  minutes 5 minutes 5 minutes 10 minutes 1 minute + 10 minutes 15-30 minutes 5-30 minutes+ 5-30 minutes+ 1 minute+

Clamp Time/
Cure ti me

60 minutes/
24 hours

30 minutes/
24 hours

30 minutes/
24 hours

30 minutes/
24 hours

Clamping not needed 
(glue sets as it cools) / 
24 hours

30 minutes/
24 hours

1-4 hours 15 minutes-15 hours+ 5-15 hours+ 1 minute+

Color when dry Clear Yellow Yellow Light brown Amber Amber Amber Clear to Amber Tan Clear

Cleanup Water Water Water Water Water Water Mineral spirits Lacquer thinner, acetone, 
denatured alcohol, vinegar

Water Acetone

Water
Resistance

Low Low Very Good
(Type II)

Excellent
(Type I)

Low Low Excellent
(Type I and II)

Excellent; stable in 
temperatures up to 200°F

Excellent; stable in 
temperatures up to 180°F

Low

Shelf Life 2 years 2 years 2 years 2 years Indefi nite 1 year 1 year 2-3 years 1 year 1 year

Cost $5 for 16 oz. $6 for 16 oz. $8 for 16 oz. $10 for 16 oz. $15 for 1 lb. $13 for 16 oz. $11 for 12 oz. $52 for 48 oz. $25 for 411⁄⁄1⁄11⁄1⁄2⁄2⁄2⁄2⁄  lbs. $12 for 2 oz.

Notes Good for craft s, but not 
ideal for woodworking. 
Vulnerability to heat and 
moisture makes it suitable 
for instances requiring 
reversibility.

Best all-
around 
choice for 
joinery and 
casework 
on interior 
projects.

Water resis-
tance makes it 
a good choice 
for projects 
likely to face 
exposure to 
moisture or 
bad weather.

Best PVA for projects 
that might get stressed 
when wet, but not 
suited for constant 
submersion.
Additi onal working 
ti me a plus for large/
complex glue-ups.

Fast initi al tack; favor-
ite choice for veneer. 
Reversibility a plus for 
anti ques and musical 
instruments. New 
glue bonds to old. 
Must mix with water 
in glue pot and heat 
to 140°-150°F.

Same benefi ts 
as hot hide glue, 
minus the quick 
tack.

Best choice for wet 
woods, and for 
bonding wood to 
non-wood.
Moisture required. 
Glue can stain skin. 
Foam produced 
during curing process 
complicates cleanup.

Good for laminati ons, outdoor 
furniture, marine applicati ons, 
and gap-fi lling.
Skin contact can trigger 
allergic reacti ons. Wear gloves, 
glasses and respirator when 
mixing and sanding. Requires 
mixing hardener with resin.

Good for veneering and 
bent laminati ons, but not 
suited for constant submer-
sion. Contains formaldehyde. 
Gloves, glasses, and respira-
tor required when mixing, 
using and sanding. Available 
in powder and liquid.

Best for quick repairs. 
Use an accelerator for 
instant bonds. Keep 
a bott le of debonder 
handy for accidental 
spills.

+Varies because of product formulati on and outside factors, including
temperature, wood species, and the wood’s moisture content.

Woodworking Glue Chart

Cure ti me: The ti me it takes for a glue joint 
to achieve full 100% bonding strength.
Shelf life: The period of ti me that glue 
remains useable. (Note: Excessive heat, humidity, 
or repeated freeze/thaw cycles will cause 

glues to spoil prematurely. Under ideal 
conditi ons, adhesives remain useable for 
longer ti me periods. If a glue appears 
abnormal, test fi rst, or toss it in the trash.)

Glossary:
Pot life: The maximum amount of ti me 
you have to apply two-component glues to 
your work aft er they have been mixed.
Open ti me: The maximum amount of ti me glued 
pieces can be left  open to the air before assembly.

Clamp ti me: The minimum amount of ti me required 
before you can remove the clamps from a glue-up 
assembly. (Note: PVAs and hide glue off er only 30-50% 
of full strength at stated ti me. If a joint is under stress, 
maintain clamping pressure for the full cure ti me.)
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Glue-Choosing Considerati ons

Under the ideal situations, all 
woodworking glues are capable 
of creating bonds stronger than 
the wood.  Selecting the “best” 
adhesive depends on other 
factors, including temperature, 

working time, and weather 
resistance. Here’s a quick-pick 
guide to help you select the right 
glue for new work or old, indoors 
or outside, and the variety of 
materials woodworkers use.

In some cases, several glues 
can �it the bill. Study the 
working properties of each 
glue in the chart to see if you 
can use what you have on hand, 
or if it’s time to go shopping.

Open ti me, 
working ti me, 
and curing ti me 

all relate to how long it will 
take to glue up a project from 
applicati on to maximum bonding. 
Depending on the project, 
speed can be an ally or enemy.

Fast: Hot hide glue tacks 
in minutes, but with the aid 

of an accelerator, CAs bond 
instantly. If you can aff ord 
a few minutes, fast-curing 
epoxies cure in minutes, but 
off er considerable strength.

Slow: Titebond III and liquid 
hide glue off er more ti me for 
complex or multi -stage glue-
ups. For even more ti me, try 
Titebond Extend (see sidebar, 

right). Polyurethane allows 
a comfortable working ti me 
for complicated glue-ups, 
but keep the clamps on unti l 
fi nal cure or the foam can 
cause joints to open. You 
can double epoxy’s working 
ti me with slower hardener. 
(Lowering the temperature 
will also buy more ti me.)

A litt le plasti city is necessary 
to allow for some wood 

movement, but slipping or stretching (oft en 
the result of constant long-term loads) that 
doesn’t snap back is called creep. In smaller 
projects, creep means visible glue lines and 
laminati ons that lose their shape. In larger 
structures, creep can spell joint failure.

Avoid: White glue. It creeps the most, but 
most PVAs can stretch under long-term loads.

Try: Urea formaldehyde and epoxy are 
the safest choices, but polyurethane is more 
convenient, and suitable for non-structural 
projects. In the PVA category, Titebond 
Extend off ers the best creep resistance. CA 
glue bonds are sti ff  to the point of britt le; 
the bond can be broken with a hard rap.

Flexibility/Creep
Gloves, respirators, goggles, and 
good venti lati on provide decent 
defense, but if you are concerned 

about the eff ects of long-term exposure, or 
if you are chemically sensiti ve, steer clear of 
adhesives containing problemati c chemicals, 
including those requiring solvent-based 
cleaners. (If in doubt, get a Material Safety 
Data Sheet [MSDS] from the manufacturer.)

Avoid: Urea formaldehyde. It contains 
formaldehyde, a skin and lung irritant, and 
possible carcinogen. Polyurethane and epoxies 
contain sensiti zers that can trigger allergic 
reacti ons. CA fumes irritate eyes, nose, and lungs.

Try: PVAs. These are nontoxic and clean up with 
water. Hide glue is made from skins and hooves. 
You wouldn’t want to eat the stuff , but you needn’t 
worry if your dog happened to fi nd your glue pot.

Toxicity

Gap 
Filling
If a joint is slightly less than 
perfect, you may not need to 
worry. As long as 50% of the 
joint faces are in contact, most 
glues will hold ti ght. (In such 
cases, consider leaving the 
clamps on through full curing to 
keep mati ng surfaces as snug 
as possible.) Bad craft smanship 
and poor clamping practi ces 
are another story. If you have 
a bridle joint with visible gaps, 
or a tenon that slides around 
within its morti se, you need 
a gap-fi lling specialist.

Avoid: Polyurethane glue. 
It foams as it cures, but the 
dry froth has no signifi cant 
strength. PVA might also 
seem like a quick fi x, but that 
gap-fi lling puddle will shrink 
as it dries. In both cases, the 
adhesives create a fi lm that 
seals the cell walls, complicati ng 
a future fi x. (PVAs work if you 
can pack the joint to establish 
direct wood-to-wood contact.)

Try: Epoxy is the best 
choice for structural, gap-
fi lling repairs. You can build 
epoxy fi llets around joints for 
additi onal reinforcement.

Special-blend PVAs possess certain abiliti es that have made 
them shop favorites. With a 15-minute open ti me (twice 
as long as regular Titebond), Titebond Extend is useful in 
complex glue-ups. For cabinetry, try Titebond Melamine. 
As the name suggests, this PVA sti cks to melamine, and 
also vinyl, high pressure laminates (and wood). Titebond  
No-Run, No-Drip stays put and grabs quickly, making 
it perfect when installing molding and trim. Glue-lines 
shouldn’t show, but when they might, Titebond II Dark can 
prevent the lines from standing out on darker woods.

Custom PVA Blends

Woodworking in poorly heated spaces during 
winter months oft en leads to glue failure. If the temperature 
drops below a certain point, or if the stock was cold to start 
with, some glues can’t cure (or sti ck) like they should.

Avoid: PVAs. Most of these require a temperature above 50° F to 
work. When yellow glue dries white, it means that the temperature 
fell below the glue’s chalk temperature and that the joint will likely fail.

Try: Epoxies. These cure best at 70° F, but some mixes work in 
temperatures as low as 35° F. (In chilly conditi ons, you can use a 
heat lamp or hair dryer to help the epoxy kick in.) Titebond III can 
be used as low as 45° F. Liquid hide glue begins to gel at 50° F, but 
if you keep the bott le warm, it can be used in colder weather.

Temperature Sensiti vity

There’s a diff erence 
between waterproof 
(Type I), water-resistant 

(Type II) and constant immersion. 
Type I testi ng involves several 
boiling/backing cycles and 
then testi ng the samples while 
they’re sti ll wet. Type II testi ng 
involves three soaking cycles and 
three drying cycles before the 
samples are tested. Despite type-
rati ngs, all PVAs will soft en in a 
constant marine environment.

Avoid: White and hide glues. 
Their bonds can be undone 
with hot water. (This can be an 

advantage when expecti ng repairs. 
Conservators prefer hide glue 
because new glue reacti vates old.) 

Try: Epoxy is the only adhesive 
suited for constant water contact 
but for typical outdoor projects, 
Titebond II, polyurethane, and 
urea formaldehyde will all hold 
their own. For projects that might 
be exposed to hot water, consider 
Titebond III. (Boiling water 
acti vates Titebond III crosslinking 
polymers, improving Titebond 
III's bond. At temperatures 
above 200°F epoxy and urea 
formaldehyde lose stability.) 

Water-Resistance

Working Time

Illustrati ons: Shayne Hiles
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