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Upholstered furniture adds comfort, style, and elegance to our living spaces. However, over time, it can 
accumulate dirt, stains, and odors that detract from its beauty. Cleaning upholstery is essential for 
maintaining its appearance and longevity, but it must be done carefully to avoid damaging the fabric. This 
comprehensive guide will explore how to clean various types of upholstery without causing harm, 
providing you with techniques, tips, and insights to keep your furniture looking its best.

Understanding Upholstery Fabrics

1.1 Common Upholstery Materials

Before diving into cleaning methods, it’s crucial to understand the types of fabrics commonly used in 
upholstery. Each material has its cleaning requirements and vulnerabilities, which can help inform your 
cleaning strategy.

• Cotton: Soft and breathable, cotton is prone to staining but can usually be cleaned effectively. 
• Linen: Elegant and natural, linen wrinkles easily and may shrink when wet; care is needed during 

cleaning. 
• Polyester: Durable and stain-resistant, polyester is often blended with other materials for 

enhanced performance. 
• Velvet: Luxurious and soft, velvet requires special care to prevent crushing and tracking dirt. 
• Leather: Timeless and sophisticated, leather needs specific cleaning products to maintain its 

suppleness without causing damage. 

1.2 Reading Fabric Labels

Most upholstered furniture comes with a care label that indicates the type of fabric and recommended 
cleaning methods. Familiarize yourself with the following codes:

• W: Water-based cleaning solutions are safe. 
• S: Use solvent-based cleaners only, as water may damage the fabric. 
• WS: Both water and solvent cleaners are acceptable. 
• X: Professional cleaning only, no home cleaners should be used. 

Understanding these labels ensures you choose appropriate cleaning methods for your upholstery.

Preparing for Cleaning

2.1 Gather Necessary Supplies

Before starting the cleaning process, gather the necessary supplies based on the fabric type and cleaning 
methods you’ll be using:

• Vacuum Cleaner: Equipped with an upholstery attachment for removing dust and debris. 
• Microfiber Cloths: Soft and non-abrasive, perfect for blotting stains. 
• Soft-Bristled Brush: Ideal for brushing away dirt from textured fabrics. 
• Cleaning Solutions: Choose appropriate cleaners based on the fabric type (water, solvent, or 
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commercial upholstery cleaner). 
• Bucket or Spray Bottle: For mixing and applying cleaning solutions. 
• Towels: For drying upholstery after cleaning. 

2.2 Test in an Inconspicuous Area

Before applying any cleaning solution, it’s essential to test it in an inconspicuous area of the upholstery. 
This will help determine if the fabric reacts adversely to the cleaner. Apply a small amount of the 
solution, let it dry, and inspect for discoloration or damage.

General Upholstery Cleaning Techniques

3.1 Vacuuming

Regular vacuuming is one of the best ways to maintain the cleanliness of your upholstery and prevent dirt 
buildup. Follow these steps:

1. Use the Right Attachment: Attach the upholstery nozzle to your vacuum cleaner. 
2. Thoroughly Vacuum: Gently vacuum all surfaces of the upholstery, paying special attention to 

seams, crevices, and cushions. Move cushions and pillows to access hidden areas. 
3. Brush Off Debris: Use a soft-bristled brush to dislodge stubborn dirt, pet hair, or lint before 

vacuuming. 

3.2 Spot Cleaning Stains

Accidents happen, and timely action is key to preventing stains from setting in. Follow these steps for 
effective spot cleaning:

1. Blot the Stain: Immediately blot spills with a clean microfiber cloth to absorb excess liquid. 
Avoid rubbing, as this can spread the stain. 

2. Choose the Right Cleaning Solution : 
• For water-based stains (e.g., juice, soda), use a mixture of mild dish soap and water. 
• For oil-based stains (e.g., grease, makeup), consider using a solvent-based cleaner. 

3. Apply the Solution: Dampen a clean cloth with the chosen solution and gently dab the stain. Start 
from the outside and work inward to prevent spreading. 

4. Rinse with Water: After treating the stain, dampen another cloth with plain water to rinse the 
area, removing any soap residue. 

5. Blot Dry: Finally, use a dry cloth to blot the area until it’s completely dry. 

3.3 Deep Cleaning Upholstery

Deep cleaning should be performed periodically, depending on usage and exposure to dirt. Here’s how to 
deep clean upholstery safely:

Method for Water-Safe Fabrics (Code W)

1. Prepare a Cleaning Solution: Mix warm water with a few drops of mild dish soap in a bucket. 
2. Dampen a Cloth: Dip a soft cloth into the solution, wringing out excess moisture so it’s damp but 

not soaking. 
3. Clean the Upholstery: Work in sections, gently wiping down the fabric. Be cautious around 

seams and zippers. 
4. Rinse: Use a separate damp cloth with plain water to remove soapy residue. 
5. Dry: Allow the upholstery to air dry completely, avoiding direct sunlight which can fade colors. 



Method for Solvent-Safe Fabrics (Code S)

1. Choose a Solvent Cleaner: Purchase a commercially available solvent-based upholstery cleaner. 
2. Follow Instructions: Apply according to manufacturer instructions, ensuring proper ventilation. 
3. Dab with a Cloth: Use a soft cloth to dab the cleaner onto the fabric, working in small sections. 
4. Remove Excess: Blot with a clean cloth to lift off dirt without saturating the fabric. 

3.4 Cleaning Leather Upholstery

Leather requires specific care to maintain its appearance and durability. Here’s how to clean leather 
upholstery safely:

1. Dust and Vacuum: Begin by dusting and vacuuming to remove loose particles. 
2. Create a Cleaning Solution: Mix equal parts of white vinegar and olive oil in a spray bottle. 
3. Apply the Solution: Lightly mist the solution onto a microfiber cloth, never directly on the 

leather. 
4. Gently Wipe: Wipe the leather in circular motions, ensuring even coverage. 
5. Condition: Follow up with a leather conditioner to keep the material supple and prevent cracking. 

Maintaining Upholstery Cleanliness

4.1 Regular Maintenance

Establish a routine to keep upholstery in good condition:

• Vacuum Weekly: Regular vacuuming helps prevent dirt buildup and prolongs upholstery life. 
• Immediate Spot Treatment: Address spills and stains as soon as they occur for the best chance 

of removal. 
• Rotate Cushions: For sofas with removable cushions, rotate them regularly to promote even 

wear. 

4.2 Protecting Your Upholstery

Consider investing in protective measures to extend the life of your upholstery:

• Fabric Protectors: Apply a fabric protector spray designed for your upholstery type to create a 
barrier against stains. 

• Slipcovers: Use slipcovers for frequently used furniture to protect the fabric and allow for easy 
washing. 

• Avoid Direct Sunlight: Position furniture away from direct sunlight to prevent fading over time. 

4.3 Seasonal Deep Cleaning

In addition to regular maintenance, consider performing a more thorough cleaning every season. This can 
include:

• Professional Cleaning: Hire a professional upholstery cleaner annually for specialized treatment. 
• Detailed Inspection: Check for signs of wear, damage, or pests during seasonal cleanings. 

Dealing with Specific Stains

5.1 Pet Stains

Pet accidents require immediate attention:

1. Blot Up Liquid: Quickly soak up urine with paper towels. 



2. Enzyme Cleaner: Utilize an enzyme-based cleaner specifically designed for pet stains. 
3. Rinse and Dry: Rinse with water and blot dry thoroughly. 

5.2 Grease and Oil Stains

For grease or oil stains:

1. Cornstarch or Baking Soda: Sprinkle cornstarch or baking soda on the stain to absorb excess oil 
and let sit for 15 minutes. 

2. Vacuum: Carefully vacuum up the powder. 
3. Spot Clean: Use a solvent cleaner to treat the area as described earlier. 

5.3 Ink Stains

Ink stains can be tricky:

1. Hairspray or Rubbing Alcohol: Dab a small amount of hairspray or rubbing alcohol on a cloth 
and gently blot the stain. 

2. Rinse: Rinse the area with a damp cloth to remove residues. 

5.4 Food and Drink Stains

Food spills can often be treated with basic methods:

1. Blot: Soak up excess liquid with a clean cloth. 
2. Mild Detergent Mixture: Use a mixture of mild detergent and water to treat the area. 
3. Rinse Thoroughly: Ensure all cleaning agents are removed by rinsing with a damp cloth. 

Conclusion
Cleaning upholstery without damaging it is achievable with the right knowledge, tools, and techniques. 
By understanding the various types of upholstery fabrics, adopting appropriate cleaning methods, and 
maintaining a regular cleaning routine, you can ensure your furniture remains beautiful and functional for 
years to come.

Remember, the key to successful upholstery care lies in prompt actions regarding spills and stains, as well 
as ongoing maintenance to prevent dirt accumulations. With these strategies in place, you’ll enjoy a clean, 
inviting environment that enhances the overall aesthetic and comfort of your living space. Embrace the 
process, keep your upholstery happy, and relish the transformation it brings to your home!
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