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MASTERING THE
ESSENTIALS: HOW
TO USE A POP
RIVET GUN FOR
STRONG, LASTING
JOINTS

Whether  you  are  a
s e a s o n e d  D I Y
e n t h u s i a s t  o r  a
w e e k e n d  w a r r i o r
t a c k l i n g  a  h o m e
improvement  project,
there comes a moment
when  sc rews  fee l
flimsy  and  welding  is
overkill.  That  is  the
moment you reach for
a  pop  rivet  gun.  This
humble,  unassuming
too l  i s  the  sec re t
beh ind  count less

s t u r d y
a s s e m b l i e s — f r o m
aircraft  fuselages  to
kitchen cabinets,  from
metal  roofing  to
automotive  panels.
Learning how to use a
pop rivet gun  opens
up  a  world  of  repair
a n d  f a b r i c a t i o n
possibilities,  allowing
you  to  join  materials
quickly,  securely,  and
with  a  professional
finish.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,
w e  w i l l  w a l k  y o u
through  every  step,
from selecting the right
rivet to troubleshooting
common  mistakes,  so
you  can  r ivet  with
confidence.
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WHAT IS A POP
RIVET GUN AND
WHY SHOULD YOU

OWN ONE?

A  pop  rivet  gun,  also
known as a blind rivet
tool,  is  a  handheld
device  designed  to
install  rivets  without
requiring access to the
b a c k  s i d e  o f  t h e
workpiece. Unlike solid
rivets that need to be
hammered  or  bucked,
pop rivets  can be set
from  one  side  only,
m a k i n g  t h e m
indispensable  for
enclosed  or  hard-to-
reach  areas.  The  gun
works  by  pul l ing  a
mandrel  (the  central
pin)  through  the  rivet
body,  causing  it  to
expand and clamp the
materials  together.
When  the  mandrel
snaps  off,  you  are  left
w i t h  a  c l e a n ,
permanent  joint.
Pop  r ivet  guns  are

w i d e l y  u s e d  i n
m e t a l w o r k i n g ,
automotive  repair,
HVAC  ductwork,  boat
building, and countless
household  repairs.
They  are  affordable,
easy  to  operate,  and
r e q u i r e  m i n i m a l
m a i n t e n a n c e .
Understanding how to
use a pop rivet gun
correctly  ensures  that
your  rivets  hold  tight,
your  materials  stay
a l igned,  and  your
projects stand the test
of time.

TYPES OF POP
RIVET GUNS:
WHICH ONE IS
RIGHT FOR YOU?

Before  diving  into  the
technique,  it  helps  to
know  the  different
types of pop rivet guns
available.  Each design
has  its  strengths,  and
your  choice  depends
o n  t h e  s c a l e  a n d
frequency  of  your
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work.

Manual
Hand-
Held
Rivet
Guns
These  are  the  most
c o m m o n  a n d
economical  option.
Manual guns have two
long handles  that  you
squeeze  together  to
pull the mandrel. They
are perfect for light to
medium-duty  work,
such as attaching trim
pane ls ,  repa i r ing
gutters,  or  assembling
furniture. They require
some  hand  strength,
but modern ergonomic
designs reduce fatigue.

Lever-
Style
Rivet
Guns
Lever-style guns use a
scissor-like mechanism
that  multiplies  your
force,  making  them
easier to use for larger
r ivets  or  repeated
installations.  They  are
a  great  upgrade  from
basic  hand  tools  and
offer  better  control  for
precision  work.

Pneumati
c Rivet
Guns
For  high-volume  or
industrial  applications,
pneumatic  rivet  guns
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a r e  p o w e r e d  b y
compressed  air.  They
deliver fast, consistent
results  with  minimal
effort  from  the
operator.  These  are
ideal  for  production
environments,  auto
body shops, and metal
fabrication facilities.

Battery-
Powered
Rivet
Guns
Cordless  electric  rivet
guns  are  becoming
increasingly popular for
profess ionals  and
serious  DIYers.  They
eliminate the need for
hand strength  and air
hoses,  offering  speed
and  convenience  on
job  sites.  They  are
particularly  useful
when  installing  many

r i v e t s  i n  q u i c k
succession.

ANATOMY OF A
POP RIVET:
UNDERSTANDING
THE PARTS

To master how to use
a pop rivet gun, you
must  first  understand
the rivet  itself.  A  pop
rivet  consists  of  two
main components:

The Rivet
Body: This is the
hollow,
cylindrical
portion that
expands and
clamps the
materials
together. It is
made from
materials like
aluminum, steel,
stainless steel,
copper, or
monel,
depending on the
application.
The Mandrel:
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The central stem
that runs through
the body. It has a
larger head on
one end that sits
against the rivet
body. When you
pull the mandrel,
the head is
drawn into the
body, causing it
to bulge and
form a tight joint.
The mandrel
eventually snaps
at a
predetermined
break point.

The term "pop" comes
from  the  sound  the
mandrel makes when it
breaks.  Understanding
this  mechanism  helps
you  t roub leshoot
issues  such  as  rivets
t h a t  w o n ' t  s e t  o r
mandrels  that  snap
prematurely.

CHOOSING THE

RIGHT RIVET: SIZE,
MATERIAL, AND
GRIP RANGE

Selecting  the  correct
r i v e t  i s  j u s t  a s
important  as  knowing
how  to  use  a  pop
rivet  gun.  Using  the
wrong size or material
can lead to weak joints
or rapid corrosion.

Rivet
Diameter
Rivets  are  measured
by  their  diameter,
typically  ranging  from
1/8  inch  (3.2  mm)  to
1/4 inch (6.4 mm). The
hole  you  drill  should
m a t c h  t h e  r i v e t
d i a m e t e r
closely—usually  0.1
mm to 0.2 mm larger
than  the  rivet  body.
Too tight, and the rivet
won't insert; too loose,
and  the  joint  will  be
weak.
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Grip
Range
The  grip  range  refers
to  the  total  thickness
of  the  materials  you
are joining.  Each rivet
i s  d e s i g n e d  f o r  a
specific  range  (for
example,  1/8  inch  to
5/16  inch).  Always
measure your material
stack  and  choose  a
rivet whose grip range
fully covers it. Using a
rivet  with  too  short  a
grip range will result in
a loose joint; too long a
range  may  cause  the
mandre l  t o  b reak
b e f o r e  t h e  b o d y
expands  fully.

Material
Compatib

ility
Choose  rivet  material
based on the materials
you are joining and the
environment  they  will
be in. Aluminum rivets
are  lightweight  and
corrosion-resistant,
ideal for general indoor
use.  Steel  rivets  are
stronger and better for
structural  applications
but  may  rust  i f  not
coated.  Stainless steel
rivets  offer  excellent
corrosion resistance for
outdoor or marine use.
Copper  and  monel
r ivets  are  used  in
spec ia l i zed  h igh-
t e m p e r a t u r e  o r
c o r r o s i v e
environments.

ESSENTIAL TOOLS
AND SAFETY GEAR

Before  you  begin ,
gather  the  following
i tems  to  ensure  a
smooth  workflow:
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Pop rivet gun
with the correct
nosepiece for
your rivet size
Pop rivets of
the appropriate
size, material,
and grip range
Drill with a
sharp bit
matching the
rivet diameter
Center punch
to mark hole
locations
Hammer to tap
the center punch
Safety glasses
to protect eyes
from metal
shavings and
snapped
mandrels
Work gloves to
protect hands
from sharp edges
Clamps or a
vice to hold
workpieces
together
Deburring tool
or file to clean

hole edges

Sa fe ty  canno t  be
overstated.  Snapped
mandrels  fly  off  with
surprising  speed,  and
metal  shavings  from
drilling can cause eye
injuries.  Always  wear
safety  glasses  when
operating  a  pop  rivet
gun.

STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE: HOW TO
USE A POP RIVET
GUN

Now  let's  get  to  the
heart  of  the  matter.
Fol low  these  steps
carefully  to  achieve
strong,  professional-
looking  riveted  joints.

Step 1:
Prepare
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Your
Workpiec

es
Clean  the  surfaces  to
be joined. Remove any
paint ,  rust ,  o i l ,  or
debr i s  tha t  cou ld
interfere  with  a  tight
fit.  Align  the  pieces
exactly  as  you  want
them  to  remain,  and
clamp  them  securely
together. This prevents
movement  dur ing
drilling and riveting.

Step 2:
Mark and
Center
Punch the

Hole
Locations
Use a measuring tape
or  ruler  to  mark  the
exact positions for your
rivets. Place the marks
at least twice the rivet
diameter  from  the
edge of the material to
avoid  tearing.  Use  a
center  punch  and
hammer  to  create  a
small  dimple  at  each
mark.  This  guides  the
drill bit and prevents it
from wandering.

Step 3:
Drill the
Holes
Select  a  drill  bit  that
matches  the  r ivet
diameter. Drill  straight
through both pieces at
each  center-punched
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l o c a t i o n .  A v o i d
applying  excessive
pressure—let the bit do
the work. After drilling,
use a deburring tool or
file  to  remove  sharp
edges from both sides
o f  t h e  h o l e .  T h i s
ensures the rivet body
inserts  smoothly  and
seats  properly.

Step 4:
Insert the
Rivet into
the Gun
Select  the  correct
nosepiece  for  your
rivet size and screw it
onto  the  rivet  gun.
Insert  the  mandrel  of
the  r i ve t  i n to  the
nosepiece  until  the
rivet  body  is  flush
against the nosepiece.
For manual guns, push
the  handles  apart  to

open  the  jaws  before
inserting the mandrel.

Step 5:
Position
the Rivet
in the
Hole
Insert  the  rivet  body
through  the  aligned
h o l e s  o f  y o u r
workpieces. Ensure the
rivet  flange  (the  wider
head)  is  sitting  flush
a g a i n s t  t h e  t o p
surface.  Hold  the  gun
perpendicular  to  the
workpiece to keep the
rivet straight.

Step 6:
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Set the
Rivet
For a manual rivet gun,
squeeze  the  handles
together  steadily  and
firmly.  Continue
squeezing  until  you
feel  a  sudden  release
and hear a "pop." This
indicates  the  mandrel
has  snapped .  Fo r
pneumatic  or  battery-
powered  guns,  press
the  trigger  and  hold
unt i l  the  mandre l
breaks automatically.

Step 7:
Inspect
the Joint
Check  that  the  rivet
head  is  flush  against
the  top  surface  and
that  the materials  are
t i g h t l y  c l a m p e d

together.  The  broken
mandrel will be ejected
from the gun or remain
i n  t h e
nosepiece—remove  it
before  inserting  the
next  rivet.  If  the joint
feels loose or the rivet
h e a d  i s  n o t  f u l l y
formed, you may need
t o  a d j u s t  y o u r
technique or choose a
different rivet size.

COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO AVOID
THEM

Even  exper ienced
users  can  run  into
problems. Here are the
most  frequent  issues
and  how  to  fix  them.

Rivet
Won't Set
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or
Mandrel
Snaps

Early
This  usually  happens
when the grip range is
t o o  s h o r t  f o r  t h e
material  thickness  or
the  hole  is  too  tight.
C h e c k  y o u r  r i v e t
selection  and  drill  bit
size.  Also,  ensure  the
gun's nosepiece is fully
tightened and the jaws
a r e  g r i p p i n g  t h e
mandrel  properly.

Rivet
Spins in
the Hole
I f  the  rivet  rotates
when you try to set it,

the  hole  may  be  too
large, or the materials
are not clamped tightly
enough.  Always use a
drill  bit  that  matches
the rivet diameter and
clamp your workpieces
securely.

Joint is
Loose
After
Setting
A loose joint  indicates
t h e  r i v e t  d i d  n o t
expand  enough  to  fill
t h e  h o l e  o r  t h e
materials  were  not
held  together  during
setting.  Ensure  the
r ivet 's  gr ip  range
matches  the  material
thickness and that you
are  applying  steady,
even  pressure  on  the
gun handles.
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Mandrel
Jams in
the Gun
Jams often occur when
the mandrel breaks at
an angle or if the jaws
are worn. Clear the jam
by carefully pulling the
mandre l  ou t  w i th
pliers. To prevent jams,
keep  the  jaws  clean
and  replace  them  if
t h e y  b e c o m e
damaged.

TIPS FOR PERFECT
RIVETS EVERY

TIME

With practice, how to
use a pop rivet gun
b e c o m e s  s e c o n d
nature. These pro tips
will  help  you  achieve
consistent, high-quality
results:

Use a backer
bar: For thin or
soft materials,
place a flat metal
bar behind the
workpieces to
prevent
deformation
during riveting.
Rivet in a
pattern: For
long seams,


