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Mold under flooring is more common than
you'd think — and once it sets in, it's a
nightmare to find and fix. It can also be a
major source of VOCs in a home.

The simplest fix? Skip the flooring
altogether. If you build on a slab, you can
simply polish the concrete. That lets your
floor breathe and release moisture without
any damage. But polished concrete isn't for
everyone. And if you’re not building on a
slab, polished concrete isn’t an option.

So if you want actual flooring, how do you
prep your subfloor the right way to keep
mold from becoming your problem? And
what flooring is the healthiest choice for
your home?

This guide will tell you what to consider
when choosing and installing flooring for
your home. 

Don’t want
mold
under your
flooring?
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To understand why mold grows under flooring, we need to go back
to the basics of build science and the control layers of a home. My
“Building a Healthy and Resilient Home” class explains these in
detail, but here are the basics.

Like humans, most mold needs food, water, and oxygen to grow.
There are generally three sources for moisture underneath
flooring:

Water soaks up from underneath via capillary action.  
Leaks from above or from the side seep under the floor.
Moisture-laden air hits the dew point temperature and
condenses under the floor.

Most flooring, and most underlayments, are vapor barriers,
meaning that once water gets underneath the floor, it has no
way to dry out.
Warm air rises. In heating season, the stack effect pulls cold
exterior air in through any gaps at the floor level — meaning a
leaky floor assembly actively draws moisture-laden unconditioned
air into the floor cavity, where it can hit dew point and condense.
Permeability - how easily water vapor moves through a material
- is of utmost importance when deciding on a flooring assembly.

Why
mold
grows
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All of these conditions can lead to mold growth in and under flooring.
That’s why it’s especially important to apply proper building science
principles to our entire flooring assembly, rather than just choosing the
flooring we think is prettiest.

Just like the rest of our house, we have two basic strategies for
preventing mold under flooring:

Keep the space between the subfloor and the flooring dry.
Allow moisture a path to get out if it does get in.

Now let’s get into the details.

Preventing mold
under flooring
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Make sure your home site has proper grading so water isn’t
getting trapped underneath your foundation.
Lay a capillary break of 3/4” of clean crushed rock underneath
your foundation.
Install insulation under your foundation as appropriate for your
climate.
Install a taped and sealed 10+ mil vapor barrier, such as
Stego. Overlap seams by at least 6" and tape or mastic all
joints. For complete installation instructions, consult this video. 
Do not put anything (notably sand) between the Stego and the
concrete.
Make sure the concrete is thoroughly dry before installing
flooring by doing multiple calcium chloride tests or tape tests
(as defined by ASTM D4263-05.) These tests are easy to
perform - you can do them yourself.

Installing
flooring over
a concrete
slab
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