
Preventing Mold 

in Construction

Molds, a group of organisms known as fungi,

have been on Earth for millions of years and pre-

date human history.  Recently, the media has

done much to focus on the negative characteris-

tics of mold.  In contrast, little is said about the

essential role of mold in our environment.  Molds

are essential for degrading organic-based mate-

rials such as dead animals, leaves and other

dead or dying organic matter. While this charac-

teristic is beneficial in the

natural environment, it is

also a source of concern

to the construction indus-

try.

Much of the construction

material used to build resi-

dences and commercial

buildings in the United

States is composed of

organic materials. Particle-

board, studs, wallboard,

and ceiling tiles are just a

few examples of materials

with high organic material content. These materi-

als, under the proper conditions, are readily avail-

able food sources for mold.  Unfortunately, once

mold growth is established on such materials, it

is often difficult, if not impossible, to totally elim-

inate it.  

Why is mold a concern in construction?  In addi-

tion to the structural damage that mold can do,

elevated levels of mold reproductive structures

(called spores) and mold metabolites (called

mycotoxins) have been associated with causing

a variety of adverse health effects in humans.

These effects are particularly of concern for indi-

viduals with impaired immune systems such as

the very young, the elderly and those individuals

who are on immune-suppressing medications.  If

the health concerns aren’t motivation enough to

control mold growth, construction firms should

be concerned with the recent increase in legal

action against builders where claimants allege

faulty designs or construction techniques have

contributed to mold contamination.  Jury awards

have been significant in a number of cases.

As a result, construction firms need to be pro-

active in preventing mold growth.  There are a

number of common sense practices that can

greatly reduce the risk of mold growth during

construction.  Some of the most important prac-

tices are discussed below.

MANAGEMENT COMMITMENT 

Management must recognize that preventing

mold growth in construction is vitally important.

As such, resources must be allocated to accom-

plish this objective.  Most progressive firms have

developed a mold management policy or proce-

dure, which outlines the firm’s approach to pre-

venting mold growth during the construction
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phase.  All members of the construction team,

including subcontractors, should be required to

review and certify their compliance with the mold

management plan.  However, mold management

requires more than just a written plan.

Construction management must periodically

monitor the project site to ensure the provisions

of the mold management plan are enforced.

Monitoring can best be accomplished during rou-

tine safety walkthroughs.  Provisions from the

mold management plan can also be added to

site safety checklists already in use. 

PROPER BUILDING DESIGN

Minimizing the risk of mold growth must occur

during the building and landscaping design

phase.  Architects and other building design pro-

fessionals must consider the exclusion of mois-

ture when designing building envelopes and

when specifying other design features.

Correcting potential mold concerns at the design

stage is easier and less costly then when a build-

ing is already constructed. 

PROTECTING BUILDING MATERIALS

FROM MOISTURE   

The use of low-cost biodegradable building

materials will continue to be the mainstay of US

construction techniques.  Construction materials

should be inspected upon receipt and those

exhibiting mold growth should be rejected.  Once

the materials are received, it is critically important

to keep them as dry as possible.   For large con-

struction projects, temporary shelters are recom-

mended to store moisture sensitive

biodegradable construction materials.  For

smaller projects, such as during the construction

of single family dwellings, materials should be

elevated from the ground and covered with mois-

ture-proof tarps or plastic sheeting.  Care should

be taken to ensure that these temporary staging

areas have proper drainage to minimize run-on

during rain events.  Exposing construction mate-

rials to the sun on clear days also allows the

material to “dry-out” prior to use.

QUALITY IN CONSTRUCTION

Buildings must be constructed with quality in

mind.  Failure to follow manufacturer recommen-

dations or shoddy work-

manship can lead to leaking

roofs, basements, walls and

pipes.  Poor grading during

landscaping can contribute

to excessive run-on during

rain events and basement

flooding.  Poor housekeep-

ing and worker sanitary

practices can result in pro-

viding additional sources of

moisture and food for mold

growth.  Construction firms

must implement quality control/quality assurance

processes to ensure that moisture limiting design

features such as glazing systems and vapor bar-

riers are properly installed and that construction

practices do not contribute to mold growth.

Frequent random checks must occur throughout

the construction process.  Such checks can take

the form of periodic inspections and documenta-

tion by project management personnel or desig-

nated quality assurance/quality control

personnel.

OCCUPANT EDUCATION

Occupant education is an important final step.

The building occupant/owner should be

instructed through printed fact sheets, opera-

tions and maintenance manuals and/or direct

discussion during the commissioning phase

regarding their role in preventing mold growth.

Occupants should be informed regarding the
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proper operation of heating, ventilation and air-

condition (HVAC) systems and what to do in the

event of leaks or other water intrusion events.

Occupants must be convinced of the importance

of maintaining internal conditions that do not

favor mold growth.  In addition, occupants must

recognize the importance of a quick response to

water intrusion events as mold growth can occur

within 24-48 hours.   Copies of the information

and documentation that such information/train-

ing was provided should be maintained in the

construction project file for use in defending

against potential future litigation. 

It’s safe to say that mold will continue to be a

concern in construction until biodegradable

building materials are no longer used.  Given this

fact, there are a number of best practices a con-

struction firm can implement to prevent mold

from becoming a very expensive problem.  For

additional information on how XL Environmental

can assist with preventing mold growth during

construction projects, please contact us at 

800-327-1414 or visit our website at 

www.xlenvironmental.com.

The information contained herein is intended for informational
purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. For legal
advice, seek the services of a competent attorney. Any descrip-
tions of insurance provisions are general overviews only. 

"XL Insurance" is the global brand used by XL Group plc’s
(NYSE: XL) insurance companies. Coverages underwritten by
Greenwich Insurance Company, Indian Harbor Insurance
Company, XL Insurance America, Inc., XL Specialty Insurance
Company and XL Insurance Company Limited—Canadian
Branch. Coverages not available in all jurisdictions.

2312-0504

XL Environmental
Risk Control Division
505 Eagleview Boulevard
Suite 100
PO Box 636
Exton, PA 19341-0636 
Phone: 800-327-1414 
Fax: 610-458-7285
www.xlenvironmental.com

XL Environmental is a Division of XL Specialty Insurance Company.

3 PREVENTING MOLD IN CONSTRUCTION


