
Best Bets for Breathing Better

How to Improve the Air Inside Your Home

Energy efficiency comes with an upside – and a downside. In the airtight homes most of us live in today, cooled air stays inside in summer, warm air stays inside in winter. That’s a good thing, but that also means there’s less “air exchange.” 

A healthy home needs to be able to breathe. In other words, your home needs to exhale the moisture and gases from the inside, while inhaling fresh air from the outside. When that exchange isn’t happening, unhealthy elements start to collect within your home’s air. 

For example, the chemicals from your cleaning solutions and personal care products stay inside, as do pet dander and cooking smoke. Your indoor air is affected by wet or damp carpet, as well as cabinetry or furniture made of pressed wood. Central heating systems can produce dangerous gases, such as carbon monoxide. Mold growth can cause serious illness, emitting gases and mold spores into the air. Radon and pesticides can seep in from outdoors. Dust and insect parts also get included in the mix.

As you breathe in unhealthy air, you’ll sometimes see these effects in your personal health. The reactions can seem like the same symptoms you’d find with colds or other viral diseases – irritation of the eyes, nose, and throat, headaches, dizziness, and fatigue. If your symptoms improve when you leave the house and worsen when you return, that’s a sign that there’s an indoor air connection. 

Long-term exposure to unhealthy air can bring about even more significant health effects, including some respiratory diseases, heart disease and cancer.

Your home may also experience “symptoms” of unhealthy air. Any of the following could be a sign that your home is too airtight: 

· The air inside your home is stuffy and stale. 
· Excessive condensation is dripping down your windows. (If you have a humidifier, check to see if the setting is too high.) 
· The pilot light on your gas appliance keeps going out. 
· A gas flame burns yellow instead of blue (except in the case of a natural gas fireplace). 
· The smell of exhaust gases are present in your home. Although you can't smell carbon monoxide, other exhaust gases do have an odor. 
Your Own In-Home Check

If you suspect your home has an indoor air problem, the American Lung Association recommends that you check out the following areas: 

· Don’t allow smoking indoors.
· Can you see or smell mold or mildew?  
· Is your humidity regularly above 50 percent? 
· Are there leaks or standing water anywhere—kitchen, basement, attic? 
· Are all fuel-burning appliances (gas stoves, water heaters, fireplaces) fully vented to the outdoors?
· Is there an attached garage or basement where cars, lawnmowers or motorcycles are stored? 
· Are household chemicals, paints or solvents stored indoors or in an attached garage or basement?
· Have you recently remodeled or added new furniture, carpeting or painted? 
· Do you use odor-masking chemicals or "air-freshening" devices? 
· Has kitchen or food garbage been covered and removed? 
· Have you used pesticides recently?
· Have you tested your home for radon? Although radon doesn't cause noticeable, physical symptoms, you should test your home for this dangerous substance.
Clearing the Air

According to the Environmental Protection Agency, one of the strategies for improving the health of your indoor air is called “source control,” meaning that you remove the source of the contaminant. 

For example, unwanted moisture can be a breeding ground for mold. Check your home periodically for moisture in areas that should be dry. Small plumbing leaks can lead to mold problems. If your plumbing causes unwanted moisture in any places, get the plumbing fix and dry the wet areas. Leaking walls and roofs can also be sources of mold. Isolate any areas of leaks and get them repaired and remove the water as quickly as possible. 

Vacuum regularly to remove dust particles and dust mites, as well as other particles that are released in the air from wind, human skin cells and hairs. Remember, all vacuums are not alike – some filter out the particles that others simply redistribute back into air. 

As another strategy, the EPA recommends that you improve the ventilation in your home. For example, you should use exhaust fans in bathrooms to remove moisture and gases and when cooking in the kitchen to remove fumes and airborne particles. Gas appliances should be vented to the outside. And use extra ventilation (like an open window and portable fan) when you’re using paints, hobby supplies or chemicals.  

Along those lines, whole-house ventilation is a growing trend that addresses the airtight qualities of today’s homes through ventilation systems that bring outside air into sealed homes in a way that’s intentional and controlled.  They also remove excess moisture which leads to the troublesome culprit of mold and other indoor air quality problems.  

The use of air cleaners is a third strategy for improving your indoor air. A number of products on the market can help with particle removal, though not necessarily the gases that build up. The air cleaner’s effectiveness depends on how well it collects pollutants from indoor air and how much air it draws through the cleaning or filtering element. So be sure to study the product before you decide.

Would You Like to Learn More? 
We’ve got a lot more we can tell you about your home’s indoor air! If you’d like to determine the quality of the air your family is breathing, along with some recommended solutions for improvement, give us a call and ask for a free IAQ Healthy Air Review. We can perform some simple tests that will identify problem areas. You’ll enjoy peace of mind as we work to get you and your family breathing better. Call us and schedule your Healthy Air Review.
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