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Indoor air quality (IAQ) is a difficult market area to comprehend, as reflected in the 2002 NEMI study on this growth area –  complicated in part because it’s divided into two phases: Investigation and remediation (fix). 


What’s more, there’s a technical difference between IAQ and IAC (indoor air comfort) – yet the two are so interrelated as to be nearly inseparable. Things that dictate comfort (humidity, temperature, improper lighting, drafts) also can be components of IAQ, which looks at airborne particulates including mold spores (humidity & temperature); contaminants (odors); and lack of fresh/filtered air (still or “stale” air).


Pile on top the fact that owners most commonly seek an IAQ investigation as a direct result of occupant complaints, and you have a very mixed-up set of circumstances to sort out. Is the complaint due to temperature fluctuations? Real contamination? Equipment failure? Mold spores?


Often, it’s a building’s in-house O & M staff who conducts the initial investigations spurred by a complaint. If an “outsider” does the investigation, it’s usually a Certified Industrial Hygienist. Once those investigations are completed, whether in-house or not, about 35% result in “no action taken.”


But what about that 65% that result in something being done? 

Market Drivers Abound 

NEMI found that 75% of all IAQ investigations recommend HVAC system repairs or replacements as key solutions. The next step along that road is an easy one: HVAC contractors likely perform 75% of the IAQ remediation market. That’s not chump change.


IAQ concerns are hot today, with press coverage of “Sick Building Syndrome,” “Building Related Illness,” and “Multiple Chemical Sensitivity.” These phrases, with their acronyms (SBS; BRI; MCS), have entered our language to describe human ailments. There’s even a “rule of thumb” for diagnosing SBS: “If 20% of occupants register complaints, the structure can be classified as a sick building.”


And, of course, IAQ is hot in part thanks to our severely litigious society. Given the chance, an occupant diagnosed with an illness caused by the place he or she works might just sue the pants off the building owner or employer (or both). 


Thus the prime motivator for IAQ investigations by owners: Fear of being sued. A significant increase in recent mold litigation cases is driving market growth. So are insurance companies – now lobbying for widespread acceptance of IAQ investigations, to prevent future claims.


Additionally, while the majority of IAQ work is currently happening in existing buildings, the National Institute for Occupational Safety & Health (NIOSH) has taken a significant interest in the increase in public concern over IAQ. When NIOSH gets on the bandwagon, you can bet more new building owners will be taking a closer look at IAQ factors.

Strategies For Growth

What does NEMI suggest in its study? IAQ investigations should be left to those with the specialized (and expensive) equipment for testing. But the remediation or “fix-it” phase is perfect for SMWIA workers and SMACNA and signatory contractors. 


Remediation often calls for installation of new ductwork, cleaning existing ductwork, fans/ventilation systems replacement, TAB, and replacing filters. Even though sheet metal workers already have a significant portion of this work, the potential for growth is enormous.


NEMI says that it will be important for SMWIA/SMACNA members to expand their hold on this market . . . so that the investigation-phase companies don’t come to like the remediation phase too much – for themselves! How can we do this? Contractors and unions might “get into bed” with firms providing the investigations. 


Advantages of this approach include avoiding new competitors, but also helping building owners see the value of outside expertise to fix the identified IAQ problems. If the owner is dragged into court, the plaintiff’s attorney won’t be able to whine “conflict of interest” if the owner has hired an outside specialist (i.e., a SMACNA contractor) to fix the problems – as opposed to delegating it to internal staff. 


Another NEMI study recommendation: SMWIA and SMACNA should develop a remediation certification standard for IAQ work. Since there’s already a wealth of certification opportunities available on the investigation side, there ought to be something similar on the solution side. This would provide owners with IAQ problems a high comfort level in choosing SMWIA/SMACNA members to solve their problems.


Finally, the study suggests riding the wave of concern over IAQ that’s already there, by conducting a customer education campaign on the efficiency of IAQ investigation and remediation. SMWIA/SMACNA members would start to teach potential clients about the role IAQ can play in worker output, productivity, turnover, health care costs – and the potential fallout from poor IAQ if it leads to illness and lawsuits. 


The complete report can be viewed at: http://www.tabbcertified.org/pdfs/4_indoorAirQuality.pdf.  

