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Improve your indoor air qualty (IAQ) by learning the common 
pollutants and what you can do to protect your family's health.  
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February is National Care About Your Indoor Air Month, time to take a careful look around your home to determine 
your indoor air quality (IAQ).  Indoor pollutants, inadequate ventilation, high temperatures and humidity levels all 
affect the quality of the air you and your family breathe inside your home.   

The effects of poor indoor air may be immediate (watery eyes, sneezing, coughing) or long-term (respiratory 
diseases, heart disease, cancer).  During months when you spend more time inside than outside, it's even more 
important to "care about your indoor air."  Take a look at the most common indoor pollutants and what you can do 
about them: 

 Carbon monoxide (CO).  Malfunctioning fireplaces, leaking chimneys, and improperly vented fuel-powered 

appliances like heat, air conditioning, and ventilation units send toxic carbon monoxide back into your 
home.  Have each of these potential hazards checked regularly, vent large appliances to the outside, and 
install carbon monoxide detectors to signal you if the air concentration reaches a dangerous level. To test for 
CO in your home, link to About.com. 

 Dust.  Excessive dust can trigger allergy and asthma attacks, and dust mites live everywhere, expecially on 

upholstered and fabric items in your home.  The best ways to minimize dust mites are to dust and vacuum 
your home regularly (more often as the number of people and pets in your home increases), wash bedding 
regularly, and invest is allergen-proof mattress and pillow covers. Find out how to allergy-proof bedding 
here. 

 Mold.  Bathrooms and basements are the most common locations for mold to appear and grow, but any 

moist, poorly ventilated space can grow mold.  Mold can contribute to allergies, asthma, and other 
respiratory conditions.  Minimize it by properly ventilating all moisture-prone areas of your home and dry wet 
and moisture-damaged spaces and items within 24-48 hours to prevent mold growth.  Link to health and 
energy for tips to prevent mold from growing, do it yourself for a list of articles to remove mold from most any 
area of your home. 

 Pesticides.  Depending on what chemicals you use and how you use them, pesticides can irritate your 

eyes, nose and throat; damage your central nervous system and kidneys; and increase your risk of cancer.  
When possible, use non-chemical methods to control pests.  If you choose chemical methods, follow 
package directions precisely, and ventilate the area where pesticides are in use both during and after use.  
Also, cover and store foods to minimize exposure to pesticides. Find ideas for pesticide alternatives at 
essortment. 

 Pet dander and hair. To reduce the chance that they trigger allergy and asthma attacks, keep pets out of 

sleeping areas and off your upholstered furniture and carpets.  Keep them away from stuffed toys as well.  If 
these restrictions are just not realistic in your home, make it a habit to vacuum and clean carpets, rugs, and 
furniture frequently. 

 Radon.  This naturally occurring radioactive gas is the most common cause of lung cancer in non-smokers.  

Fortunately, it's easy and inexpensive to test for radon in your home.  
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 Secondhand smoke.  The smoke from burning tobacco products - cigarettes, cigars, pipes - can trigger 

asthma attacks, especially in children.  The best way to protect them is not to smoke and not to allow 
smoking in your home or vehicles. 

 Volatile organic compounds.  Paints, resins, paint thinners, household chemicals, and other products 

release Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) when used and even while stored properly. VOCs cause, at 
minimum, eye, nose and throat irritation, and most severely, a variety of cancers.  Ventilation is key to 
minimizing VOCs in your home when painting, remodeling, or using products that may release them. 
Alternatively, purchase low- and no-VOC products.  Visit discovery.com for information about the most 
common products that release VOCs and alternatives to consisder. 

For additional details about any of the indoor air quality hazards listed above, visit the Environmental Protection 
Agency web site. 

Share here your experience with indoor air quality, and click on "subscribe" to be notified of future Get Organized 
articles. 

Related articles: 

 Take back your garage by getting it organized 

 How to organize your basement - pick a purpose 

 Organize your bathroom to keep your family safe 

 Safety in your child's room or nursery 

 Keep your child safe in the kitchen 
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