
Asthma,aninflammatorydisorder
oftheairways,isoneofthemost
commonchronicrespiratory
conditionsaffectingCanadians.
Physicianshavediagnosedmore
than2.3millionCanadiansasbeing
asthmatic—8.4percentofadults
(StatisticsCanada,2009)and
13.4percentofCanadianchildren
(Garner,2008).

Whiletheexactcauseofasthma
isunknown,itappearstoresult
fromacomplexinteractionof
predisposingfactors(tendencyto
haveallergies),causalfactorsthat
maysensitizetheairways(suchas
animaldander,dustmites,mold,
cockroachesandworkplace
contaminants)andcontributing
factors,suchastobaccosmoke
duringpregnancyandchildhood,
respiratoryinfectionsandindoor
andoutdoorairquality(National
AsthmaControlTaskForce,2000).

Managementofasthmainvolves
theindividual,hisfamilyandhis

physician.Asthmaspecialists
recognizetheimportanceof
avoidingorcontrollingknown
environmentalfactors,or“triggers,”
thataggravateasthma.Triggers
includebiologicalpollutants,such
asmold,housedustmitesand
pollen,aswellasirritating
pollutants,suchasnitrogenoxide,
ozoneandformaldehyde(Canadian
AsthmaConsensusGroup,1999).
Forsomeindividuals,avoiding
allergens(substancesthatproduce
allergicreactions)canbethemost
importantelementofasthma
management.TheNationalAsthma
ControlTaskForcerecommendsa
managementplanthatincludes
reductionofaeroallergens,molds,
tobaccosmoke,vehicleandindustry
emissions,noxiousodoursand
scentsthatcantriggerasthma
episodes.The Canadian asthma 
consensus report, 1999saysthat
increasingmedicationshouldnotbe
asubstituteforavoidingexposureto
allergensandirritants.

ThisAbout Your Housedealswith
reducingyourexposuretocausal
andcontributingfactorsinthe
home.Itprovidesaglobalapproach
consistentwiththerecommendations
oftheNationalAsthmaControl
TaskForceandtheCanadian 
asthma consensus report, 1999.The
recommendationsareaimedat
reducingexposuretoallergensand
othersubstancesthatareknown
tohaveapotentialimpacton
respiratoryhealthandindoorair
quality.Whenallergensareinvolved,
eliminationispreferableto
reduction,sinceevenverysmall
amountscanprovokesymptoms.
Althoughevidenceofanassociation
betweenthedevelopmentor
worseningofasthmaandsomenon-
allergeniccontaminants,suchas
volatileorganiccompounds(VOCs),
islacking,theInstituteofMedicine
(2000)suggeststhatitisprudentto
limitexposurewherepractical.

about your house

Fighting Asthma in Your House 

CE 46



Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation2

About Your House

Fighting Asthma in Your House

Allergen reduction 

Dust mites

Dustmitesaremicroscopicbugs
thatliveonpillows,mattresses,
bedding,stuffedtoys,upholstered
furniture,fabricsandcarpets.They
feedonskinflakesfrompeopleand
thriveinhumidenvironments.They
cantriggerasthmasymptomsand
cancauseasthmainchildrenwith
nopreviousasthmasymptoms
(UnitedStatesEnvironmental
ProtectionAgency,2008).Strategies
tocontroldustmitesinclude:

n Reducingtherelativehumidity
(RH)inyourhousetoreduce
dustmitesandmold.Dustmites
needRHabove55percentto
grow.Themosteffectivewayto

preventthegrowthofdustmites
istoreducetheRHofyour
houseinthewinter.TheCanadian 
asthma consensus report, 1999
recommendshumiditylevels
below50percent.

n Vacuumingthoroughlyand
often,sincedustmitesarea
componentofhouseholddust.
Useavacuumcleanerwitha
HEPAfilteroracentralvacuum
thatexhauststotheoutside.

n WearinganN95respiratorwhile
vacuuming.Sensitiveindividuals
andchildrenshouldkeepaway
fromtheimmediatearea.This
willhelpreduceexposuretodust
mitesthatbecomeairbornewith
finedust.

n Properlymaintainingfurnace
filters.Thiscanreducefine
particlesinyourairdistribution
systemthatcanbeahomefor
dustmites(seeCMHC’sAbout 
Your HousefactsheetYour 
Furnace Filter).Tofurtherreduce
theamountofdustcirculatedby
yourairdistributionsystem,
regularlyvacuumasfarasyou
canreachintoairregistersand
returnducts.Ifyoufindthatthe
returnairductsaredirty,orif
theductshavenotbeencleaned
sincethehousewasbuiltoryou
movedin,haveyourductscleaned.
Ensurethatthecontractordoes
notspraychemicals,suchas
fungicides,disinfectantsor
essentialoilsintotheducts.

n Reducingtheamountofparticulates
youbringintothehouseby
takingoffyourshoesuponentry
andusingwashabledoormats.

n DustingwithaHEPAvacuumor
adampclothinsteadofdrydusting
tohelpcontroldust(Canadian
PartnershipforChildren’sHealth
&Environment,2005).

n Reducingtheamountof
upholsteredfurnishingsandfabric
coveringsinyourbedroomthatcan
provideahomefordustmites.

n Vacuumingupholstered
furnishingswithaHEPAvacuum
whilewearinganN95respirator.

n Avoidingcarpets—theyaregood
dustcollectorsthatcanhold
dustmites.

Sleepingareastrategiesinclude:

n Changingbeddingfrequently.

n Washingbeddinginwarmwater.
Contrarytopopularbeliefthathot
waterisneededtokilldustmites,
awarmwaterwashwithpre-soaking
iseffectiveatcontrollingdustmites
(Vyszenski-Moher,Arlian&
Neal,2002).

n Usingwashablelinenssuchas
cottonwithsmallenoughpore
size(forexample,200thread
count).Washingbedding
frequentlyismoreimportant
thanencasingamattresswitha
coverthatcannotberemoved
easilyforcleaning.

The importance of 
thorough vacuuming
House dust is a reservoir of dust mites, 
fungal glucans (cell wall components) 
and bacterial endotoxins. As exposure 
to these potential allergens occurs 
when house dust becomes airborne, 
it is important to reduce house 
dust as much as possible. A recent 
CMHC study demonstrated that 
this can be challenging. 

The study found that four to five 
successive vacuuming sessions with a  
High-Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA)  
filter-equipped vacuum cleaner, at a 
rate of one minute per square metre 
for carpets and half a minute for 
non-carpeted areas, were required 
to significantly reduce the amount 
of fine dust in the homes tested. 
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n Vacuumingmattresseswitha
HEPAvacuumperiodically.

n Replacingpillowsatleastonce
ayear.

n Avoidingtheuseof“acaricides”—
pesticidesthatkilldustmites.

n Allowingbeddingtodryby
keepingbedsuncoveredwhen
yougetoutofbed.

Molds

Moldsaremicroscopicorganisms
thatgrowonwetordampsurfaces.
Undernormalcircumstances,
preventingmoisturefromreaching
highlevelsinyourhouseistheonly
wayoflimitingmoldgrowth.To
controlthegrowthofmolds,the
RHshouldbelowenoughto
preventmoisturecondensationon
windows.Thismaymean35per
centRHorless.

Exposuretoindoormoldisassociated
withanincreasedprevalenceof
asthma-relatedsymptoms,such
aschronicwheezing,irritation
symptomsandnon-specific
symptoms.Asthma-likeresponses,
inflammatoryresponsesinthelungs
ofrodentsandseverehistological
andbiochemicalchangeshavebeen
observedinlaboratoryanimalstudies.

HealthCanadaconsidersmold
growthahealthhazardand
recommendscontrollingdampness
andcleaningupmoldregardlessof
thetypeofmold.CMHC’sAbout 
Your HousefactsheetFighting 
Mold—The Homeowners’ Guide
willhelpyouunderstandwhymold
growsandwhatyoucandoifyou
findmoldinyourhouse.

Thereareseveralno-costandlow-
costmeasures:

n Ifyourhousehasacrawlspace
withadirtfloor,coverthefloor
withacontinuoussheetof6–12mil
(0.15–0.30mm)polyethylene.
Signsofpotentialmoisture
androdentproblemsaremore
visibleonopaquesheetsofwhite
polyethylenethanonclearorblack
ones.Overlapandtapeanyseams.

n Makesurewaterfromyourroof
runsawayfromyourhouseby
havingdownspoutsleadaway
fromthefoundation.

n Ensurethatthegroundaround
yourhouseslopesawayfrom
thehouse.

n Runadehumidifierinyour
basement,evenifyouhavean
airconditioner.Anairconditioner
dehumidifiesonlywhenitis
running,whichmaybeonlya
smallfractionofthetime.See
CMHC’sAbout Your Housefact
sheetChoosing a Dehumidifierfor
moreinformation.

n Donotkeepmold-susceptible
items,suchaspaper,cardboard
andclothing,inyourbasement.
Theyabsorbmoistureandcan
growmold.

n Carpetsinthebasementor
bathroomarelikelyplacesfor
moldstogrow.Itisbestnotto
havecarpetsintheseareas.

n Donothangclothestodryin
thebasement.Useaclothesdryer
ventedtotheoutside.

n Donotstorefirewoodinside
thehouse.

n Reducethenumberofhouse
plants.Wateringthemisasource
ofmoisture.Thesoilcanbea
sourceofmolds.

n Donothumidifyunless
absolutelynecessary.First,
measuretheRHwitha
hygrometer.Readingsof25
to35percentinthewinter
aregenerallyacceptable.For
informationaboutbuyingand
usingahygrometer,seeCMHC’s
About Your House: Measuring 
Humidity in Your Home.

Mattress covers
Typical recommended measures  
for avoiding dust mites include 
encasing mattresses, box springs  
and possibly pillows with mite- and 
allergen-impermeable covers (Health 
Canada, 2007). Impermeable covers 
will protect new mattresses from 
infestation and keep mites already 
contained in older mattresses from 
passing through to the surface. 
However, everyday use leaves skin  
flakes on surfaces, on which dust mites  
feed. Exposure to dust mites can be 
reduced by frequently changing the 
bedding and vacuuming the mattress.
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n Ifyouneedhumidityatnight,
useaportablehumidifierin
yourbedroom.MonitortheRH
andcycletheunitonandoffas
necessary.Airtheroomoutto
dryduringtheday.Cleanthe
humidifieraftereachuse.Check
windowsforcondensationand
wipeupasnecessary.

n Whenyoushowerorbathe,use
thebathroomfanandletitrun
for15minutesorlongerafter
youarefinished.

n Bathroomandkitchenfans
shouldexhaustoutside.

n Whencooking,usethekitchenfan
togetridofmoistureandodours.

n Donotleaveareasofthehouse
unheated.Cold,unheatedor
dampareasinthehouseare
likelytogetmoldy.Excessive
thermostatsetbacksatnightmay
alsoencouragemoldgrowth.

n Actimmediatelyifthereisaleak
oraflood.Solvetheproblem,
thenremoveanddrywet
flooring,walls,furnishingsand
otherbelongings.Discardwhat
youcannotdry.

n Cleanupsmallareasof
moldyourself,followingthe
measuresprovidedinCMHC’s
Clean-up Procedures for Mold in 
HousesortheAbout Your House
factsheetFighting Mold—The 
Homeowners’ Guide.

n Getprofessionalhelpifthere
isalotofmold.

n ConsultCMHC’sClean Air 
Guidetodealwithdirtfloors,
crawlspacesandcoldcellars.

n Keeppotentiallymold-ladendust
toaminimumbyvacuuming
withaHEPAvacuumorcentral
vacuumexhaustedtotheoutside.

Animal dander

Somepeoplewithasthmaare
allergictoanimaldander,which
comesfromthesalivaandtheoil
glandsoffur-bearinganimals,such
asdogs,cats,hamsters,gerbilsand
mice.Evenshort-hairedcatsand
dogsproducedander.

n Themosteffectivewayof
dealingwithanimaldanderis
nottohavepetsinyourhome.
TheCanadian asthma consensus 
report, 1999saysreducing
exposuretopetallergenscannot
beeffectivewithoutremoving
thepetfromthehome.After
acatisremoved,catdander
decreasessteadilyoversixmonths.
Restrictingapet’saccesstoyour
bedroomandlivingareasdoes
notrivaltheeffectivenessofnot
havingthepetinyourhouse.
Reducingpetdanderbywashing
petsisonlyatemporarysolution.

n Considerhousingpetsoutdoors.

Cockroaches

Cockroachesarearecognizedsource
ofallergensthatcantriggerasthma
reactionsincockroach-sensitive
peoplewithasthma.

n Removeopensourcesoffood
andwater.

n Usenon-toxicbaits.

n UseaHEPAvacuuminareasthat
mayholdreservoirsofallergens.

n RefertoCMHC’sFarewell 
to Cockroachesforwaysto
preventcockroaches.

Outdoor pollen

Outdoorpollens(tree,grass,ragweed
andotherweeds)cantriggerasthma
inpeoplewhoareallergictopollen.
Pollenconcentrationsarehighest
earlyinthemorning.Keepthe
windowsclosedatnights.

n Makeyourhouseairtightto
reducepollenentry.Natural
ResourcesCanadamaintainsa
listofresidentialenergyadvisors
whocanconductatestofyour
hometoidentifyairleakage
pathwaysandsuggestwaysof
makingyourhousemoreairtight
(see“References”onpage6).

n Airconditionerscanbebeneficial
inwarmweather.However,
checkthattheair-conditioning
unitisnotasourceofmold.A
moldysmelldetectedwhenthe
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unitisturnedonmaycomefrom
somewhereinthehouseorfrom
theair-conditioningsystem.
Havetheair-conditioningcoils
insideyourfurnaceplenum
inspectedand,ifnecessary,
cleaned.Ensurethedrainpan
underthecoilsiscleanand
drainsproperly.

n Ensurethatyourairdistribution
systemhasafilter,suchasa
pleatedpaperfilter.AHEPA
filtermaybemoreeffectivein
capturingpollenparticles,butit
requiresspecialinstallationandis
costlytoreplace.

n Whenthepollenlevelsarehigh,
youmayneedtoturnoffyour
HeatRecoveryVentilator(HRV)
andotheroutdoorairintake
systems,topreventthemfrom
bringingpollen-ladenairinto
yourhouse.HRVsarealsocalled
air-to-airheatexchangers.

other respirAtory 
irritAnts

Tobacco smoke

Themostsignificantrespiratory
irritantisenvironmentaltobacco
smoke(ETS).ExposuretoETSis
associatedwithincreasedfrequency
andseverityofasthmaandthe
developmentofasthmainpredisposed
infantsandyoungchildren.

Volatile organic compounds

Whileothercontaminantsinthe
homehavenotbeenlinkedtoasthma,
theymayactasrespiratoryirritants.
PleaserefertotheAbout Your House
factsheetHow to Reduce Chemical 
Contaminants in Your Home.

Nitrogen dioxide, gas stoves, 
wood smoke 

Astudyfoundthatwomenwho
usedmainlygasforcookingreported
higherasthma-likesymptomssuch
aswheezing,wakingwithshortness
ofbreath,asthmaattacksand
reducedlungfunction(Jarvis,Chinn,
Luczynska&Burney,1996).If
youhaveagasstove,installarange
hoodexhaustedoutdoorsanduseit
whencooking.

Woodsmokeisanirritantfor
peoplewithasthma.Ifyouareusing
awoodstove,ensurethereisno
backdrafting.Ifneighboursuse
wood-heatingsystems,youmay
havetomakeyourhousemore
airtighttopreventthesmokefrom
enteringyourhome.

Air purifiers

Ozonegeneratorsarenot
recommended(HealthCanada,
2000),sinceozoneisanirritantthat
mayaggravateasthma.Furthermore,
ozoneeffectivenessincontrollingmold
andotherpollutantsisquestionable.
Ozonecanbeproducedasaby-

productofnegativeionizersand
improperlywiredelectrostaticfilters.

Mostportableaircleanershave
afiltertoremoveparticulatesand
acarbonfilter(usuallyaclothor
membrane)toremovegases.The
unitpassestheroomairthrough
thefilterstoremovethepollutants.
Severalairpurifiershavebeen
showntoreducethelevelofirritants
intestchambers,butthehealth
benefitshaveyettobedemonstrated
consistently.Theeffectivenessofan
aircleanerdependsonseveralfactors:

n Theamountofairtheunitcan
pullthrough.Smalltabletopunits
havelimiteduseinlargerareas.

n Theeffectivenessofthefilters.
Thisrefersnotonlytothe
appropriatenessofthefilter
(aparticulatefilterwillnot
removeagaseouspollutant)
butalsotohowmuchthefilter
iscapableofremovingbefore
itisreplaced.Acarboncloth
ormembranecanadsorb
(hold)onlysomuchgaseous
contaminant,afterwhichthe
filterwillreturnremoved
contaminantstotheair.

n Theratepollutantsarebeing
generatedintheroomorspace.
Ifthereisacontinuoussourceof
pollutants,theirproductionrate
maybegreaterthantheair
purifier’sremovalrate.

About Your House
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n Thesizeoftheroom.Aroom
airfiltermayhaveonlyalimited
impactontheairinalargeroom
withmanypollutantsources.It
mayalsohavealimitedimpact
inasmallroomthatiswell
connectedtotherestofthe
housebydoors,ducts,leaks,etc.,
aspollutantswillcontinueto
moveintothespace.

Therecommendedapproachisto
findthesourcesofcontaminantsand
removeorreducethem.Aportable
airpurifiermaybeanoptionwhen
sourcecontrolisnotpossible.

Tohelpidentifyindoorair
contaminantsinyourhome,
refertoCMHC’sClean Air Guide.
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Priced Publications
Building Materials for the Environmentally Hypersensitive        Order No. 61089
Clean Air Guide: How to Identify and Correct Indoor Air
 Problems in Your Home Order No. 61082
Clean-up Procedures for Mold in Houses Order No. 61091

Free Publications
Farewell to Cockroaches!—Controlling Cockroaches
 the Least-Toxic Way Order No. 60948
Moisture and Air: Householder’s Guide—Problems and Remedies Order No. 61033
About Your House fact sheets

After the Flood—A Homeowner’s Checklist Order No. 60515
Choosing a Dehumidifier Order No. 62045
The Condominium Owners’ Guide to Mold Order No. 62341
Fighting Mold—The Homeowners’ Guide Order No. 60516
Flooring Choices Order No. 63144
How to Reduce Chemical Contaminants in Your Home Order No. 64066
Importance of Bathroom and Kitchen Fans Order No. 62037
Measuring Humidity in Your Home Order No. 62027
Setback Thermostats Order No. 65329
Should You Get Your Heating Ducts Cleaned? Order No. 62044
Should You Test the Air in Your Home for Mold? Order No. 63911
The Tenant’s Guide to Mold Order No. 63902
Your Furnace Filter Order No. 62041

To find more About Your House fact sheets plus a wide variety of 
information products, visit our website at www.cmhc.ca.  You can also 
reach us by telephone at 1-800-668-2642 or by fax at 1-800-245-9274.


