
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

     
     
     

    
    

 

    
    

     

    
    
 

    
     
     

 
 

    
 

  

  

  

  

 

DOHS Fact Sheet on HVAC Duct Cleaning 
National Institutes of Health • Office of Research Services (ORS) • Division of Occupational Health and Safety (DOHS) • Technical Assistance Branch (TAB) 

The overall indoor air quality (IAQ) benefits of routine duct cleaning on heating, ventilating, and air conditioning 
(HVAC) systems continue to be reviewed and researched.  Despite more than two decades of research, there is 
still not enough evidence to draw solid conclusions about duct cleanings benefits on IAQ, occupant health, HVAC 
system performance, or energy savings, according to a 2010 review of scientific studies on duct cleaning. The 
review did find clear evidence that ductwork can be contaminated with dust and can act as a reservoir for 
microbial growth under normal operating conditions.  Yet, even when duct cleaning was extremely efficient at 
removing contaminants within ducts, the effectiveness of reducing indoor air pollutants was highly variable, and, 
in many cases, post-cleaning levels of contaminants were higher than pre-cleaning levels. 

This fact sheet provides guidance on: 

•  How to prevent duct contamination. 

•  When duct cleaning may be appropriate. 

•  How to protect building occupants during duct cleaning. 

How to prevent duct contamination 

PREVENTION of duct contamination is KEY to avoiding 
problems.  Follow these recommendations to avoid the 
need for costly duct cleaning: 

•  Perform routine preventive maintenance on HVAC 
systems, by complying with manufacturer schedules 
for changing HVAC filters, cleaning coils, and other 
components. 

•  During building renovation, seal ductwork to prevent 
construction dust and debris from entering the HVAC 
system. 

•  Maintain good housekeeping in occupied spaces. 

•  Ensure that air intakes are located away from  
     contaminant sources. 

•  Consider routine inspections of ductwork.  The National 
Air Duct Cleaning Association (NADCA)’s standard, 

     “Assessment, Cleaning and Restoration of HVAC Systems-
     ACR 2013,” recommends that HVAC systems be visually 

inspected for cleanliness at regular intervals, depending
 on building use. For healthcare facilities, the standard  
recommends annual inspections of air handling units 
and supply/return ductwork. 

•  New ductwork frequently contains oil and debris. Before 
new ductwork is connected to the air handling system, 
it should be inspected for cleanliness and cleaned if 
necessary. 

Before After 

When duct cleaning may be appropriate 

Although the value of routine duct cleaning remains 
questionable, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) and industrial hygienists agree that duct cleaning 
(or, in some cases, duct replacement) is appropriate in the 
following circumstances: 

•  Permanent or persistent water damage in ducts. 

•  Slime or microbial growth observed in ducts. 

•  Debris build‐up in ducts that restricts airflow. 

•  Dust discharging from supply diffusers. 

•  Offensive odors originating in ductwork or HVAC 
components. 
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How to prevent building occupants during duct cleaning 

If duct cleaning is determined to be the best option: 

1.  Hire a duct cleaning contractor who is a member in good 
standing of the NADCA. Duct cleaning companies must meet 
certain requirements to become NADCA members.  All NADCA 
members must have certified Air System Cleaning Specialists (ASCS) 
on staff who have taken and passed the NADCA Certification 
Examination. 

2. PROTECT building occupants during and after duct cleaning: 

• Place a filter over supply and return grills to capture dust  
when HVAC system is placed back into service after cleaning.  

• Perform duct cleaning during hours when the building is  
unoccupied, such as nights and weekends.  

• Use containment barriers and proper ventilation equipment, such  
as “negative‐air” machines equipped with high‐efficiency filters.  

• Avoid the use of biocides and sealants.  Even EPA‐registered biocides may pose health risks, including eye, nose, and skin irritation. 

• No biocides are currently EPA‐registered for use on fiberglass duct board or fiberglass‐lined ducts. Both the EPA and NADCA 
recommend replacing wet or moldy fiberglass duct material. 

• Consult with occupants with medical conditions (e.g. immunosuppressed individuals). 

BEFORE hiring a duct cleaning contractor, make sure you can answer “Yes” to all of these questions: 

 Are there known or observed contaminants in the ductwork? 

 Have you confirmed the type and quantity of contaminants based on testing or observation? 

 Are the contaminants (or their by-products) capable of entering occupied spaces? 

 Have you identified and controlled the source of contaminant? 

 Will the duct cleaning effectively remove, inactivate, or neutralize the contaminant?     

 Have you considered other options, such as removal of affected ductwork? 

 Is duct cleaning the only (or most effective) solution? 

In all cases, duct cleaning should be undertaken only after the source of the contaminant has been identified and 
controlled.  Otherwise, the problem will not go away.  For instance, the water source causing mold growth must be 
identified and controlled or duct cleaning will be only a temporary fix. 
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The dirty filter/vent above indicate a cleaning is needed and should be performed by a professional 
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It is important to remember: 

1. Duct cleaning should only be undertaken as  
a last resort, after other measures have been  
exhausted.  

2. Duct cleaning should only be performed  
after a thorough evaluation of the system and   
the contaminant source has been  
identified and controlled.  

3. Prevent dirt, water, and other contaminants  
from entering ducts by utilizing preventative  
maintenance schedules and procedures,  
implementing good housekeeping practices,  
and ensuring proper location of air intakes.  

4.   DOHS staff are available to assist in evaluating  
ductwork.  

Useful references: 

Assessment, Cleaning and Restoration of HVAC Systems. NADCA. January 2013. 

Building Air Quality: A Guide for Building Owners and Facility Managers. Appendix B, HVAC Systems and 
Indoor Air Quality. EPA/NIOSH. December 1991. 

Is ventilation duct cleaning useful? A review of the scientific evidence. M.S. Zuraimi. Indoor Air 2010. 

Should You Have the Air Ducts in Your Home Cleaned? EPA. October 1997. 

Ten Questions about Duct Cleaning. D. Jeff Burton. Occupational Health and Safety. May 2006. 

More information about duct cleaning is available from these organizations: 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Indoor Air Quality Web site - http://www.epa.gov/index.html 

National Air Duct Cleaners Association (NADCA) - www.nadca.com 

North American Insulation Manufacturers Association (NAIMA) - www.naima.org 

Sheet Metal & Air Conditioning Contractors’ National Association (SMACNA) - www. smacna.org 
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