Why a Musty Smell From Carpet Usually Means
Mold Is Growing

If you have noticed a persistent musty smell from carpet in your home or office, you are
probably dealing with more than just a minor odor. That earthy, stale scent is often the first
sign of hidden moisture and microbial growth. In my years of inspecting residential and
commercial spaces, | have found that carpet fibers, padding, and subflooring can trap moisture
in ways that other flooring materials do not. Once mold and mildew take hold, the smell is only
the beginning of the problem.

Most people assume that a quick vacuuming or a fresh layer of baking soda will solve the
issue. In reality, surface treatments rarely address the root cause. The musty smell from carpet
usually indicates that moisture has penetrated deep into the carpet pile, the carpet padding
underneath, or even the subfloor. Without proper intervention, the fungus and mold will
continue to spread, potentially affecting indoor air quality and the structural integrity of the
room.

Understanding the Source of the Odor

The musty smell from carpet is not just an unpleasant odor. It is the metabolic byproduct of

mold, mildew, and other fungi breaking down organic materials in the carpet. Carpet fibers,
especially those made from natural materials like wool, provide a food source for these
organisms. Synthetic carpet can also support mold growth when dirt, dust, and skin cells
accumulate in the fibers, giving the mold something to feed on.

Moisture is the key trigger. Without moisture, mold spores remain dormant. But when water
damage occurs from a leak, flood, or even high humidity, those spores activate. | have seen
basements with standing water after a heavy rain that developed a strong musty odor within 48
hours. In other cases, a slow leak from an HVAC system or a plumbing pipe behind a wall
created enough dampness in the carpet to support mold growth over weeks or months. The
problem is that by the time you smell it, the mold has already established a colony.

Why Carpets Are Especially Vulnerable

Carpets are essentially layered sponges. The face fibers trap moisture, the carpet padding
holds it like a cushion, and the subfloor underneath can absorb it as well. When a carpet gets
wet and is not dried quickly and thoroughly, the moisture wicks into the padding and subfloor.
This creates an ideal environment for mold and mildew to grow out of sight. Even if the carpet
surface feels dry, the padding underneath can remain damp for days or weeks.
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| recall inspecting a commercial office where employees complained of a persistent musty
smell near a window wall. The building maintenance team had steam cleaned the carpet twice
to remove the odor, but the smell returned each time. When we pulled back the carpet, we
found the carpet padding was black with mold. The moisture source was a small gap in the
window seal that allowed rainwater to seep in during storms. The steam cleaning had only
added more moisture to the system, making the problem worse.

Health Risks and Indoor Air Quality

Mold growth in carpet does not just stay in the carpet. Mold releases spores and volatile
organic compounds into the air. These can trigger allergies, asthma attacks, respiratory



irritation, and other health issues. People who live or work in a space with a musty smell from
carpet often report headaches, sinus congestion, and fatigue. Children, the elderly, and
individuals with compromised immune systems are especially sensitive.

One of the first things | tell homeowners is not to ignore the smell for more than a few days. If
you cannot find and fix the moisture source quickly, the mold will continue to grow and spread.
In some cases, the mold can penetrate the subfloor, requiring extensive remediation that
involves removing the carpet, padding, and sometimes part of the subfloor itself.

Steps to Diagnose the Problem

Before you can fix the odor, you need to find the moisture source. Here is a practical approach |
have used in hundreds of inspections:

e Check for visible water damage near the carpet, such as staining on walls or
baseboards, or dampness along the edges of the room.

e Look for leaks from plumbing, HVAC system condensate lines, or roof penetrations. A
slow leak can cause significant moisture buildup under the carpet.

e Use a moisture meter to test the carpet, padding, and subfloor. These tools are
affordable and can confirm whether moisture is present.

e Inspect the basement or crawlspace underneath the room. Moisture can rise through
concrete slabs and affect carpet on the floor above.

e Monitor humidity levels with a hygrometer. Indoor relative humidity above 60 percent
can support mold growth, especially in areas with poor ventilation.

Once you identify the moisture source, fix it. That might mean repairing a leak, improving
drainage, sealing a foundation crack, or using a dehumidifier to lower indoor humidity. Without
eliminating the moisture, any other step is just a temporary fix.

Remediation Options

If the musty smell is mild and the moisture source has been fixed, you might be able to save
the carpet with proper drying and cleaning. A HEPA vacuum can remove surface spores and
debris. An antimicrobial treatment can help kill mold on the carpet fibers. However, do not rely
on bleach. Bleach is not effective on porous surfaces like carpet padding or subfloor, and it can
damage carpet fibers. Baking soda can absorb odors on the surface but does not kill mold or
remove the source.



For more serious mold growth, you will need professional mold remediation. This process
typically involves isolating the affected area, removing the carpet and padding, cleaning and
treating the subfloor, and then installing new flooring. Encapsulation is another technique used
by some remediation specialists, where a sealant is applied to the subfloor to trap any
remaining mold spores and prevent them from becoming airborne. The Carpet and Rug
Institute recommends that any carpet that has been wet for more than 24 to 48 hours should
be dried or replaced to prevent mold growth.

In commercial settings, especially where carpet covers large areas, the cost of replacement
can be high. However, delaying remediation often leads to more extensive damage and higher
costs later. | have seen cases where a small patch of moldy carpet in a corner of a warehouse



led to the entire floor needing to be replaced because the mold spread under the carpet and
into the subfloor over several months.

Prevention Going Forward

Preventing a musty smell from carpet starts with moisture control. Use a dehumidifier in damp
areas like basements or rooms with poor ventilation. An air purifier with a HEPA filter can
capture mold spores circulating in the air. Consider installing leak detection systems near
water heaters, washing machines, and HVAC units to catch small leaks before they cause
damage.

Regular vacuuming with a HEPA vacuum reduces the organic matter that mold feeds on. But
avoid steam cleaning unless the carpet can be dried completely within 12 to 24 hours. If you do
steam clean, use fans and dehumidifiers to speed up drying. The Carpet and Rug Institute
advises that carpets should be dried within 24 hours to prevent mold and mildew growth.

In areas prone to moisture, such as basements or rooms with concrete slabs, consider
replacing carpet with tile, vinyl, or other moisture-resistant flooring. If you prefer carpet in those
spaces, use a synthetic carpet with low moisture absorption and install a vapor barrier under
the padding.

When to Call a Professional

If the musty smell from carpet persists after you have dried the area and cleaned the surface, it
is time to call a professional mold remediation service. They have the tools, training, and
experience to assess the extent of the mold growth, identify hidden moisture sources, and
perform safe removal. Do not try to cut out the moldy carpet yourself if the area is large,
because disturbing the mold can release large numbers of spores into the air.



Mold remediation specialists follow industry standards for containment, air filtration, and
disposal. They can also test the air quality before and after the work to confirm the mold levels
have returned to normal. In some cases, they can use encapsulation techniques to seal the
subfloor and prevent future mold growth, saving you from having to replace the entire floor.

The bottom line is that a musty smell from carpet is not something to ignore. It is a clear signal
that conditions are right for mold and mildew to grow. Acting quickly to find and fix the
moisture source, clean the affected area, and if necessary, remove and replace contaminated
materials, is the only way to protect your health and your property. Mold remediation is not
always cheap, but it is far less expensive than the damage that unchecked mold can cause
over time.



