
Testing 101
Surface Sampling



WHAT WE WILL COVER TODAY

• Surface sampling.

• Mold is inconspicuous.

• Strengths of surface sampling.

• Limitations of surface sampling.

• When surface samples should be 
used.

• Review photos and labs verifying 
unexpected source areas of 
contamination.



• Surface sampling is:
• The collection of a limited surface 

area “typically 1 x 1 square inch”.

• Methods of surface sampling:
• Tape lift.

• Swab sample.

• Bulk sample.

SURFACE SAMPLES



MOLD IS INCONSPICUOUS

• Mold is microscopic.

• Appears to be “just dust” BUT it is actually NOT 
just dust it is a mold colony.

• Variation in color:
• black, grey, or greenish, brown, purple, orange, pink, 

yellow, red, white, or even a combination of colors.

• Hidden behind materials:
• Inside walls.

• Dry water stains.

• Wallpaper.



STRENGTHS
• Validation of the presence of mold.
• Quick turnaround times for analyzed results.
• Cost effective method for determining mold.
• Helps identified source areas of mold contamination.
• Identifies viable and nonviable spores.
• A swab sample can be Cultured at the lab to 

determine mold and species:
• Takes more time at the lab to culture.
• More costly.

• A helpful component for post remediation 
verification testing.



LIMITATIONS

• Sampling collection can be overloaded with 
debris making it difficult for mycologist to 
identify mold

• Can only analyze to the Genus level not the 
species level

• Can’t distinguish between various mold types
• Example; Aspergillus and Penicillium

• Hyphal fragments can’t be distinguished by the 
mycologist to determine what mold it is from

• Limited area of where the sample is being 
collected. 
• May be a large variety of molds that are not being 

picked up and identified due to the limited surface 
area being sampled.



WHEN SHOULD SURFACE SAMPLES BE USED
• Sampling vs Not Sampling:

• We always recommend to sample what you 
see.

• Extremely common for contractors not 
experienced with mold to say it isn’t mold or 
it’s nothing to worry about.

• Bottom line test don’t guess!

• With health related issues it’s important:
• To verify if you have mold.
• Identify what your being exposed to.

• Surface sample are taken when there are 
indicator molds of water damage:
• See photos below for examples.

• To establish remediation protocols.



Continued

• Post Remediation Verification testing in 
contained work areas on cleaned surfaces.

• Legal cases perform surface samples with 
other sampling methods.

• Surface sampling should always be combined 
with other types of sampling methods to 
understand the full impact on the home.
• Source samples: Air & Swab
• Dispersion: ERMI & Mycotoxin
• Progressive samples: Actinomycetes, Endotoxins 

and when applicable VOC, Formaldehyde.

Post testing contained work areas



How To Read Surface Sample Lab Reports
• Typically used to identify and qualify that there is mold

• In the report looking for the following molds that are 
indicator molds for water damage:
• Example; Aspergillus, Penicillium, Chaetomium, 

Stachybotrys, Ulocladium, Fusarium

• Looking for concentration levels 
• Rare: 1 to 10 
• Low: 11 to 100 
• Medium: 101 to 1000 
• High: >1000

• Concentration levels of hyphal fragments 
• Indicator of mold growth 

• Notification of the following
• Excess debris
• Bacteria



WHEN DUST IS ACTUALLY A MOLD COLONY
Master Bedroom Wall





WHEN DUST IS ACTUALLY A MOLD COLONY

HVAC AHU 1





WHEN DUST IS ACTUALLY A MOLD COLONY

HVAC Mini Split System





SUSPECT MOLD GROWTH

Window Tracks





SUSPECT MOLD GROWTH

Refrigerator Seal



SUSPECT MOLD GROWTH

Toilet Tank



SUSPECT MOLD GROWTH
In Wall Coffee Maker





WATER DAMAGE
Wall Behind Baseboard



WATER DAMAGE
HVAC platform



WATER DAMAGE



WATER DAMAGE
HVAC AHU

Area tested is inside this
panel and underneath the
HVAC AHU on the Plenum





HIGH RELATIVE HUMIDITY

Kitchen Cabinet Tape Lift





HIGH RELATIVE HUMIDITY
Wallpaper



WOOD FUNGUS

Attic Wood Frame



WOOD FUNGUS

New Home







Take Action
Policy & Advocacy | Volunteer | Stay Informed | Donate

www.Changetheairfoundation.org

https://changetheairfoundation.org/policy-advocacy/
https://changetheairfoundation.org/volunteer/
https://changetheairfoundation.org/stay-informed/
https://changetheair-bloom.kindful.com/
https://changetheairfoundation.org/

