
Are your floors a health risk? 
 
Due to a 2015 “60 Minutes” report on laminate flooring and formaldehyde, many multiunit-
dwelling residents have expressed deep concern over the suitability of their wood-laminate 
floors and cabinets. Is their cause for concern? 
 

 

Though we discussed laminate flooring in a March 2015 blog, renters’ worries seem to reach fever 
pitch with each new release of guidance from the Centers for Disease Control or the courts that are 
handling laminate-flooring lawsuits. With the latest CDC pronouncement that the cancer risk from 
formaldehyde in flooring is higher than first estimated, we thought we’d revisit the issue to separate 
hype from high alert. 
  
The Environmental Protection Agency addresses many of the most common concerns on a Frequently 
Asked Questions page on its website. A few of the responses might be particularly valuable for your 
property managers, leasing brokers and sales staff. 
  
For example, the EPA says laminate wood flooring is not in and of itself a major concern. 
Formaldehyde is present in many consumer products, including composite wood furniture and 
cabinets, and many manufacturers voluntarily have reduced formaldehyde emissions of their products 
to levels judged safe by the government. Nonetheless, some units may have higher-than-suitable 
levels of formaldehyde gas in the air. The Consumer Product Safety Commission offers a guide on how 
to measure and reduce existing formaldehyde levels, which could be informative for your staff. 
  
To stave off complaints or arguments from residents about toxic gasses and the need for new floors or 
cabinetry, you might want to consider hiring an indoor air professional to conduct an air-quality test. If 
you go that route, make sure to review the CPSC’s guide for information on choosing a true 
professional for that job. 
  
Studies show that, over time, formaldehyde emissions from compressed-wood products diminish, 
which means that furnishings installed more than two years ago could already be sufficiently inert. 
Moreover, if the products your apartment building is fitted with were certified to meet California 
standards or other national safety levels, you might not have had a problem in the first place. 
  
Though Lumber Liquidators gets most of the press, many retail and wholesale outlets sell or have sold 
formaldehyde-laden products, with Chinese manufacturers being the most prevalent violators. It 
might be worth a review of your pressed-wood products to see where they were produced, when they 
were installed and if they carry a stamp or label of air-quality certification. 
  
Replacing these furnishings is expensive, and in many cases the items in question are fairly new. It’s 
worth the effort to do some investigating before making any decisions on replacement. If you find 
your residential units get a clean bill of health, it’s time to educate your marketing, sales, and 
management staff on the particulars so they are ready to field questions that arise. You might even 
write up a brochure of answers or a website page to address the issue if your residents or prospective 
applicants indicate an ongoing concern. 
  
The greatest takeaway from the debacle is that the products you allow to be installed in your 
commercial residential dwellings should be well vetted before they are used. Formaldehyde is just one 
of a fairly large set of chemical irritants and health risks that could be present or potentially embedded 
in your buildings through renovations or rebuilding after a catastrophe. Take a keen interest in what’s 
being installed because, at some point, you might be the one held responsible if there are hazards. 
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