
Sick Building Syndrome: Unraveling the
Enigma of Indoor Air Quality
Sick Building Syndrome (SBS) is a prevalent and often enigmatic condition
affecting occupants of indoor environments, ranging from offices and
schools to homes and hospitals. Characterized by a constellation of non-
specific symptoms, such as headaches, fatigue, and respiratory irritation,
SBS poses a significant challenge to health and well-being.

The culprit behind SBS lies within the very air we breathe indoors. Indoor
air quality (IAQ) is influenced by a complex array of factors, including:

Building materials and furnishings: Volatile organic compounds
(VOCs) emitted from paints, carpets, and furniture can contribute to
poor IAQ.

Ventilation: Inadequate ventilation can lead to the accumulation of
harmful pollutants and a lack of fresh, oxygen-rich air.

Occupant activities: Activities such as smoking, cleaning, and
cooking can release pollutants into the indoor air.

The symptoms of SBS are diverse and can vary widely among individuals.
Common symptoms include:
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Headaches

Fatigue

Eye, nose, and throat irritation

Difficulty concentrating

Skin rashes

Respiratory problems

Identifying the specific causes of SBS can be challenging due to its
multifactorial nature. Contributing factors may include:

Chemical pollutants: VOCs, particulate matter, and other chemicals
emitted from building materials and furnishings.

Biological contaminants: Mold, bacteria, and other microorganisms
can thrive in humid indoor environments.

Physical factors: Poor ventilation, temperature extremes, and
overcrowding can contribute to discomfort and symptom development.

Psychological factors: Stress, anxiety, and a negative workplace or
building environment can exacerbate SBS symptoms.
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Diagnosing SBS requires a systematic approach that considers both the
building environment and the occupants' health. Steps involved may
include:

Building inspection: Identifying potential sources of pollutants, such
as inadequate ventilation or mold growth.

Air quality testing: Measuring the levels of chemical and biological
pollutants in the indoor air.

Health assessment: Obtaining medical histories and performing
physical examinations to rule out other medical conditions that may
mimic SBS symptoms.

Addressing SBS requires a comprehensive approach involving both short-
term and long-term solutions. Short-term measures aim to mitigate
symptoms and improve the immediate indoor environment, while long-term
strategies focus on preventing future recurrences.

Ventilation: Increasing ventilation by opening windows, using fans, or
installing mechanical ventilation systems helps circulate fresh air and
remove pollutants.

Source control: Identifying and eliminating sources of pollutants, such
as replacing VOC-emitting materials with low-emission alternatives.

Air cleaning: Air purifiers and filtration systems can remove harmful
pollutants from the indoor air.

Employee education: Educating occupants about the importance of
IAQ and ways to reduce their exposure to pollutants.



Building design and maintenance: Considering IAQ during building
design and implementing regular maintenance programs to ensure
optimal indoor air conditions.

Despite advancements in understanding and addressing SBS, many
uncertainties remain. The lack of objective diagnostic criteria and the
complexity of indoor environments make it challenging to conclusively
determine the cause of symptoms in individual cases. This uncertainty can
lead to frustration, skepticism, and difficulty in obtaining appropriate
medical care.

Ongoing research is expanding our knowledge of SBS and its underlying
mechanisms. Areas of focus include:

Developing more sensitive and specific diagnostic tools to accurately
identify SBS cases.

Identifying emerging pollutants and their potential health effects in
indoor environments.

Exploring the role of occupant behavior and psychological factors in
SBS symptom development.

Investigating the long-term health consequences of chronic exposure
to indoor air pollutants.

Sick Building Syndrome is a prevalent and complex condition that affects
the health and well-being of building occupants. While its causes and
symptoms can be elusive, a comprehensive approach involving building
inspections, air quality testing, health assessments, and proactive
interventions can help mitigate SBS and improve indoor air quality. As



research continues to shed light on the problem of uncertainty, we move
closer to understanding and effectively addressing this enigmatic condition.
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