Evaluating therisks of indoor air pollution
Risk Management; Jun 1993; 40, 6; ABI/INFORM Glaobal

auatng the fisks of lincloor

by Pavl R. Lees-Haley and Richard S. Browhn

ecently, two bUSiﬂﬁSS executives fai leth headach
« . . . nose; fatigue or lethargy; headache;
were asked, What 1S the flI'St thlng dizziness; nausea; irritability; and for-

: getfulness. Aside from indoor air con-
that Crosses yoqr mlnd When you taminants, poor lighting, noise, vibra-
hear the words indoor air pollution tion, thermal discor?fort and psycho-

”» . « » i t , :

(AP They both said “lawyers” ~ bBr oo sbouser o

Given the litigious nature of modern business, no single manner, in terms of when
.. .. o symptoms occur or how many people
this is not surprising. What may be surprising, in the office experience them, in
however, is that business owners, employers which these health problems manifest
and landlords can do much to ward off IAP com- ~_ New or recenly renovated build-
. . . . ings are particularly susceptible to
plaints and ensuing lawsuits. Risk managers IAP. Research has shown that there

are usually some occupant com-

should have information on the proper proce- plaints abaut health concerns in

dures on what to do and what not to do when a newer buildings. In fact, experts from
the World Health Organization

group of employees, visitors, tenants or other believe that up to 30 percent of new
building occupants complains about IAP illness. ~ ©F remodeled commercial buildings

may have unusually high rates of
health complaints from occupants,

Concern with IAP has grown and that many of these complaints
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Air Pollution

designed, maintained or operated
ventilation systems. Problems linked
to the ventilation system arise when,
in an effort to save energy, these sys-
tems are not used to bring in ade-
quate amounts of outdoor air.
Inadequate ventilation also occurs if
the air supply and return vents within
each room are blocked or placed in
such a way that outside air does not
actually reach the breathing zone of
the building’s occupants.

Furthermore, improperly located
outside air intake vents can cause air
contaminated with automobile and
truck emissions, fumes from dump-
sters or air vented from rest rooms to
enter the building. Ventilation sys-
tems that are inadequately cleaned are
also a source of IAP through the
spread of biological contaminants
that have multiplied in cooling tow-
ers, humidifiers, dehumidifiers, air
conditioners or the in-side surfaces of
ventilation ductwork.

The use of buildings in ways that
were unanticipated when they were
originally constructed is the third
cause of IAP problems. For example,
buildings originally designed for one
purpose may end up being converted
for use as office space. If not properly
modified during renovations, the
room partitions and ventilation sys-
tems can contribute to indoor air
quality problems by restricting air
recirculation or by providing an inad-
equate supply of outside air. Also,
indoor air pollutants can be circulated
from portions of the building used for
specialized purposes, such as restau-
rants, print shops and dry cleaning
stores, into offices in the same build-
ing. And carbon monoxide and other
components of automobile exhaust
can be drawn from underground

parking garages through stairwells
and elevator shafts into offices.

PREVENTING IAP

Risk managers can take several steps
to prevent IAP problems or to lessen
their severity. For example, new or
newly remodeled buildings should

not be occupied until all construction
has been completely finished. Ideally,
occupancy should be delayed for sev-
eral weeks, with ventilation main-
tained during that period at 100 per-
cent outside air. Another way to pre-
vent IAP problems is to regularly
replace heating, ventilation and air
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EVALUATING THE RISKS OF INDODR AIR POLLUTION

iIsk managers should
determine the extent
to which indoor air

Bollution complaints are
ased on real exposure to
harmful toxins.

conditioning filters with new, high -
quality filters. To prevent germination
of fungal spores, roof leaks should be
repaired immediately after they are
discovered, and relative humidity in
the building should be kept below 70
percent. Also, cigarette smoking
should be banned from the building.
Finally, in the event of an outbreak of
an indoor air pollution condition, the
company should consult with medi-
cal, epidemiological and industrial
hygiene personnel to reduce the out-
break’s severity.

However, although many IAP com-
plaints are based on solid toxicologi-
cal grounds, a large number of indoor
air concerns are psychological in
nature. For example, the mere
thought that a contaminant may be
present in the workplace is enough to
make some employees question the
cause of every ache and pain they
experience. Additionally, sometimes
the chemical constituents within the
building’s air are within unharmful
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toxicological limits. However, from a
psychological point of view, it does
not really matter if a toxic exposure in
the indoor environment is real or not:
If the building’s occupants perceive
that there is a problem, then the situa-
tion has real consequences.

Therefore, the risk manager should
respond to these perceptions in order
to alleviate negative reactions. It is
important for risk managers to deter-
mine the extent to which IAP com-
plaints are based on real exposure to
harmful toxins, perceived or rumored
toxicity, or the degree to which they
are manifestations of other problems
unrelated to toxic exposure. The best
way to conduct this investigation is to
take an open-minded and concerned
approach to all complaints.

For the sake of gaining some per-
spective, risk managers should con-
sider what their companies have
already done regarding the quality of
air in their buildings. For example,
informal polls of general managers,

self-insured company executives, and
building and claims managers suggest
that few have had their own offices
tested, and almost none have had
their homes tested. In essence, a com-
pany that has not tested its air quality
is conveying two messages to its
employees: first, that it is not alarmed
about a potential IAP problem in the
building, and second, that it has no
way of knowing with exact certainty if
the building’s air is toxic, at least to
the extent that experts have anything
to offer in the way of knowledge
about this issue.

There is a tendency for companies
to take the view that they are too busy
to waste time on lAP complaints.
Often, concerns about IAP come from
individuals who complain about
numerous other subjects, so their
credibility within the firm is relatively
low. Also, some of the complaints may
seem extremely implausible — for
example, fear of cancer, chemopho-
bia, fear of immunotoxicity (or so-
called chemical AIDS), multiple chem-
ical sensitivities and employee claims
of suddenly being allergic to virtually
everything, including non-allergenic,
inert substances. However, the prob-
lem with suppressing or ignoring
these complaints is that avoidance
does not make them go away, and
may actually cause them to increase.

So how can the risk manager take
an open-minded and concerned ap-
proach to investigating these prob-
lems? When a complaint occurs, it is
important to engage in an active, posi-
tive course of behavior. First and fore-
most, this means not reacting defen-
sively. For example, it is a common
response by company executives,
building owners and managers to act
personally insulted by questions con-
cerning air quality in their buildings.

Several steps can be taken to help
avoid ineffective responses and to deal
with [AP complaints. First, risk man-
agers should listen carefully to the
complaints and then seek information
in the same way they would if their
families were at risk. This approach is
not intended to be a ploy as if the risk
managers felt the same concern for the
well-being of building occupants as
they do for their own family members;
it is merely a good business practice to
ensure the welfare of employees, ten-
ants and visitors.
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Another step is to switch to 100
percent outside air to determine
whether this alone will cure the prob-
lem. Unfortunately, the air quality in
buildings does not always show sig-
nificant improvement after outside
airflow has been increased. This may
be due to a higher than usual concen-
tration of contaminants within the
building, the presence of extremely
potent contaminants or the fact that
newer buildings may have ventilation
systems that are incapable of circulat-
ing more than 20 percent fresh air,
even when perfectly maintained.

Therefore, if switching to 100 per-
cent outside air does not solve the
problem, the risk manager should
contact the companies that manufac-
ture the building materials that may be
contributing to the problem (such as
carpeting, wallboard or paint), as well
as air quality and chemical experts.
The product manufacturers will be
able to provide literature and data
regarding the safety of their products,
and the experts can provide reviews of
empirical research regarding specific
toxins and indoor air pollution in gen-
eral. Also, a toxicologist, pulmonolo-
gist and other medical, epidemiologic
and industrial hygiene personnel
should be immediately consulted to
conduct a scientific analysis of the
problem. Their expert assistance will
help determine if the outbreak is actu-
ally related to an IAP condition.
Finally, if the exposure concerns only
one unit or office, it is unnecessary to
alarm the entire building or complex.
However, before proceeding it is
important to consult with legal coun-
sel in order to deal with duty to warn
and other pertinent legal issues .

DISSEMINATING
INFORMATION

After any scientific investigation of a
building’s air has been conducted, the
company will have to inform all con-
cerned employees about the results.
Since the best ammunition against
irrational fears is information, the risk
manager should plan in advance the
best way to disseminate the investiga-
tion’s findings. The first step in this
process involves choosing the best
communication channel for convey-
ing this message.

This is important because, psycho-
logically speaking, for many people
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results. With the right tools, American — Winston Churchill
workers are capable of outstanding productivity.

The patented Champion safety work belts are the
premier performers in the workplace. A tool that works. It’s
a tool that significantly reduces trauma to the lower back and
workers” compensation claims due to lower back injury. The
National Safety Council estimates that last year American
workers suffered over 370,000 disabling work-related back
injuries, costing business over 50 billion dollars.

The problem: over exertion and improper lifting by
workers resulting in cumulative repetitive strain and back
injuries.

The solution: the Champion Ergonomics safety work
belt system with its patented color indicator, where it quickly
shows whether or not the worker is wearing it properly. After
all, the right tool improperly used is ineffective. Guaranteed
for one full year, Champion’s belt assures proper belt tension
and usage. It's a fact: Champion — is the only belt that does!
It's also lightweight, durable and comfortable.

Don’t delay any longer. The annual number of cases
of lower back injury orimpairmentis well over ten
million. That's 12% of the working population.
Take action now and request a free copy of an
independent research study by Advanced
Ergonomics, Inc. of Dallas, Texas and get
all the details about a true ... Champion.
A valuable tool to finish
the job.

For additional information and our independent
case study, call or write today:

ERGONOMICS
The New Generation of Work Belt Systemse
PO Box Wake Forest, NC 27588
WATTS (800) 243-1803 < FAX (800) 859-8809

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




EVALUATING THE RISKS OF INDODR AIR POLLUTION

the source of certain types of informa-
tion is more important than the quali-
ty of the information itself. As a result,
the risk manager should identify in
advance who in the building or orga-
nization has the greatest credibility
with the employees. These individuals
can be informal company leaders,
community leaders or any other per-
sons the employees deem trustworthy
and reliable. This person — or persons
— should then be charged with pre-
senting the conclusions of the IAP
investigation, which will include data
provided by the toxicologist, pulmo-
nologist and any other air quality
experts hired for the investigation.
These outside experts should also be
enlisted to help disseminate the infor-

O

manager’s initial reaction may be to
think that by having the meeting, the
company has opened a can of worms,
and that the discussion is leading to a
situation that will get out of control.
Be forewarned that in group meetings
of this type, negative feelings, angry
outbursts, inflammatory comments
and alarmist remarks tend to come
out fairly early in the session.
However, attempting to suppress
these comments will only create con-
flicts and feed the initial negative feel-
ings. Permitting employees to express
their views freely while listening care-
fully to them will help shift their anger
to a more positive attitude that is con-
ducive to problem solving. Therefore,
allow the meeting to run its course.

ne of the best
sychological
reatments for IAP

complaints is to give the
employees some control
over their air quality.

mation to the employees.

It is also important to consider the
setting in which the information will
be delivered. Group meetings are the
preferred method. Though expensive
in terms of time and opportunity
costs, collective gatherings are much
better for confronting employee fears
of airborne toxins than memos or
chain of command communications.
In the meeting, the experts’ findings
should be examined in-depth with the
employees so that the relationship
between the product manufacturers’
data, the experts’ findings and the
occupants’ experiences can be
explored. Throughout this analysis,
the speakers should not act exasperat-
ed or convey a brusque demeanor;
otherwise, the speakers’ tones of
voice, facial expressions and other
non-verbal gestures may be interpret-
ed by employees as evidence of a lack
of concern about the problem.

Sometimes, the meeting will begin
on a negative note and will seem to be
heading downbhill. As a result, the risk
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The toxicologist and pulmonolo-
gist involved in the investigation
should be present at the meeting to
review all pertinent information. It is
important to make sure that the
employees receive information that is
credible as well as candid. If the
employees do not believe an expert,
then it does not matter to them
whether his or her information is sci-
entifically accurate.

STRUCTURING IAP
MEETINGS

The meeting should be structured so
that the investigation’s conclusions
are presented first, followed by an
extended question and answer ses-
sion. During this question and answer
period, the employees should be
encouraged to express their concerns
and to ask questions. The opportunity
to communicate their feelings and to
be heard often helps the employees
feel better about the situation. When
the employees pose questions, the
speakers should give them their undi-

vided attention and, despite any ini-
tial inclination to do so, should not
cut this question period short.
Instead, they should give the employ-
ees ample time to gather and
exchange information so they can
allay their concerns.

During the meeting, the presenters
of the investigation’s conclusions
should be instructed to admit it when
they do not know the answer to a
question. In these situations, the com-
pany should promise to take appro-
priate action by a specific date in
order to answer the question. For
example, if there is fear that a particu-
lar substance is present in the build-
ing’s air, the company can promise to
call a toxicologist within a specific
time limit after the meeting to test for
that substance. A new meeting can
then be called within a specified time
frame during which the toxicologist
can present the results of the analysis.
Following through on agreements
such as these with employees helps
the company affirm its concern for
their welfare and its commitment to
resolving the IAP problem.

The risk manager should also have
a psychologist present at the meeting
to observe the factors that are influ-
encing the groups’ perceptions.
However, be very careful about
involving psychologists or psychia-
trists as speakers in the meeting. If
they are allowed to speak and the
audience has not been given a clear
and acceptable reason as to why this
is so, some of the employees will infer
that the company believes their com-
plaints are psychosomatic or
hypochondriacal in nature, that they
are being hysterical or that they are
crazy for feeling the way they do. In
such situations, they will likely react
with anger or mistrust. However, an
exception to this rule is those situa-
tions in which the employees are com-
plaining of emotional distress related
to the IAP condition. In these cases, a
psychologist should be brought in
who is familiar with toxic exposure
cases so that he or she can openly
address the employees’ fears.

When in the meetings, the employ-
ees should not be given false or mis-
leading information to reassure them.
By misleading the employees, the
company is likely to increase fears by
introducing uncertainty and mistrust
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EVALUATING THE RISKS OF INDOOR AIR POLLUTION

into the proceedings. Also, conveying
inaccurate information creates the
impression that the company has
something to hide. If the meetings
frighten the employees or cause them
to lose trust in the company, they may
turn to outside sources for help.
Often, these outside sources will be
individuals who lack objectivity or
who do not share the company’s
interests. Examples include litigating
attorneys, who are more than willing
to provide a receptive forum for
employees to air their complaints,
quack doctors, aspiring plaintiffs,
political activists and disgruntled
employees.

When determining the extent to
which the indoor air quality has affect-
ed the physical well-being of the
employees, avoid handing out symp-
tom checklists, whether they are ver-
bally administered or in writing.
Instead, ask open questions. The ques-
tions on checklists contain “leading”
statements that prompt many people
to imagine complaints that they other-
wise would never have considered.

If the investigation does not uncov-
er an IAP problem, the company can
take certain steps to ameliorate these
employees’ concerns. One of the best
psychological treatments for IAP com-
plaints is to give the occupants some
control over their air quality. This
could include allowing them to con-
trol the temperature and humidity set-
tings in their immediate work envi-
ronment. Ironically, one good psycho-
logical measure is to install windows
in areas where complaints are high.
Finally, plants can be placed through-
out the work area since they have
proven effective in cleansing the air of
toxic contaminants. However, the
best strategy is to maintain a fully
functioning, well ventilated air main-
tenance system.

Keep in mind that whenever deal-
ing with potential IAP problems, it is
important to first consult with legal
counsel. And to summarize, always
carefully investigate all complaints
and conduct a thorough investigation.
Even if employee fears concerning
toxic exposure prove to be unfound-
ed, the company can use the investiga-
tion’s results to demonstrate that it
took action to address the problem,
and had the employees’ best interests
at heart. iu
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